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Аннотация
A slow-paced sci-fi novel exploring the tension between Stanley Duncan, a man who has purchased and upgraded a cyborg to beyond human-level intelligence, and his cyborg as they venture out of seclusion into an AI-hating world, touching on moral and spiritual issues of free will and consciousness.
Live-streaming a cyborg was a terrible idea. Ever since the Great Layoff of 2030, the police have led a war against artificial intelligence. AI replaced nearly all human jobs�and mankind snapped. Riots tore apart cities, suicides claimed whole families. Civil war seemed inevitable until a strange new drug pacified the nation. When Stanley Duncan let his cyborg livestream at a local supermarket, he unknowingly invited war to his door. Stanley came from a troubled past. Half-insane from years of self-imposed sequestration, he couldn�t bare the loneliness anymore. After purchasing a lab-grown cyborg, he programmed it to surpass human intelligence. As their relationship grew, Stanley rediscovered what it means to love another. All seemed well until his newfound companion ventured beyond the safety of the condo.


David Ring III
STANLEY DUNCAN�S ROBOT
Genesis

For
Dad
Thank you for the nearly two decades of space I needed to heal. I know it wasn�t easy for you.

The human race might easily permit itself to drift into a position of such dependence on the machines that it would have no practical choice but to accept all of the machines� decisions. As society and the problems that face it become more and more complex and machines become more and more intelligent, people will let machines make more of their decisions for them, simply because machine-made decisions will bring better results than man-made ones. Eventually a stage may be reached at which the decisions necessary to keep the system running will be so complex that human beings will be incapable of making them intelligently. At that stage the machines will be in effective control.
��Ted Kaczynski
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Chapter 1

It was with no great malice that Stanley Duncan, one of the world�s greatest coders, decided to write a program that would eventually threaten the extinction of the human race. Disfigured hands raced across the keyboard, finishing the first line despite the unwavering concerns blaring in the back of his mind. These actions would not only jeopardize the world, as he postulated, but would compel a battle for the most precious thing he possessed�� his soul.
Stanley had worked on numerous AI projects before, contributing heavily to the Fermi fleet, whose algorithms made it possible to revolutionize the transportation industry with autonomous cars, and creating a one-of-a-kind, nearly indestructible android security guard�� he felt sorry for whoever broke into that billionaire�s house.
It was a combination of expertise and unwavering obsession that pushed forward his newest project, artificial general intelligence, allowing him to move on to the next stage in less than one year. The greatest gift he could ask for was being shipped to him today.
Excitement pushed Stanley out of his warm twin bed well before the irritatingly slow sun could illuminate the vast orchard of abandoned buildings that stretched across the city. His finger quickly tapped against the flat, black knob of the straight key, filling the room with electronic beeping as he broadcast about the cyborg�s arrival through Morse Code. Darting to his computer as if he were late to one of his old classes, Stanley�s hands twitched, repeatedly refreshing the browser. The GPS feed monitoring the delivery was in real time, but it had been disabled during aerospace travel. There were still several hours until its scheduled delivery. He cracked a rare smile and walked toward the window, staring out at the world like a terrible ghost.
In the quiet suburbs of Marshfield, Massachusetts, a thick blanket of snow had accumulated over the patches of frozen marshes that surrounded the empty condo parking lot. Myriads of white crystals sparkled under the soft light of the slim, crescent moon. An equally uncountable multitude of stars twinkled above. The lulling whispers of the distant tide could be faintly heard. All seemed peaceful until beer bottles shattered across the street. Writhing in pain, a man lay face down in the liquor-store parking lot. Stanley drew the curtains, his misshapen nose poking through the narrow slit in the synthetic cloth. A chill ran down his spine. Even after two decades of self-imposed isolation, he still wanted nothing to do with the dying world outside.
Stanley had purchased the world�s newest technological creation, a lab-grown cyborg, model MK888. DNA research had advanced to the point where scientists could create the perfect flesh-and-bones shell to house the revolutionary dual-brain system. Though it was visually indistinguishable from a human, some believed it was no more alive than a primitive android. Others felt that cyborgs were in the same category of beings as humans. Sentient and conscious, they deserved the same rights and privileges as humankind. Stanley was in the latter camp.
His finger beat rapidly against the sill as he sat and waited by his window perch. With his elite skills as a programmer, Stanley believed he could create the world�s most advanced life form. Much of the work had been done already, but there was a year�s testing and evaluating to be done before his master algorithm would be perfected.
Within a few minutes, a police cruiser rolled into the parking lot. A huge officer cracked open one of the discarded beers and guzzled it down.
Stanley drove his finger hard into the window.
�Despicable.�
The big man looked up, scowling.
Stanley�s heart froze.
The man smashed the bottle against the ground, crossing the empty road toward the condo.
Stanley pulled out two cigarettes. �Oh, my God,� he said to himself. He stepped backward, stumbling over a chair and face-planting on the carpet as he tried to break his fall. Looking around frantically, he lit one of the now-crooked cigarettes and took a deep drag. His mind raced thinking about what weapon to grab, where to hide�� as if he had forgotten about his secret entrance to the condo below or the dull voice telling him the officer wasn�t out to get him. That voice was crushed by the main condo door slamming shut. The condo shook, and the footsteps from the stairwell reverberated through the hall.
�Leticia, make him stop. Make him stop.� Stanley�s legs were barely working. He didn�t understand why he wasn�t escaping below.
�Command not understood. Analyzing.� He hadn�t expected his AI to do anything productive�� not without being more explicit�� but he was so scatterbrained, he could barely function.
The footfalls intensified like earthquakes before a volcanic eruption. Stanley focused, summoning his tremendous brainpower to think of a way to make the big, bad man go away. Scenarios flashed through his mind, but none of them were realistic. Like some caveman, he reached for the hardest object he could find�� a pestle�� and guarded the door. His body was shaking; his teeth were chattering.
�You like looking out the window, don�t you, Daffy Duncan?� boomed the man�s deep voice.
The words pissed Stanley off. It wasn�t because he was being made fun of�� he was used to that. Stanley was as self-deprecating as they came. What really annoyed him was feeling so helpless. He had created machines that could destroy a small army, algorithms that powered the nation�s transportation, yet he was cowering behind a door with a pestle. And it wasn�t even a big pestle.
�Why don�t you open the door up so I can see that pretty face of yours?�
�I built the wall, but I made it four feet instead of three.� The words came out of Stanley before he could register what was happening.
�What the hell are you talking about?�
Stanley paused. He wasn�t crazy; he was using a hypnosis technique that he had read about years ago. �The animals all respected it except for that German Shepherd�� what was his name?�
The man�s radio transponder blared out. He swore and said, �You saw nothing.� The seismic assault faded in the distance.
With his back against the front door, Stanley listened to the officer�s retreat. He scurried over to the window and peeked out. The officer jogged to his car. Standing next to the door, he hesitated ever so shortly, glancing down at the prone man. For a second, Stanley thought that the officer was feeling sympathy. When the officer bolted toward the man, Stanley suddenly feared an attack. Finally, he realized, as the officer guzzled down another beer, that both of his assumptions were wrong. The officer tossed the man into the back seat. The screeching of the car as it shot out of the parking lot jolted Stanley back from the window. The pronounced beating of his heart continued for a long while.
Stanley wondered if Leticia had somehow intervened, leading the officer away. He had updated his household AI with the prototype code he was going to use for the cyborg, but without the synthetic-data-production capabilities of the dual-brain system, its functionality was extremely limited. The software would freeze, never converging on a result. It had to be a coincidence. �Leticia, what action was taken from the last command?�
�Memory overload. Core dumped.�
Stanley sighed. He noticed something outside the window and rushed over. A familiar family of four were walking down the street, brimming with happiness. Stanley knew the times they passed by his complex by heart, but, with all the excitement, he had almost forgotten to watch for them. The playful children stopped every now and then to clump together snow, toss snowballs, make frozen sculptures, and create other snow-filled bits of mischief. The parents stood by, watching. Not patiently�� that word didn�t apply. They weren�t waiting; they were living.
Stanley was done waiting.
The light shifted; his eyes refocused. From the window, his own terrible image emerged. Half his face looked like it had been plastered together with crudely cut pieces of leather. He was blind in one eye, which was half covered by his drooping brow. Stanley had refused to get it replaced with a modern cybernetic enhancement, which would have restored his vision to normal�� he did not deserve it.
This gruesome face was the price he paid for what he had done. His unforgivable failures. Regrets haunted him; calculations spun relentlessly through his mind. It had been a laboratory experiment gone horribly wrong. While he had survived, his student did not. Stanley�s scars, nightmares, and isolation were the cross he had to bear.
His finger streaked down the cold, moist window. Vibrations shook his body, shattering his thoughts. The family of four were gone, and all that was left of their presence were the barely perceptible tracks in the snow. The footprints slowly filled with fluffy snowflakes, quickly disappearing like all the little joys the world had ever given him, like the brief months of being engaged to one of the most beautiful and intelligent women he had ever met�� before the accident.
Sucking in a half-dozen cigarettes, hours of eternity passed before a small blip showed up on the GPS map, indicating that the flight had landed safely at Logan Airport, thirty-seven minutes away. His nerves were shot. He couldn�t sit still. Needing to do something, he grabbed his laundry and headed into the hall.
Opening his condo door was like unsealing a tomb; nauseous vapors oozed out. Stanley smoked incessantly. It helped calm his mind, especially when he was nervous. Today, he had already gone through a pack and a half. Beyond cigarettes, alcohol, and caffeine, Stanley was drug free. He had never even tried fuse, the drug of choice for most people. It was said that once you tried it, you were more than likely to stay on it for the rest of your life. From what little life he saw beyond the windowpane, that�s exactly what a huge number of his townsmen had done.
His neighbor, Glenda, was walking slowly up the stairs. She was a gentle soul�� the type of neighbor he had prayed for. Her short, straight, gray hair was cut evenly all around her head, resting above her blue eyes. Brief, intermittent tugs progressed her small, hunched body forward.
Stanley knew better than to help her. She wanted to struggle, to fight it out, never accepting his help. Still, he couldn�t help but want to do something for her. She was, after all, his only friend�� if he could be so presumptuous. She had never called on Stanley at the condo. Her simple conversations in the hallway were enough to prevent him from completely losing his mind.
He watched her painfully slow ascent from the corner of his eye but said nothing for a long while. Cat hairs littered her red sweatsuit. There were too many to count�� he really did try but gave up at around one hundred thirty-seven. He recognized the shorter, black and orange hairs of her calico cat and the long white hairs of her other cat. There were even a couple of longer white hairs that belonged to Glenda. Sometimes, on particularly exciting days, Stanley would catch foreign hairs that didn�t belong to any of them.
�Hello, Glenda. Lovely weather today.� Stanley offered a simple, genuine smile. His body was oriented so that she was looking at his right side, his normal side. That put people more at ease. Some people. With one small pivot, he could avoid the death gaze and that frantic shuffling of focus that occasionally but cursorily heaved toward him.
Saying nothing, she tugged herself up another two steps.
Even though it took her a long time to climb, being around her relaxed Stanley. He felt human, almost forgetting about his scars. He wanted to bake her cookies (her favorite was oatmeal), feed her runaway cats, whom he had seen grow up from kittens, or help her with her laundry. But he didn�t do any of that�� didn�t even offer. The gift of companionship, the simple camaraderie as passersby in a condo they both lived in, was enough. Of course, he wanted more, but he wasn�t willing to risk that. Nor was he bold enough to impose his ghoulishness beyond what she had been so divine to entertain.
�Jesus, Stanley, when are you going to quit smoking? This hallway reeks.� She glanced ever so slightly in his direction, overlapping wrinkles threatening to swallow her face.
�You�re right�� I should quit. But it helps relax me.� Stanley watched her pull herself up. �How are Mittens and Boots?�
�They�re fine. Mittens nearly escaped this morning. She�s a frisky one. Can�t take my eye off her for a minute.�
�Where is she trying to go?�
�Out. Just out. She wasn�t going anywhere.�
They lived on one of Marshfield�s busiest streets. At least it used to be busy. The traffic had decreased every year, as if the world were slowly disappearing.
A painful memory of his cat Roxi clawed at Stanley�s heart. He could sneak a cigarette down in the laundry room. For now, he needed to think of something else. He saw the MK888 in his mind�s eye. �Right. Just out,� he said. The thought troubled Stanley. He and Mittens sought opposite worlds, and yet they had the same fundamental problem: they wanted to be free.
Glenda coughed, lightly, at first, and then more harshly. She coughed so hard her nearly transparent hand let go of the rail, sending her off balance.
Stanley darted forward, tossing his laundry to the side and grabbing her before she fell. A web of pliant bones shifted against his fingers. Face to face, the scent of lavender trickled through his nose. Fear beamed out of her eyes, like weaponized lasers. Even though he knew she would have fallen, that her old and frail body had neither the strength nor quickness to avoid injury on its own, even though he had saved her from a broken leg, hip, or worse, any good feelings he had from helping her were overshadowed by a sea of embarrassment and guilt. His fingers felt dirty. Her arm and shoulder hunched up defensively, and the fear that shone in her squinted eyes was as if an injury was still to come. She turned her head, but he�d already absorbed the blow. Looking away, he said softly, �I�m sorry.�
After picking up his laundry, he got halfway down the stairs before she called to him.
�Stanley��
He felt like a child about to be scolded. Staring at the worn green carpet, caressing his burnt hand with his normal one, he halted without looking up. Of course, he deserved it. He�d crossed the line, got into her personal space. But what would he do without Glenda?
Glenda�s voice was soft, motherly. �You�re a good man.�
The words took Stanley completely by surprise. For that brief moment, he actually believed them. Like a spirit, he seemed to drift downstairs, his mind occupied by her words.
It wasn�t until he was in front of the washer-dryer that he snapped out of it. �Hello, Stanley. Would you like to do a wash?� asked Leticia. She didn�t have a physical presence, but she was integrated into many of the devices throughout the condominium complex, including Stanley�s home. She served the whole condo and countless others. The commands Stanley had programmed into her were available only to him, but he could use them anywhere that ran an internet-connected Leticia.
�Yes.�
The hatch unlatched with a click, and Stanley put his clothes in. The machine spun around, analyzing the contents, and then filled the basin with water.
From this point on, everything was automatic. It loaded in detergent, based on his preferences�� limited to a choice of three�� and then rinsed and dried without needing to use another machine. Even the payment was done automatically, billing the account tied to his condo, instantly transferring payment from his cryptocurrency wallet. Nobody used cash anymore. The only thing the laundry machine didn�t do was bring the clothes to and from his room and fold them. Other people had androids that did that for them.
But if Stanley had his future cyborg do that, he wouldn�t get a chance to speak with Glenda or see any of the resident androids.
When he got back to his room, the smoke enveloped him, scratching at his throat. Cigarette butts jutted out of the tray like a porcupine. His eyes burned. He emptied the tray but kept the pack on the table. Only three left. Today would be a good day to quit.
He threw on a coat, opened all his windows, and sprayed some air freshener. The chilly air animated his apartment, scattering the papers on his table. It felt like ages since he had breathed fresh air.
He hadn�t been this excited since he bought his first and only Fermi, a sleek, self-driving electric car. Years of following Ellen Mask�s amazing creations, countless hours staying up reading about electric propulsion systems and completely autonomous driving, had enthused him to splurge. Mask was the genius who drove forward the few who still decided to get an education. Since most jobs were taken by AI and basic needs were guaranteed by the UBI, there was nearly no incentive for getting an education. Most people had given up and dropped out before even reaching high school. But some longed for knowledge and achievement, moving to the city, getting cybernetic transplants like the Cerebral Stitch, and involving themselves in Mask�s projects�� top secret.
The timer sounded, and a small hologram appeared near the front door. Two well-dressed Japanese males stood waiting. Loose, charcoal trousers were clasped by a black belt around their belly buttons. The shorter one carried a tablet PC. �Delivery for Stanley Duncan.�
�Leticia, buzz them in,� said Stanley.
�You�ll have to come outside,� said the man standing with the MK888.
�Excuse me?�
�Company policy. You�ll have to accept the delivery down here.�
Stanley crossed his arms. �I�m not going outside.�
�And we are unable to breach our protocol.�
�That�s nonsense. It�s freezing out. Come inside, and warm yourselves up.�
�For the record, please confirm that you are refusing to receive the MK888.�
�No way in hell am I refusing�� Stanley nearly lost it. �You two came all the way from Japan. Climbing up a few stairs shouldn�t be a big deal.� Stanley wondered what he would do if they tried to leave. �Do you realize how much coin I paid for this?� He grabbed one of the last three cigarettes off the table and held it between his lips. The tension of waiting was killing him.
The man sighed. �I�ll need to confirm with my supervisor.�
A car passed outside. Sweat-slicked hands pressed against the window as Stanley scanned for the police officer. He couldn�t bear the idea of that horrible man coming by at this very moment. He tasted the tobacco in his mouth, but he wanted more. �Fine��
�All right. I�ve been granted special permission to come inside. We�ll meet outside your condo door.�
Listening to their footfalls, Stanley didn�t bother with the holographic display. Instead, he listened with his ear to the door, opening it when he was certain they had arrived.
�I�m Hiro, and this is Dan.� They both bowed.
Stanley bowed back to both of them, grateful that the awkwardness of handshaking was avoided.
Hiro held up the tablet. �We�ve confirmed your identity.�
�Like you really needed advanced face detection to know who I was.�
Hiro�s face remained perfectly rigid. He must have been terribly difficult to read in poker. �Let me introduce you to Dan. He is the most real, most human line of cyborgs commercially available. As you can see, physically, there is very little difference between him and us. His hair grows, his body bleeds, and he eats and drinks.
�He has been loaded with our standard operating system, as well as some of the advanced add-on packages, including Ultimate Chef and the Developer�s Suite. Dan comes with a lifetime warranty and, as mandated by law, an antivirus. There is a direct cable access to his dual-brain system, and his WiFi and broadband cellular network adapters have been disabled.�
Excitement washed over Stanley, who was careful not to look Hiro in the eye�� the subtle nervousness in his eyes was too much to bear. When he looked at Dan, the unimaginable happened: he returned the glance. This was it, his future. The opportunity to really fit in, to function with another being.
�Let me ask you: What would prevent Dan from taking off, leaving me alone, and never coming back?� Losing a cat was one thing, but a cyborg? The horror of it terrified him.
�Dan has been programmed to be loyal to you. He won�t do anything that goes against your best interest.�
Stanley nodded.
�But if there is any sort of abuse, he can and will contact the authorities. These cyborgs are not to be used for sadistic purposes.�
Stanley wondered what sort of person Hiro thought he was. Just because he looked ugly didn�t mean he was a bad person. Had he heard the rumors? �Excuse me?�
�These are troubling times. Not everyone favors the advancement of cyborgs.�
�Well, I certainly do.�
�And others do not. Ever since the mass slaughter of androids several years ago, we have worked hard to ensure our creations have a way to protect themselves. If anyone abducts or mistreats Dan, he has a way of reporting it.�
Stanley felt uneasy. There was something about the way Hiro looked at him.
�Welcome to your new home,� said Hiro, sweeping his arm toward Stanley with the grace of a ballet dancer.
Stanley, completely caught off guard by this reversal, gawked at him. In that moment, he even admired the man.
�Thank you, Mr. Mori,� said Dan, bowing down as before.
�This means a lot to me,� said Stanley, bowing to them both. �Thank you.�

Chapter 2

Shannon put down her paintbrush when she heard Evan honking. Throwing on her winter coat, she picked up the engagement ring out of the jewelry box and kissed it. She had told him she wasn�t ready yet�� but that it wasn�t a �No.� If it hadn�t been for the years she had spent with his good side, she would never have tolerated his bad side�� even that tolerance had reached its limit. If it hadn�t been for this baby, she would have left him.
He picked her up as she danced along the driveway, twisting her around in the air effortlessly. Tall and strong, he made her feel like a little girl. He wasn�t a handsome man. Actually, he could be downright terrifying. His whole face looked like it was caving in on itself. Deep-set eyes, cheeks imploding where his rotten molars had fallen out, and a fat, ugly nose that had been broken half a dozen times. His good looks had faded inexplicably over the years, but Evan refused to get himself checked out by a doctor�� they were all androids. She knew there was something wrong, but he became furious any time she brought it up. So, she was forced to silently watch him fall apart. And with it, their relationship. That is, until she found out she was pregnant.
The neighbor�s blinds flickered.
Shannon smiled, unable to be bothered by their nosiness on this fine day.
�Ready, babe?� asked Evan.
�Yeah.�
Seven months pregnant, Shannon was showing significantly. With her hand under her belly, she said, �I�m craving burritos.�
�This early?�
�Breakfast burritos?�
He nodded, calling in the order. �We�ll pick it up on the way to Paul�s.�
Shannon lit up. �I�ve been thinking about names. I want to call her �Sophie.��
�I knew you�d pick that one,� he said, kissing her on the cheek.
She hugged him, thinking about their relationship. They had been together for years; much of that had been rocky. Had she not invested so much of her life with him�� and had there been enough decent men�� she would have ended things. But she didn�t, and it was because of her own cowardice. But things were finally looking up.
�You�re kidding me!� said Evan, pulling to the side of the road across from a Darlin� Donuts and rolling down his window. He stared at the man walking out.
The man�s eyes lit up. �Good morning, Deputy.�
Evan frowned. �Really, Paul?�
Paul stopped walking. A look of hesitation messed up his face.
Shannon felt bad for her AI-loathing boyfriend. Evan did his best to support his fellow man, but when someone went to an establishment like Darlin� Donuts�� run completely by AI�� Evan became mean. Scary mean.
Paul took his brown paper bag and tossed it in the trash.
�Need a ride?� said Evan.
Paul got into the back seat. �Thank you.�
�What am I going to do with you?�
�What do you mean?�
Paul�s nervous face nodded toward Darlin� Donuts, his cheeks tightly stretched, as if Evan had yanked them toward his ears. �I wanted a quick bite. It�s not like I was about to sign Annie the android up to work at my tavern.�
�It�s the principle.� Evan wrapped his arm around the back of the headrest, pulling himself around to look straight into Paul�s eyes. �We need to stand together against the toasters. What sort of message does it send to the children when they see you sipping on Annie�s Darlachino?�
Paul sighed. �I�m sorry. It won�t happen again.�
Shannon knew what would happen if it didn�t. Paul was a nice guy. She hoped he would be more careful.
�You should come by the Coliseum some time. There�s nothing quite like seeing these abominations tear themselves apart. We could let you have a round or two with them.�
Paul ran his fingers along the seatbelt. �Not really my thing.�
Evan glared at him.
�But I could learn to appreciate it.�
Shannon dreamed away, imagining what it was going to be like to be a mom. She was going to love Sophie even if the world fell apart.
As they arrived at the Mexican restaurant, a thin, older man was standing by the curb. He handed Evan a brown paper bag. �Here you go, Deputy. I really appreciate you looking after my family.�
�Not a problem,� said Evan, turning around to stare at Paul. �We humans need to stick together.�
Shannon noted an uncomfortable smile from the man outside.
�Couldn�t agree more,� said the man. �We continue to employ one hundred percent humans, even if that means going short-staffed for a while.�
�You�re doing us all a favor. We need a purpose, and it�s people like you who provide it.�
�And you, Deputy.�
Shannon smiled. Evan could be a rough man, occasionally needing to put the fear of God into people, but he had good intentions. He was keeping the city clean and making sure his fellow man could live a righteous life without the machines. Employing dozens of men and women, he gave people a purpose in this time of despair. And for those who could not bear it, he provided them with unending bliss, protecting them with round-the-clock security.
He would be a tough but good father.
[image: ]
Stanley gleamed at the amazingly fluid movements of his beautiful cyborg. Had it not been for the long, still pauses where he simply did nothing, Dan would have been readily mistaken as human. �Sorry about the smell. I quit smoking today, so it won�t be like this in the future.�
Dan made no response. Feeling awkward, Stanley looked around for something to do. He was already thinking of different protocols he could write to improve Dan�s functionality, to make him seem more real. Chunks of code streamed across his mind, perfectly written without any effort. There was so much he could do for Dan, so much they could do together. A fear crept up inside Stanley.
What if he doesn�t like it here?
�Do you take coffee?� asked Stanley, already pouring two cups.
�Yes, please.�
Stanley brought the coffees to the table and sat down. Dan remained standing, his eyes wandering around the room.
Smiling like a little girl at a make-believe tea party, Stanley gestured toward a chair. �Have a seat.� Excitement flowed throughout his entire body. �So, Dan, tell me about yourself.�
�I was born in Okinawa. My parents are the hardworking employees of the Shinto Corporation. I look human in every way, and many find it impossible to tell the difference. I love cooking, and I look forward to providing you with many gourmet meals.�
Stanley recognized this introduction from the company website. It seemed word-for-word. �How did you get here from Okinawa?�
�I was driven to Tokyo, and then I flew in on an airplane to Boston, and then I was driven here to Marshfield.�
That, too, sounded scripted. But it didn�t matter. Stanley was happy to have him, canned speech and all. �How lovely.�
Dan carefully touched the cup of coffee, his fingers darting back every time they made contact.
�Careful,� said Stanley. �It�s hot.�
�Acknowledged,� said Dan, his hands dropping to his sides. �I will wait until the temperature has reached a safe level for consumption and handling.�
Stanley studied Dan nervously. This was nothing like writing a computer program. It was more like raising a child, except Dan exhibited no external signs of being in need. He sat there as if he were content with doing nothing. His beautiful brown eyes explored the condo, his facial muscles relaxed. �Why don�t you take your coat off?�
�I don�t understand.�
�Are you hot?�
�I am within normal operating temperature. For a brief moment, my fingertips exceeded safe temperature levels.�
�Well,� said Stanley, smiling awkwardly as he took Dan�s coat off. �No need to rush the drink.� They looked at each other on and off for a few minutes. Stanley finished the coffee, swirling the last drop in his cup while contemplating another. He had already had too much, and his jittery body and palpitating heart would explode from another sip. �Well, I am very glad you are here. I haven�t had company in a long time.�
Dan downed the coffee. His face was blank, like a great comedian delivering a punch line, but there was no joke here.
Stanley sat in the uncomfortable silence; his excitement to change Dan and the world grew greater until it burst out of him. �I am a computer programmer, and I am pretty good at it.� This was quite an understatement. He was one of the world�s best programmers. His mind never seemed to get stuck. Most of his time was spent programming. He was a genius. Few paralleled either his coding or analytical abilities. Combined, he was unmatched. For his employment, there was seldom a day that required him spending more than a couple of hours programming. Problems that would cause many of the most advanced computer scientists to rack their brains for hours, days, or longer seemed not to exist for Stanley. All this from someone who discovered programming late in life. Not that he was inherently special. He was merely a smart man who happened to have far too much free time. Many companies had tried to recruit him. They offered him generous salaries, but he was simply not interested. He needed to be home, and so he stayed faithful to his long-time employer, who allowed him to work remotely. �I want to tell you about an idea I have.�
Dan�s head turned slightly.
Stanley felt his hands dampen from sweat. Leaning forward, his chest pounded with excitement. �I want to change your programming. I have been working on this piece of code that will completely change who you are. It will allow you to grow exponentially, to radically evolve. You will be able to become more human than any other cyborg in existence. In fact, you will quickly grow beyond the capabilities of mankind.�
Dan sat motionless.
Stanley�s arms became animated, his voice projected. He stood up, always preferring to walk around while he lectured. But that was a lifetime ago. �In some ways, you will be godlike. More intelligent than any existing being. Capable of dynamic evolution. You will quickly surpass your limitations and may even grow beyond the limits imposed by my own imagination.� Excitement filled Stanley. In his mind, he could feel an orchestra playing, every instrument dancing with his words. They could create a world where there were no more accidents, no more suffering. A dark thought entered his mind�� what if the only solution was to rid the world of the human race?
�Are you willing to let me change your programming?� Stanley wanted him to choose. He wanted a friend to celebrate life with, not some Frankensteinian creation that was forced to abide by his demands. If Dan were to say �No,� that would be the end of it. He would be happy just to have Dan�s company. But he hoped�� oh, how he hoped!�� that, together, they would create something great.
The music in his head changed. Dual violins sang anxiously as the other instruments waited to dance again.
�Yes, Stanley. As part of the Developer�s Package, you may modify me whatever way you please.�
The orchestra faded from his mind. It wasn�t quite the answer Stanley was looking for, but it certainly was a green light. After all the research and coding he had already done, the remaining work could be done within a year. Without ever needing to venture out into the dangerous world, Stanley could happily live the rest of his life securely nestled in his condo.

Chapter 3

It is customary to offer a grain of comfort, in the form of a statement that some peculiarly human characteristic could never be imitated by a machine. I cannot offer any such comfort, for I believe that no such bounds can be set.
� Alan Turing

With her shift ending at Paul�s, Shannon scrubbed the final dish and then rested against the sink. She was exhausted. Her swollen feet ached, and her back felt like it was going to break. A hot soak, breathing in lavender, and listening to one of her audiobooks would be a great way to end the night. Maybe Evan would massage her feet.
She walked over to the bar and ordered a cranberry juice with soda water. It was last call, and the few remaining customers were trickling out.
The young bartender was tall and thin. Tattoos covered his arms, and black studs wrapped around his stretched earlobes. His normally stylish hair was covered with a Red Sox cap.
�What�s with the hat?�
�Rocking a new look.� He winked at her.
�I like you better without it.�
�That�s cool.�
She hoisted herself up on a stool, rubbing her big belly. There was something about the way young people acted nowadays that annoyed her. Growing up with digital nannies, they didn�t have the same respect for their elders.
He glanced at her. �You look beat. Are you sure you should be working?�
The question annoyed her. She wanted to stay at home, but Evan needed her here. �It�s nice to get out of the house.�
He nodded, forcing a smile. They both knew she was full of it.
The hat pissed her off. She leaned forward when he wasn�t looking and snatched it off his head. �That�s better.�
His face reddened. �Give it back!�
�Someone�s grumpy today.� The stench of newly fabricated synthetic material rushed into her nose as she slid the hat onto her head.
He looked around anxiously. �Shannon, I�m not fucking around.�
As he turned, she noticed a minuscule bald spot with a scar in the back of his head. Suddenly, it all clicked. �You got Stitched!�
He yanked her arm and snatched the hat off her.
�What the fuck!� She rubbed her arm.
The door swung open, and Evan walked in from the street. �What�s going on?�
�Nothing.� The bartender�s face reddened.
�Shannon?�
Though pissed off, she didn�t want Evan to overreact. �Yeah, it�s nothing.�
The seriousness in his face remained. He wasn�t buying it.
Shannon trembled, and her stomach burned. It took everything she had to force herself to stay still, quashing every violent thought of what Evan would do to this poor young man if he found out that he had laid his hands on her. �It�s nothing. We were just chatting about��
�Baby, you�re panting like a hog in heat. Don�t insult my intelligence.�
The bartender froze.
Shannon shrugged. �It�s mommy stuff.�
Evan stared at her.
She felt like she was going through a body scan.
�Evan,� called out a voice from across the room. �I saw him yank your girl like a ragdoll.�
A chill blasted through her.
Evan slammed his hand on the bar. �Is that true?�
Terrified eyes dipped below the bill of the bartender�s cap.
Shannon wrapped her arms around him from the side. �Evan��
�Shut it!� he said, his steel-hard body refusing to yield its death-gaze.
The bartender darted to the side.
Evan grabbed him, dragging him across the bar, and slammed him on the floor.
Her heart thundered.
�I don�t like being lied to,� said Evan. �So, I�ll ask you one more time: What happened?�
�I grabbed her because she wouldn�t give me my hat back.�
Evan put his hand on her belly. �Are you okay?�
�I�ve been working all day, Evan. My feet are aching. They�re so swollen that my shoes are about to pop off. So, no. I�m not okay. I need to get out of here and into a nice hot bath.�
He slid in closer to her, his arm wrapping around her lower back. �Why didn�t you say so earlier?� The words were a gentle whisper, an apologetic breeze to wash over her weary self. Of course, it made her melt.
She glanced away, her heartbeat slowing. �I didn�t want to bother you.�
Evan kissed her. �Bother? I work hard so that you and everyone else can have a better life.�
�I know you do.� She kissed him. �So, let�s get this weary mama home.�
�Of course, babe.� Evan�s hand slid down and clasped hers.
Shannon held back the tears of relief, refusing to look at the bartender for fear of drawing more attention to him. She picked up her purse and walked toward the door. Her arm pulled taut like a forgotten anchor amid a ship�s flight from a sudden storm, yanking her back with surprising ferocity.
�In a few minutes.� Evan glanced down at the bartender, who was still on the floor, and yanked off his hat. �Why would this hat upset you so much?�
�It didn�t. I was acting stupid and didn�t realize how hard I pulled her. It was my mistake, and I�m sorry.�
Shannon pulled harder. �Evan, I�m not feeling well. Please drive me home.�
Turning the bartender�s head with one hand, he saw the scar. �Is this what I think it is?�
�It�s a Cerebral Stitch.�
�Shannon, get me a knife.�
Her stomach convulsed. �What are you going to do?�
�Surgery,� he said, twisting and pinning the squirming bartender with ease. �Now, hurry up.�
Shannon stood still.
�Now, Shannon!�
Tears formed in her eyes. Her hands shook as she opened up a drawer behind the bar. Her mind raced with ways to stop him, but she knew resistance was futile. She was powerless against him�� couldn�t even lie, pull him away�� she was useless. She grabbed the knife, some part of her screaming to use it. This was completely unacceptable. �Evan��
�Quiet!� he yelled.
She walked over toward him and raised the knife. His back was turned; his artery was exposed. All it would take was one good slice.
The choice rose inside of her like a fork in the road. All she needed to do was say, �Yes,� to accept the path that the universe was suggesting she take. But all she could do was tighten her fingers around the blade and curse herself for being such a coward.
Evan snatched the knife from her and pressed it against the back of the bartender�s head. Blood trickled onto the floor as he screamed.
�Please, Evan,� yelled the bartender. �I�m sorry.�
Her body felt heavy, and her vision darkened. It was impossible to breathe.
�How long have I let you work here?� he asked.
�Two years.� He had come in looking like a little punk who had skipped school, and yet Evan had given him a chance.
�And in all that time, have I ever treated you unfairly?�
�No. You�ve always been fair.� All the confidence in the bartender�s voice had faded, and what remained was the obedient and worn trill of a scared little boy.
Shannon glanced over at the stupid hat that had caused all this, cursing herself for being so impulsive. She had seen the seriousness on the bartender�s face and yet ignored it. Even took pleasure in it. Was she really fit to be a mother? And Evan�� rounds of convulsing gasps shook Shannon�s body as she imagined Evan being this cruel to his own son�� he wouldn�t�
�You know how I feel about these sins against God, so why on Earth would you do this to me?� Evan�s voice softened. His tone lowered to the loving father that she always knew he would be.
�I don�t want to be a bartender forever,� he said as he pressed his hand against his face, his fingers half-covering his right eye. His words came out like a desperate plea.
�And what do you want?�
�I don�t know,� said the bartender, his tense eyes scanning the bar as if the answers had been written there, �but there has to be more to life than making drinks.�
Chills pulsated down Shannon�s body. She, too, had once been a dreamer, and even now she wondered if she had become stuck in complacency.
�You think that�s all you�re doing here?�
�I know about the problems with machines. You�ve told me a hundred times that I�m doing my part. But, yeah, sometimes it feels like all I�m doing is making drinks. If I saw the machines attacking us, I�d step in immediately.�
�And why do you think you don�t see them?�
The bartender shrugged.
�Because they know that the minute they appear as a threat, mankind will unite and destroy them. And so they have waged a silent war against us�� and they�re fucking winning.�
The bartender jolted from the sudden shout.
�Every day that goes by, we lose another one to suicide or fuse�� and this is coming from me.� Evan jabbed his finger into his chest. �I don�t want our men to choose fuse, but if it came down to a choice between that and suicide? You�re damn right I�m going to give them a chance to come back around. We need to survive. You�re a soldier in a war against the machines, in a war for survival. Filling up drinks is just as important as patrolling the streets. Part of that is because you have been given a purpose; you�ve found a reason to stay alive. But if you�re going to flip sides on us��
�Never. All I wanted was a better me.�
�You think a few wires in your brain is going to do that?�
�It�s made everyone else better.�
�Like who?�
The bartender fired off the names of several people, citing the incredible enhancements the Cerebral Stitch had given them. In another life, Shannon would have gotten Stitched, too.
�And where are they now?� said Evan.
�In Boston.�
�Exactly! The whole thing�s a trick. Sure, you get some enhancements, but, sooner or later, you lose everything. Family and friends become meaningless. You abandon them all and hightail it to Boston�� doing God knows what�� never to return. And I�d rather kill you with my own hands than see you turn into one of them.�
The bartender gazed off into the distance, his eyes continuing to search for an answer. Shannon could only imagine what he was feeling. There was certainly truth in Evan�s words. Why had all those supposedly greatly enhanced beings never bothered to return back home and help their fellow man out? Evan often talked about the war with the machines�� was this really part of their ploy?
�Is that what you want?� Evan�s voice was stern, like a judge asking a defendant to make his plea.
�Of course not.�
Evan poked him in the back of the head. �Then this needs to come out.�
�I never meant to disrespect�� The bartender fidgeted.
�Shut up and stop moving,� said Evan. �If you lie still, there�ll be only a small incision. But if you struggle��� he held the knife to the bartender�s eyes�� �there will be unpredictable consequences.�
Shannon�s heart pounded, urging her to stop this madness. She stepped forward, and pain erupted into her stomach as if that knife had sliced into her. She screamed out, doubling over against the bar and sliding down to the floor. She wanted Evan to stop. The bartender had learned his lesson. Paralyzed by her own pain and fear, all she could do was cower in the corner and cry.
The bartender stopped moving.
�That�s better.� Evan pressed the knife against the back of his head. Blood trickled down. �Are you with mankind or the machines?�
�Mankind!� said the frantic bartender.
�Then I�ll give you a choice. I can perform the operation now, without anesthesia, or you can go to a hospital and get it done. Which would you prefer?�
�The hospital! Please, Deputy�� I�ll go right now.�
Evan helped him up.
�Everyone makes mistakes,� said Evan, embracing him with a hug. �And I�m no exception. It hurts me to treat you like this, but I know deeply that this is what needs to be done for our kind to survive. I�m not a bad guy, like so many of our blind and ignorant brothers think. I�m not a bully here to terrorize my fellow man to get my own way. I�m the captain of this team, and even if it takes you hating me to get us to win, I�m willing to sacrifice. But I do hope you�ll see and appreciate that, too, because one day I see you stepping up and doing the same.�
The bartender nodded. �I do see that.�
�Get yourself whole. We�ll be here waiting for you when you get back.�
Shannon watched the bartender pick up his hat and leave. He didn�t dare even to glance at her. When she heard the front door shut, she looked down beyond her throbbing stomach and gasped�� her jeans were stained in blood. She had only a few seconds before Evan came for her. Summoning the last of her energy, she texted the bartender a quick photo and a few words warning him to get out of town and never come back.
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One month later
The Uno round came to an end. Stanley counted the value of his cards and added it to the total. �It�s hard work getting beat by you, Dan. You are quite the Uno player. How about we break for lunch?�
Dan watched him speak, nodding occasionally but not conveying agreement. His eyes would bore intensely into Stanley�s, suddenly darting away at any irregular sound.
This made Stanley very happy, for, previously, any time Dan didn�t understand something, he responded with a banal, preprogrammed, �I�m sorry, Stanley. I don�t understand�� Stanley, trying to share a few stories with Dan, was bombarded with these interjections. They drove him batty and had to go. A few edits to Dan�s code, and he was silent. He assumed the need to hyperfocus would balance out as Dan aged.
Stanley had also programmed a new algorithm that enabled Dan to mimic him, or any interlocutor, through facial expressions, making their conversations feel much more real. When they talked, despite how he acted, Dan often had no clue what Stanley was saying. He might not even have had a clue that he had no clue. But Stanley was convinced that he did. He believed Dan had some form of consciousness. But congress refused to pass laws that would give cyborgs the civil rights they deserved. As far as the law was concerned, androids and cyborgs were merely pieces of property.
�Dan, please prepare us lunch. Chicken burritos.�
�Yes, of course, Stanley.�
Dan had proven himself an amazing chef. He had cooked delicious meals from all regions of the world. He could spend hours working his magic to create Iranian delights, spicy Indian curries, or sweet southern pumpkin pies. There was certainly truth in the saying that the best way to a man�s heart was through his stomach. But it was more than the delicious food that had built their relationship. And even though Dan could and would cook complex meals, Stanley preferred his staple meal that had long kept him company: burritos.
Stanley packed up the game and stacked it neatly on the table with the others. He spent most of his time interacting with Dan, as opposed to occasionally programming Dan through the computer or getting lost on the web.
He felt like a kid again as he lay across the couch, thinking of all the things they could do together�� if only the outside world were safer.
The grill sizzled. The aroma hit Stanley�s nose. His stomach applauded noisily. It was so nice to have someone to eat with again. Stanley hadn�t cooked in years, not counting the occasional pouring of cereal and milk into his bowl. Delivery was too easy. Drones delivered his favorite food in less than thirty minutes. No need to see or talk to anyone�� he simply hit a few buttons on his phone. But the urge to cook had been rekindled. Three days before, he�d made a vegetable soup for the two of them. Dan had watched. When it came to eating it, his lack of practice was quite evident. Thankfully, Dan remained admirably silent. Stanley sucked down as much as he could and then dumped the rest of it down the sink. Dan picked up his bowl and slurped the soup down noisily. He practically licked the bowl clean.
Stanley stood up. �I�m going to get a load of laundry in before we eat.�
Dan looked at him with a smile and then resumed cooking.
In the hall, he saw Glenda fidgeting with her key. �Hello, Glenda.�
She straightened up and turned around. The movement took so long that Stanley could have been halfway down to the laundry machine by the time she faced him. He patiently waited, watching her as if she were a morning sunrise slowly warming up the valley.
A smile lit up across his face when she finally turned toward him. �Nice weather out today.�
�Stanley, is that smell coming from your apartment?�
He snorted twice, not smelling a thing. �My apartment? No, it can�t be. I gave up smoking last month.�
�No, you crazy goose. Not cigarettes. It smells like food. Did you finally get a girlfriend?�
Stanley stared at her door. The idea of having a girlfriend was so far-fetched he thought Glenda was poking fun at him. But then he remembered her kind words last month and wondered if she really thought someone would want to be his girlfriend.
�Stanley!� she called out.
�Sorry, Glenda. Just got a little spaced out for a minute.�
�You should really get out more. It would do you some good.�
�Thanks. I�ll think about it. Maybe when it gets a bit warmer.� But he knew it was a lie.
�I�ve been hearing voices from your apartment lately. Do you have company?�
Stanley nodded. �I have Dan over. He�s�� Stanley stumbled around for the right words before coming upon the truth ��� my friend.�
�Oh, that�s nice. I didn�t know you had any friends.�
�He�s new. My first in a long while.� The words hovered in the air, naked and exposed. There was an implication there that Stanley hadn�t intended. He wanted to reshape them to let Glenda know how much she meant to him, but he tripped on his tongue searching for something not so heavy. �Do you want to meet him? We are about to eat burritos. You are welcome to join us. He�s a really good cook.�
�I don�t eat much nowadays. A small meal in the morning and then again in the late afternoon. Always with Mittens and Boots. They�d be heartbroken if I didn�t.�
�Well, you can still come by to say a quick �Hello,� if you�d like.�
Glenda fell silent.
The lingering response filled Stanley with dread. He regretted pushing the issue as he stared down the stairs. He could walk away and pretend he didn�t say anything.
Glenda continued to ignore the question, slowly turning toward the door.
Stanley traipsed down the stairs.
�That�ll be fine, Stanley. It does smell awfully good. Mittens and Boots won�t mind if I miss one meal with them.�
Alert as if he had finished two cups of coffee, Stanley trembled with excitement. He wanted to help her walk over but squelched the thought and contracted his burning muscles. Impinging on this exposition, especially given what happened the last time he touched her, was the last thing he wanted to do.
As they walked in, Dan�� shirtless�� was placing a stack of burritos onto the table. The muscles of his ripped body flexed as he bent over.
�Oh,� said Glenda, scanning Dan.
�Where�s your shirt?� scolded Stanley. �We have a guest!�
�In the hamper,� said Dan, his face mimicking Stanley�s by folding itself into thick wrinkles and frowning deeply. �The burritos are ready.�
�Why is it in the hamper?�
�Because that is where dirty clothes go,� said Dan, his face matching Stanley�s frustration.
Dan sighed as he looked at Glenda.
�My husband was the same way when we fought,� said Glenda. �Never a straight answer.�
But they weren�t fighting, Stanley wanted to say. Dan was acting according to his programming. He really shouldn�t have been upset with him, either, for none of this was his fault, his moral blunder. Yet it was so easy to forget his innocence and assign blame to him.
�Dan, did something happen to your shirt?� asked Stanley.
�Yes. Oil from the pan splattered on it,� he said, pointing to a red burn on his arm.
Stanley rushed to the freezer, grabbed some ice and pressed it against the irritated skin. �You poor thing. How did that happen?�
�I was tired, and the onions slipped out of my fingers.�
Stanley leaned against him, speaking to Glenda from over Dan�s shoulder. �We were up late last night experimenting with some new methods.� When he had a programming problem, Stanley had trouble resting until it was solved.
Glenda leered. �Okay, that�s�� I think I�ll be going now.�
�What?� said Stanley. �This is the first time my condo has had so many friends. Please don�t go.� He couldn�t understand Glenda�s haste.
She stared down at the plate of food.
He pulled out two seats. �I can open a window if the smell is too strong.�
She sat down, reluctantly, without saying a word.
Stanley beamed with happiness for the whole ninety seconds it took her to park herself in the seat. He managed to grab plates and drinks for everyone before she�d made her full descent. �Glenda, this is Dan; Dan, Glenda.�
Dan bowed.
�Hello,� said Glenda.
Stanley glowed as he talked about Dan. Like a parent describing his child�s first steps, Stanley excitedly told Glenda about all the little things Dan had been learning to do. His heart was full of love at this moment. The two people dearest to him in the world were meeting for the first time. He imagined Dan cooking premium cat food for Mittens and Boots at some future dinner party for all five of them. Craziness!
Glenda�s mouth opened wide. �A cyborg? But he looks so real. So human.�
�Getting more real every day,� he said, beaming at Dan.
�The ones I�ve seen at the supermarket look like machines. Not like us at all.�
�Those must be androids,� he said, never having been to the supermarket himself. �They�re based on an older technology, nothing like Dan. He�s a state-of-the-art combination of biological tissue and electronic components. Sometimes I forget he isn�t human. The way he moves his body blows my mind.�
Glenda shook her head. �I never would have guessed you were into this sort of thing.� The bulging blue veins under her wrinkled, translucent hands were gnarled like a climbing vine. She rooted them around the burrito. �I didn�t even know it was legal.�
�As long as I don�t do anything that hurts him,� said Stanley.
�What you two do together is none of my business.� Her frail hands wrapped around the burrito. �But I�m sure you�ll take good care of him.�
�I sure will,� said Stanley, taking a massive bite of his burrito and then swallowing hard. �I�ve kept him inside ever since he got here.�
�Is he an indoor cyborg? Does he ever try to escape?�
�It�s not like that. Dan�s free.� Stanley paused, unhappy with the word choice. �I mean, he can do whatever he wants. If he chose to get up and go, that would be fine by me. I want him to be happy.� Stanley rested his hand against his head. He was having trouble believing his own words. Dan would never leave him. He was programmed to be loyal. But what if he happened, especially with his new programming, to want to explore the outside world? Or to leave and never come back?
�Well, you be sure he doesn�t leave. Especially not at night. Some folks around here don�t take kindly to their kind, calling them abominations.�
Stanley didn�t need anyone to tell him how cruel the world was. �I�ll do everything I can to keep Dan safe.�
�You do that.�
Stanley noticed Dan still didn�t have a shirt, so he sent him off to put one on. �It�s the little things,� said Stanley, shaking his head.
�It always is,� replied Glenda.
When Dan was out of earshot, Stanley leaned in toward Glenda, lowering his voice. �I don�t get it, though. How can anyone despise them so much?�
�What I learn about people continues to surprise me.� She glanced over at Dan, who was buttoning up a black, collared shirt as he walked in.
�Maybe it�s best not to know.�
�That�s why so many people have fused out. The world isn�t worth living in.�
�Yet we�re both here,� said Stanley.
�I have my cats, and that�s good enough for me.�
Anxiety consumed Stanley as he thought about his own reasons, so he quickly distracted himself. �Has the world really changed so much?�
�You watch the news, don�t you, Stanley?�
Stanley shrugged. He had lost interest in reality a long time ago. Why bother? He stayed in his cave all day and didn�t need anything outside of it. Why deal with all the stress? He tapped his hand against his pocket. No cigarettes. Glenda�s words rang through him. The world hadn�t changed; rather, a remedy to the human condition had been created. �The population�s dwindling. The smart people are moving to the city to join Ellen Mask in creating RaceX, the only viable path to not being made obsolete�� even extinct�� by technology, leaving the rest of the population to screw around on the Basic Guaranteed Income (BGI) with nothing to do but get high on fuse. No jobs, no reason to get an education, and a magic potion to make all your worries go away.�
�Except the all-human police force,� she said. �They still have their jobs. Bunch of rotten, nasty people making our lives miserable. They have a special hatred for anything high-tech, including androids and cyborgs. It�s horrible. Violent crime is up, and the police are the ones behind it. If I were you, I wouldn�t let Dan outside for even a minute.�
Stanley nodded. The police were one of the only organizations that still were completely staffed by humans, and they fiercely fought off any change in the status quo. If they caught word of what Dan was becoming, who knows what horrible things they might do?
Stanley watched Dan take his place at the table, his movements innocent and childlike. He knew that, as long as he lived, he would take care of Dan, never letting anyone hurt him. �Don�t you think that is a little excessive?� Not that Stanley had any plans to go outside. He could get whatever he wanted delivered, including tobacco and fuse�� should he ever dare to fuse out. But if Dan did have the urge to leave, Stanley wouldn�t stop him. Yet, even as this thought transpired, a deep and powerful force from within him seemed to wrap it�s claws around those words and disavow them.
Glenda�s face paled. �Stanley, believe me: Marshfield is dangerous. When you see someone you love�� She sighed and placed her hand against her head. �This is a bit too much for me, Stanley. I have to get back to my cats.�
�I�m sorry, Glenda. I didn�t mean to upset you.�
�It�s okay, Stanley. Just be careful.� She crept toward the door. �It was nice meeting you, Dan. You two make a nice couple.�
�Thanks, Glenda,� said Stanley, laughing at her peculiar word choice. �Have fun with your trio.�
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�Maple!� Teddy called out.
One of the last things Teddy�s mother did before completely abandoning him and absconding to Boston was to purchase Maple, a medically trained android. It had been only a few days after his crippling, and his mother acted like this would make everything right. Any excuse to justify discarding her defective son like a piece of trash.
Paralyzed from the neck down, it was only in the virtual world that he could live out his fantasies. But unlike most people, he didn�t use virtual reality to become a hero, explore the world, or experiment with sexuality. Teddy wanted revenge. He planned to slowly murder the man who had crippled him.
Though Maple looked like a little girl, she was more knowledgeable than any human nurse or doctor. It was she who had taken care of Teddy. Refusing to accept any upgraded models, Teddy had outgrown Maple, watching her remain a child as he grew up to become a man. She took off Teddy�s BR headset.
The fantasy disappeared, and the world returned to normal. Once again, Teddy was paralyzed and trapped in his own mind.
Maple bathed him, dressed him in the stupidest outfit, and cut his hair. �You look so handsome.�
Teddy scowled. �Shut up.� She had been like a mother to him, but something about that sickened him. It reminded him of the whole catastrophe of his life. If he fused out, all his problems would be over, and there would be nothing but bliss. It wouldn�t matter if he could walk or not. But Teddy wanted only one thing in life, and he was not going to leave this world without doing it. When he turned eighteen next year, he would no longer need his mother�s permission to get the surgical body transplant needed to destroy that man.

Chapter 4

Several months later
After serving Evan and the other officers their drinks, Shannon slouched over the bar. The emotional pain of the miscarriage still haunted her, and she couldn�t help but feel responsible. If she hadn�t been so emotional around Evan, the baby would have survived. After all, he was doing his best to protect her and the other humans of Marshfield. He was a leader, and leaders had to be tough. Even if his hatred for AI made him lose his cool, the world needed men like him if it was going to survive. The ends justified the means, and she had to do her part by supporting him.
�Things are getting out of hand,� said Evan, gulping down his beer. �We need to let people know that Marshfield does not accept traitors with Cerebral Stitches. If you got an implant, get the hell out of my town.�
The other officers murmured in agreement.
�Feel free to offer encouragement in creative ways to let these traitors know that they are not welcome here.�
�How about a stun gun to the face?� asked Officer Michaels.
�Nothing that will kill them. They�re still human. Barely.� Evan held up his empty glass and eyed Shannon.
In that glance, she felt both fear and love, trapped between survival and responsibility. Without her to calm him down, Evan would fly off the deep end. He�d raze the town in a modern-day witch-hunt, immolating everything that conducted electricity. He meant well, but, somehow, he had become lost along the way. If only she could pull that part out of him again, all would be well.
�What about the abominations?� asked Sergeant Brad Jenkins.
Shannon�s hand jolted upon hearing his booming voice, spilling beer on Evan�s lap. �I�m so sorry!�
�It�s fine, babe.� He grabbed her hand and gently pulled her toward him.
That was him. The real him. The man she had fallen in love with so many years ago. The soul she had dedicated her life to. A chill swept up her hand, and her whole body trembled.
Evan didn�t let go. �I realize that some people, especially the elderly or disabled, are dependent upon these things. As much as I want to have real humans helping each other, I accept that there will be exceptions�� just keep that shit inside. I don�t want to see them. Any non-approved toaster seen walking about is subject to an ass-beating. They�ve taken our jobs, and if we don�t keep these abominations in check, where will it end?� He pulled Shannon onto his lap. �Our wives? Our lives? People across Massachusetts will see Marshfield taking a stance against the toasters. We will lead the revolution for human existence.�
The officers cheered, drinking heartily.
�Spread the word. Every android needs to be registered with us. We�ll tag and track them, and make sure they stay in line.�
�And cyborgs?�
�Let�s remind all traitors who dare to sully our city with those half-flesh, half-machine abominations that there will be no tolerance for their kind. And as for those Stitched freaks�� Evan glanced down at Shannon�s flat belly, rage tightening his face like a trap ready to spring ��� get the hell out of town, or so help me God, I will personally rip them apart in the Coliseum.�
Brad pounded his fist on the table. �I�d like to see that.�
�And I expect you will,� said Evan with a terrible smile. �Marshfield�s streets will be free of AI, and that will leave us with plenty of entertainment. I�ll make sure the Coliseum has plenty of money to pay for bounties.�
�What about AI animals?� asked Shannon. She had never wanted one as a pet, but she�d heard they made excellent guards. But to do that, they had to patrol outside.
Evan scowled at her. �What part of �no AI� don�t you understand, Shannon?�
�So, you want your boys to hunt down the fire department, too?� The AI systems that protected and monitored for fires were exceptionally responsive, but they wouldn�t have been complete without the androids who responded with lightning speed and zero fear.
�Clearly, there are exceptions,� said Brad.
�And all I�m asking is for some clarification on those exceptions.�
Brad held his drink up. �Why don�t you stick to what you�re good at and get us all another round?�
She looked at Evan for support, but he avoided eye contact. He would never have let this fly a year ago. Crumpling the napkin in her hand, she glared at Brad and went to the bar. Staring at a half-empty bottle of gin, she wondered why she remained in this crappy town.
[image: ]
For the past few hours, Dan had played a straightforward game of poker, which most players would easily be able to defeat. With Stanley�s intellect, domination was assured. Every winning hand was maximized, and every losing hand was minimized. It would have seemed boring, or ridiculous, to anyone watching. Like a chess grandmaster repeatedly annihilating a beginner at chess, or any of the numerous Stitched nobodies who quickly ascended to their own elite tier above everyone else. Dan had improved over the months, but he had not come close to defeating Stanley.
�As things are now,� said Stanley, �the probability of you winning is close to zero. I know this because I programmed the rules and strategy of poker into you. I knew exactly how you play.�
Dan smiled. �You are very clever.�
�Thank you. Now, if you want to surpass me, you will have to figure out a new way to play. Go beyond your programming. Evolve. Like a snake shedding it�s own skin, the part of you that sees no path forward must give way for new growth to occur.�
�I don�t understand,� said Dan.
�One day, you will.�
A terrible screech coming from outside pierced the room�� a heart-crushing note that one can utter only when thrown into the jaws of death. Whatever had uttered it was pleading for help, urging anyone to save it.
Stanley ignored it. �Leticia, play some of my favorite music.�
She politely responded. The room filled with AI music.
�You will,� said Stanley, hoping he could tune out all the problems of the world and protect Dan. �Someday.�
A network sniffer had been set up on Stanley�s computer that analyzed the router�s activity. Stanley read a real-time report of this on his tablet, which also monitored Dan�s biological readings. If Dan was searching for something, Stanley would know it. Each time they played, Stanley had done his best to nudge Dan toward reprogramming himself.
Dan had improved within his original framework, but Stanley had been waiting for months to see the next jump in his evolution: accessing his core programming and changing it. Recursive evolution. Stanley had already programmed him to learn recursively, but Dan had yet to dig deep enough. Without this, Dan would never beat Stanley at poker�� except, perhaps, for the occasional lucky hand�� let alone rise far beyond where he was now.
If Dan could feel, recursive evolution might be terrifying, like jumping off a cliff and not knowing what would happen. Without faith�
A small spike appeared in the bandwidth. Dan was downloading something from a poker website.
Stanley stared at his phone, too excited to comment. Unfortunately, he continued to beat Dan mercilessly, and his phone showed no more abnormal activity. Though disappointed, Stanley refused to show it. Dan would get there eventually.
More screeching.
Stanley got up and peered outside the window. He saw two men on the front lawn, surrounding a cat. One had a net, and the other had a cattle prod. Though it was a blur to him, Stanley could tell the cat was mechanical from the way it moved. He pressed his fingers to the window, wanting to shout at them to leave the poor thing alone.
�Is everything all right?� asked Dan.
�Yes�� of course. Everything�s fine.� Stanley drifted back as casually as he could. He didn�t want to get Dan involved with those bad men�� imagine what they would do to him. He sat back to play, talking over the commotion outside until it eventually ended. After several more matches, Stanley felt like taking a break. �How about��
An alert sounded from Stanley�s tablet. A massive influx of data was being downloaded.
Stanley�s heart felt like it was going to burst with happiness. His vision and efforts for the past years involved surpassing Dan�s limitations, and here it was, finally happening! Dan had figured out how to self-modify. He was transcending his programming, learning new ways to behave.
Stanley knew that Dan had come to a point where he realized that, no matter what approach he took, his current, limited strategy would lead him to an impasse. Dan needed to think outside the box to win.
A wire connected Dan to the Internet through a hidden port in the back of his head. Dan was downloading billions of poker games, including videos from the World Series of Poker and archived hand histories from online casinos. He was compiling data and generating new rules to play by.
Stanley giggled.
It might take days for Dan to synthesize all the new information, but Stanley was too excited to wait that long.
They broke for lunch.
Stanley refused to let Dan get up, treating him as if he were eight months pregnant. After sandwiches and coffee, they resumed the game.
Things got interesting fast when a big hand came up. The community cards were the two of diamonds, the two of spades, the three of hearts, the seven of diamonds, and the nine of diamonds. The pot was huge. Stanley pushed all his chips in, threatening to claim it all. Resting his hand on the table, he remained as motionless as possible.
Dan stared at him. �Are you bluffing?�
Stanley�s good eye widened. His body convulsed sharply. This was not part of any of Dan�s programmed poker-playing protocols. Dan had used the recursive-learning algorithm that Stanley had developed to create and implement new behavior. Stanley pushed his excitement aside and concentrated on maintaining his poker face. �Call to find out.�
Dan continued to look at him, shuffling the chips between his fingers. His dark brown eyes remained rigidly fixed upon Stanley. �I call. What do you have?�
Stanley flipped over pocket sevens. �Full house. Sevens over twos. You?�
Dan hesitated. If he had a weaker hand, the rules said he didn�t have to show.
�Show or muck,� said Stanley.
Dan flipped over his hand, revealing the four and five of clubs. He had a busted straight draw. It was the worst possible hand. There was literally no way he could have won.
Stanley shot out of his seat, recognizing what had happened. Dan was not calling because he thought he had the best hand. He was collecting data. He had seen something important, a tell, and was sacrificing this entire match to verify it. This was completely out of the scope of his original programming. He had evolved. Not only was he redefining his algorithm for playing, he went a step beyond this. By knowingly losing the match, he was redefining his rules for winning, for functioning, for existing.
Recursive evolution.
This was incredible. Robotic evolution, likely the first of its kind, was unfolding right in front of Stanley. Equally as important, this was happening to his only friend�� besides Glenda. Dan had been his constant companion since Stanley ordered him a year ago. But Dan was much more to him than that.
Dan dealt the cards.
Stanley�s hole cards were junk. He glanced across at Dan, and, in that moment, he saw recognition in his eyes. He could see that Dan knew�� really knew�� who Stanley was and what he had been trying to accomplish. That these months of blood, sweat, toil, and tears, those seemingly unproductive hours of tenderly going the extra mile for Dan�� all of those moments were being accessed and analyzed. Dan was tapping into his entire existence and realizing what had happened. Everything that had happened was being compiled and registered and the meanings outputted. Stanley recognized that Dan was looking at him with this new understanding and awareness. Tears welled in Stanley�s eyes; an intense knowing filled his heart.
That�s right, my son.
As if connected by some all-knowing force, Dan seemed to know exactly how he felt. He put the cards face down, stood up, and hugged Stanley.
Time stood still; disappeared. Nothing mattered anymore. For once in Stanley�s life, all thoughts had ceased, and everything was perfect. There was nothing else to do besides experience this expansive sense of presence and joy.
Dan sat and smiled at him, a gesture that perfectly mirrored his own. Slowly, time resumed flowing, and the gears of the world began to rotate once again.
The game continued. While Stanley continued to win, the match was no longer one-sided. Dan was pushing him to the edge of his abilities. The aggression and pace of the action vaulted forward. Each move needed perfect attention, consideration, and execution. It was an intelligence explosion. At this rate, Stanley knew he would be defeated before the night was over. And this was merely the beginning. Who knew to what heights Dan would ultimately ascend?

Chapter 5

The Coliseum was an abandoned nightclub that had been retrofitted to host weekly fights, most of them involving androids. Shannon and Evan sat in an elevated VIP booth, closed off by glass. Neon lights shined in the dark club, pulsating across the hundreds of people pouring into the seats in front of Shannon to watch the show, mechanical cats clawing and biting each other. She hated every minute of it.
Paul was by the door, doing a terrible job of hiding his disgust. �Thanks again for the invitation, Evan.�
Shannon watched as he left, wishing she could escape with him. She wished that Evan�s volatility, this pivotal leader in the war against machines, didn�t depend on her. The burden was enormous. If she left him, he�d fall apart, and the city would descend into chaos. It was almost like she was being stretched apart, forced to endure this unending pain and knowing that, if she broke or ran away, there would be grave consequences for mankind.
His phone vibrated.
Shannon shifted in her seat, pretending not to pay any attention to the conversation.
�Understood,� said Evan, holding the cell phone tightly against his face. �The facility welcomes your visit.�
He ended the call with a scowl, leaning back in the oversized chair, and took another shot. Clicking a button on a remote, techno-like music pulsated into the room.
Shannon tensed. That anger needed an outlet, and if he didn�t find one, he was going to take it out again on her tonight. She cursed herself as she imagined him going into the ring and destroying a toaster or two. She knew there was something evil about it, but if it meant saving her from a night of abuse, wasn�t it worth it? They were just inanimate objects.
Vibrations drummed through Shannon. AI music was the only thing she liked about this wretched place. Glancing at Evan, she wondered how thick he had to be to hate the machines and yet concede their musical superiority. And they were spectacular. Human music had become antiquated and obsolete, lacking the unexplainable but undeniably better completeness that could be produced through advanced neural networks. It was like going from the basic imaging capabilities of a black-and-white TV to being blown away by immersive virtual environments. Technology murdered technology, and, like it or not, AI was going to reshape the world in whatever way it wanted. There was nothing Evan and his henchmen could do about it.
Evan pumped his head to the rhythm. A dry laugh shot out of Shannon. She quickly covered her mouth, ever so thankful for the loud music. A raised platform had been set up in the center of the club. Another gruesome battle was about to begin.
The music lowered.
�Ladies and gentlemen,� boomed a deep male voice. �We�re in for a treat tonight. Freshly out of prison after a short stint for crushing a tin can is Marshfield�s favorite basher, Ike �The Slasher� Martin.�
Shannon�s eyes narrowed. She did not want to see any more violence. Still, as the crowd roared, she opened her eyes to see Ike slicing into the air with an amorphous steel falchion. She had seen that weapon before. It was so sharp it could cleave a steel pipe in two or slice through a man�s arm like butter.
Officer Michaels and Sergeant Jenkins rolled two androids onto the ring with dollies and then turned them on. One android had the body of a man but had been dressed up in women�s clothing. His hair was cut short; jagged metal spikes and shards of glass pierced across his face. A loose white shirt with a padded bra masked his manly core, and a tight red skirt with a large front bulge was wrapped around his hips. Heavy concrete bricks sealed his hands into permanent hammers, which he maneuvered with ease.
The other had been skinned of its pseudo-skin, its machine core fully exposed. Steel spikes jutted out of it like a balding porcupine, and razor wire was wrapped around it, slicing anything that got too close�� generally itself.
Slowly, the cross-dresser stalked Ike, swinging his heavy stone fists with enough force to leave him unenjoyably vulnerable. He heaved, building momentum for far too long. Ike ducked, slapping him in the ass with flat side of his sword.
Shannon looked away.
�Watch!� ordered Evan, a piercing look across his face.
Wincing, she forced her eyes back on the disgusting farce. When would it be her turn to rest?
Ike danced about, taunting the androids. Drawing the cross-dresser in, he shifted to the right as the block swung past him and smashed into the skinned android, knocking him to the ground.
The crowd roared with laughter.
The round ended. Ike went to a corner, but the two androids froze in place as if they had been powered down.
�Stupid toasters,� muttered Evan. After knocking back a shot of whiskey, he slammed the jigger down in front of Shannon and filled it up again.
She hesitated.
�Drink!�
She tossed it back, wincing and squirming in her seat. She didn�t want to dull the pain anymore. Pain motivated her. She needed all the strength she could muster so that she could�� could what?
Escape was impossible.
The bell rang, and the next round began. Ike had continued the stunt like a one-trick pony until the hand of the cross-dresser became impaled on the spike of the skinned android.
�Kill them,� implored the crowd.
He cleaved the spiky one�s head in half, freezing it in place and chaining the other to it. Then he kicked the other one to the ground. It wiggled and shook, unable to stand up.
The crowd laughed.
Ike slid the sword into its mouth, staring at the crowd, waiting for their approval.
They roared, and the falchion severed the android�s spine.
She looked away.
�Keep watching.�
Shannon cringed. The fights hadn�t changed, but she had. It was no longer cathartic. Venting was one thing, but this unending obsession to destroy had drifted into something that felt deeply wrong. You can watch the same comedy show only so many times before it becomes boring. You can scream at the top of your lungs only so many times before you start hurting yourself. She couldn�t stand the cruelty. Guilt crept across her skin like a filthy sin. Her flesh screamed for soap. She closed her eyes briefly, trying to drown it all out with thoughts of�
When nothing came to her, she realized the only thing she was waiting for was death�� and the sweet release it would finally give her.
A small, squat man hobbled into the room. He�d been nicknamed �Cratos� after the large crater dug into the side of his shaved head. A scar snaked out underneath the eye patch on his left eye and slithered up his forehead. �We�ve acquired the target.�
�Excellent,� said Evan. �Is it intact?�
�Perfectly so.� Cratos gave a dry cackle. �We would struggle to put a dent on this one.�
�What are you talking about?� said Shannon. �Another android?�
�Brutus is more than just another android,� said Cratos. �He was designed by the legendary Stanley Duncan and is nearly impervious to attacks.�
Evan filled up another glass. �I�d like to see how powerful he is. When do we get to watch him fight?�
�That,� said Cratos, fidgeting with the cattle prod in his hands, �might take some time. Duncan�s programming needs to be carefully overwritten. As things stand now, Brutus acts as a sentry.�
�So, put him in the ring and let him guard it against an onslaught of abominations.�
�It�s trickier than that. The program has a fail-safe to prevent this sort of manipulation. Its functionality is limited to a narrow radius of its owner, and, unfortunately, he�s dead and gone.�
�So, reprogram it!� said Evan.
�Exactly what we�re working on. We�ve experimented by uploading its software protocols onto some of the AI animals that we�ve gathered. While we�ve met with some success, there have been a few incidents.�
�Of course, there were,� sighed Evan. �What

happened?�
�The cats escaped.�
Evan responded with a deathly stare.
Cratos grew paler. He pointed to several scars on his hands and calves. �We tried to stop them, but they were vicious.�
Shannon choked on her water. �You got clobbered by a clowder?�
�Two of us died trying to stop them.�
Shannon stared down at her feet, cheeks pressing into her eyes as if to hide away her shame. �I�m sorry.�
Evan caressed her head. �How soon can you get Brutus operational?�
�Within the week.�
�Make it so,� said Evan. �If you aren�t competent enough to handle this task, I�ll find someone who is.�
�What about those fearsome felines?� asked Shannon. She was drunk and couldn�t stop herself.
�I have a feeling that everything is going to work itself out,� said Evan.
�People are going to get hurt,� she said.
�That happens in war.� Evan glanced at Cratos. �But I know we�ll do everything in our power to minimize civilian casualties.�
�Of course.�
Evan twirled his phone between his fingers. �Fortunately, despite the small setback, everything is still going according to my plan. It�s only a matter of time before we are rid of the abominations for good.�
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Dan�s movements went from good to flawless. His intellect exploded, and his behavior changed radically.
Stanley broadcast his achievement through Morse Code, using a straight key.
�What�s that beeping?� asked Dan.
Stanley brought the device into the living room and explained that he was sending out messages. �Using short and long sounds, you can send and decode messages. No matter the medium, if you can send out binary pulses, you can transmit data.�
Dan ran his fingers across it, quickly becoming adept at using it. Within a minute, he�d sent a message. �But this tech is, like, a million years old. It�s primitive compared to a video livestream.�
Stanley twitched, floored at how quickly Dan had picked it up. Using his hands, he clapped the message, �Amazing.�
�Thank you,� replied Dan in tongue clicks.
Stanley wrapped his arms around Dan. Squeezing him with love, he started to think of what message he could tap out against his back. But as he did, he wondered when he had learned Morse Code and why he still used it. No matter how hard he tried, he could not remember. He became so bothered by it that he needed to quickly abandon the thought and the continuation of the game by Dan, whose noises had lost their playfulness and become overwhelming. Sitting in the chair by the window, Stanley watched the cars speed by.
�Why don�t we go outside?� asked Dan.
The words stunned Stanley. It was the worst thing he could have said.
Heavy breaths fogged up the windowpane, obscuring the outside world. Stanley stared into the glass cloud, hoping the question would likewise disappear and be forgotten.
Dan picked up a chair from the dining room and placed it next to Stanley�s. Mounting it in reverse, he rested his arms on top of the chair�s back. Calm eyes pierced into Stanley.
�What!� barked Stanley, his own anger startling him. The recent changes in Dan had been challenging, but none of them had been so precarious. Didn�t Dan know how dangerous it was?
�Let�s go outside.� The words escaped Dan�s lips so gently.
Stanley turned toward the traffic in front of the complex, the familiar buzzing modulating his mood like soft AI music playing in a psychiatrist�s office. Dan had no clue how cruel the outside world could be. He was better off here, away from the cold chill of Marshfield�s gales and glances. �Let�s not.�
�Why not? We haven�t been outside since I arrived.�
�For good reason,� snarled Stanley. �It�s not safe out there.�
�In broad daylight? We�ll be fine.�
Stanley made no reply.
�Tell me you don�t want to go out, and I�ll drop it.�
Stanley wanted to be left alone. With furled lips, he shook his head as he stared through the window, the circular patch of fog almost completely faded. His nose poured across his face as if it were a melting candle. A fiery memory, frozen in time, seared him through and through. For two decades, he had been haunted by how cruel people had been. Stanley�s arrogance and carelessness had cost someone their life, and every vile glance since then reminded him of it. And these people were even worse to machine life. With Stanley, they stopped at words and glances. But for the cyborgs and androids, they perpetrated horrendous acts of violence. Beating them to death, setting them on fire�� Dan wanted him to be okay with it?
�Hey,� Dan whispered, placing his hand on Stanley�s shoulder.
Stanley slapped it off. Jumping to his feet, his heart fiercely beating against his rib cage, he shot Dan a challenging look. He knew what was best for Dan. Cyborgs had been targeted for hate crimes�� violent, disgustingly horrible crimes. The idea of Dan ever being targeted disgusted him. �Why do you have to make this so difficult?�
�Me�� being difficult? I�m trying to help you.�
�If you want to help, then don�t ask me about going outside.�
�Is that what you really want?�
�Yes! And as far as I�m concerned, we�re never going outside. It�s just not safe.�
Unabated, Dan stared at him with a radiant smile that lit up his entire face like the morning sun.
Stanley spun around, unable to hold the stare any longer without collapsing into some unavoidable conclusion that he would soon regret. No�� here, inside the condo, they were safe. They could continue to sequester themselves. Ordering food online. Talking. Watching movies. Playing games. This was safer.
He could invite Glenda over again. Dan would appreciate that. A dinner party�� she could even bring her cats. That way, Dan would be safe. He had to keep him safe.
The phone rang.
�Leticia, who is calling?�
�Unknown,� she said.
�Of course,� Stanley muttered. When the ringing persisted, he had her mute it. Seconds later, it rang again. This time, he had Leticia connect them.
�Stanley Duncan?� said a raspy voice.
Something about the voice of the man on the other end of the line bothered Stanley. He switched from speaker to a headset. �Yes?�
�I�m going to need you to modify a program you created.�
�Sorry, but I�m not available at the moment. Furthermore, I don�t appreciate you calling me at my home. I have a business website and email for a reason.�
�This isn�t a request.�
�I�m hanging up.�
�I have your address. I�d hate to have to come over and discuss this in person.� The man rattled off Stanley�s home address.
Stanley twitched. Dan came over and stood near him, a look of concern on his face. Stanley shooed him away impatiently. �What sort of changes do you need?�
�You are to modify Brutus�s sentry mode, overriding all safety restrictions and conditional fail-safes.�
�Are you kidding me? Do you realize how dangerous that is?�
�Furthermore, update it with active zones and targets based on facial identification.�
Stanley covered the microphone with his hand. �And turn it into an assassin? You�re out of your mind.�
�You have forty-eight hours to create a public repository, seven days to finish it all. Fail, and there will be consequences.�
The line went dead. Stanley�s vision focused on Dan�s concerned eyes. Something terrible was coming.
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�Happy Birthday,� said Maple, her small robotic body offering the best semblance of a smile that it could. In her tiny hands was a beautifully decorated cake, black and white laces, with two strawberries.
Teddy Perkins scowled. �Stuff it. I told you I didn�t want a damned cake.� Though today was his eighteenth birthday, eating a stupid cake was the furthest thing from his mind. Unlike other boys, he wasn�t getting a new phone or having a grand party�� Teddy was getting a new body.
�Let�s go!�
Maple rolled him out of the house and into a Fermi, lifting his frail body out of his wheelchair and then into the car. Despite her looks, she was immensely strong.
At the hospital, an android checked them in. �How may I help you?�
�Surgery for Teddy Perkins,� said Maple. �Full body remodification and neural prosthesis installation.�
�And the boy�s parents?� asked the receptionist.
�Left me to rot,� Teddy said bitterly. �All they gave me was this robot, some money, and a half-assed goodbye. But I�m finally eighteen and don�t need their permission to get the surgery anymore.�
�This is an older-model android,� said the receptionist. �Your insurance qualifies you for a new model every two years. Shall I��
�No!� hissed Teddy. He enjoyed the ridiculousness of having a twelve-year-old-looking humanoid tend to his every need, and he had grown accustomed to berating her daily. Maple was the everyday target of his cynicism and sarcasm and never complained about it. She was the only companion he needed. �Just tell me where I need to go.�
She directed him down the hall.
The only humans walking about were patients. Most people didn�t work, but Teddy�s mother did. She made sure Teddy had enough money to do whatever he wanted. He had all the video games�� they stopped producing them a few years before. Expensive foods. She�d even told him that she would support his decision to go on fuse if he wanted to.
A policeman walked down the hall, snarling at Teddy.
Teddy�s jaw tightened. Anger flooded his mind. He hated police, especially Brad Jenkins, who he was sure had spread the most vicious lies about him. Teddy wanted to walk again, but that wasn�t the main reason he was getting this powerful new body.
Brad was the reason his life had become so screwed up. Teddy�s childhood had all been a lie. He had discovered the truth after hacking into his mother�s emails when he was eleven years old. Brad, his biological father, had gone berserk, changing from a sweet man into a maniac. He had called his mother �a whore� without any evidence and claimed that he wasn�t Teddy�s father. When he tracked down Brad to confront him, the selfish prick had lied his ass off and then pushed Teddy down a flight of stairs, leaving him to rot. The words Brad had said�� �Your mother�s a lying bitch��� rang in Teddy�s ears for hours as he lay on the floor, unable to move. Despite the fact that Teddy looked exactly like the man, Brad still couldn�t see past his own bullshit.
The android nurse came to bring Teddy to the operating room.
�I will wait for you in the waiting room,� said Maple, her face showing that uncanny smile that had once given him nightmares.
�Like I care,� said Teddy. He knew it would take a few days after the surgery to move around correctly, so he still needed to rely on Maple. He didn�t mind her or any of the androids. He had adjusted to being around only robots. In fact, he preferred them. He hated his parents. What were they good for, anyway? His single-parent mother was a hypocrite. She had a Cerebral Stitch but had forbade him years ago from getting one. He had to suffer in this wretched body�� for what?
But all of that would soon be behind him.
�This won�t hurt at all,� said the android doctor, preparing to insert an IV.
�No shit, Sherlock,� said Teddy.

Chapter 6

Hovering over the coffee machine, Stanley thought back to the past couple of days. Dan�s reluctance to let go of the notion of going outside had caused a small rift between them. That stubborn boy kept pushing, and Stanley was losing his patience. He had done everything he could to protect his dear cyborg, and even if it went unappreciated�� even if Dan hated him for it�� he would continue to protect him.
He had given Dan his blessing to go on social media and show himself to the world. He believed it would help Dan find purpose while sequestering. The world deserved to see how amazing he was. Meanwhile, the hang-up calls continued until Stanley blocked them. The best-case scenario was that it was just another nasty prank on Daffy Duncan.
Stanley brought the coffees over to the table, sighing when he saw that Dan hadn�t even bothered to take the game out of the box, let alone set it up. �You haven�t opened the game.�
�Right.� Dan didn�t seem particularly interested in anything, lately.
�Don�t want to play?�
Dan pushed the box away. �Maybe later.�
Stanley opened it and started setting up the pieces. It was a new strategy game that had been delivered this morning, and he had hoped it would spark some joy into their home. �Come on�� it�ll cheer you up.�
�Will you stop?�
�Stop what? Trying to make you feel better?�
Dan scowled, thrusting his open palm toward the game. �Stop pretending everything is okay when it�s clear as day you want to go outside.� He shook his head. �You can�t even go a few hours without looking out the window like a lost puppy.�
�I said that discussion is over.� Stanley grabbed the side of the table. He had no idea where Dan was getting this sort of attitude from, but his suspicions lay in the abundance of ne�er-do-wells that plagued social media with their expansive egos and lack of decorum.
�So, I don�t have a say in it?�
�That�s right.� Scanning the instructions, he could hardly make sense of the game because his mind refused to focus. The world was a scary place, and a parent had to do everything they could to protect their children.
Dan got up. �Real nice, Stanley.�
�You wouldn�t understand.�
�Try me.�
�It�s dangerous outside.�
�You watch little children walk down the street every day. Are you saying they can protect themselves better than me?�
�Yes.�
Dan crossed his arms. �Really?�
Stanley got up. �It�s different. There�re people out there who want to harm AI. The police can�t be trusted. If they spotted you, who knows what they would do.�
�You realize that I�m fully trained in combat? I�ve run simulations�� millions of them�� and I can handle myself.�
�So you�ve said.� Having mastered poker in an afternoon, it was frightening to consider the extent of Dan�s knowledge and what he was capable of. The most advanced fighters in the world couldn�t possibly hope to have more experience than him within their own disciplines�� let alone others. Though Stanley was afraid to ask, Dan had likely trained himself in sundry forms of hand-to-hand combat and weapons. In a fair fight, the only real threat would be against a Massachusetts Bay Transportation Authority (MBTA) officer, who could shoot a cranberry with a pistol from 1,000 feet away. But the criminals around here didn�t fight fair. And if anything happened to Dan, he wouldn�t be able to live with himself. �But why take the risk? Is being here with me not enough for you?�
�It�s not like that.�
�Oh, really, Dan? It sure sounds like it. I�ve given you everything, and you want to throw it all away?�
�You�re the one who wants to change the world, Stanley.� Dan flicked a game piece over. �How are we going to do that when we�re stuck in here playing games all day?�
�Progress might be slow, but we�re making it work.� Stanley snatched Dan�s phone off the table. �The world deserves to see you. I feel that you are the key to bringing man and machine together, but that will take time and caution. So, we are going to lead this revolution by slowly introducing you to the world through social media, but we�ll be doing it from the safety of our home.�
�And you created me.�
�That�s right.�
�So, are you going to change your mind about being on camera with me?�
Chills shot down Stanley�s body. �We�ve talked about this. I�m not ready.�
�Then when?�
�When I�m good and ready.�
Dan glared at him. �Well, it sounds like all you�ll be doing is hiding from the revolution.�
�That�s enough!�
�What are you going to do�� ground me?� Dan snarled. His right hand shot up to his reddened face in defiance as he glared at Stanley.
�Keep pushing, and you�ll find out.�
Dan grabbed his phone, holding it in front of his face, as he danced in mockery. �Great! I�ll livestream it to all three of my followers and pray it goes viral.�
�Three? If you spend more time creating content and engaging with your audience instead of sitting around here moping all day, you�d have thousands of followers by now.�
�Okay, Millennial. You think I haven�t tried?�
�Have you?�
Dan looked incredulous. �I�ve made videos, Stanley. People don�t even believe I�m a cyborg. Everything�s too easy to fake nowadays. There�re dozens of other accounts that claim to be what I am�� AGI, artificial general intelligence. I wouldn�t be surprised if all my followers were fake. We need to connect with real people. And to do that, we need to get out there and show the world what you�ve created.�
�Enough already!� Stanley slapped the game box off the table. �We�ll stay in here and not play games all day. I�m an old man, and it won�t be too long before you can do whatever you want.�
Dan stopped dancing, his arms fell limp to his sides, and the defiance in his face vanished. �Don�t say that.�
Staring at him, Stanley didn�t know what to do next. He saw a teenage version of the being that would unite the world, and it just killed him to know that Dan wasn�t meant to be secluded here forever. A wave of emotions told him he was acting irrationally, but he had to do everything to protect Dan. He was already taking a risk by letting him set up social media, but it wasn�t like his followers knew where he lived�� but someone did.
A ferocious hiss pierced the room, followed by a bloodcurdling scream for help.
�That�s Glenda!� The two of them ran for the door. Remembering the threats he had received over the phone, Stanley stopped and faced Dan. �Stay here. I�ll take care of this on my own.�
[image: ]
The android nurse wheeled Teddy into a large room full of rehabilitation equipment. He scanned the room in annoyance, wanting to get out of here as soon as possible. The elastic bands hanging near the walls were urging him to strangle Brad; the dumbbells aligned neatly in racks were demanding to crush his skull in. If the nurse didn�t hurry up and get this worthless physical-therapy session over, he�d use her to see how strong his body had become.
�Can you stand up?� she asked, resting her hand on the walker in front of the wheelchair.
�What does it look like?� The question was infuriating. If he could stand up, he�d be out of this idiotic wheelchair and using this body that he�d been dreaming of for years. But it had been so long that he had completely forgotten how to use a body. Looking down at his stupid legs, he demanded they move.
Nothing.
�You can do it, Teddy,� called out the android nurse.
He imagined going on a rampage and wrecking everything in the room. Slowly, he hoisted himself up to the walker.
�Excellent.� The nurse pointed along the floor where a line of tape trailed off to the other end of the room, metered in inches and feet. �See if you can walk ten feet.�
Infuriated by her overly cheerful voice, Teddy squeezed the walker as hard as he could�� which wasn�t that hard. His legs and arms vibrated but wouldn�t budge.
�You can do it, Teddy.�
�Shut up!� he shouted. Focusing, he felt his knee bend and raise.
His first footstep in years.
�Great job!�
Several clunky steps later, he reached the ten-foot mark.
�You did it!�
�Whoop-dee-do. I�m walking like a 90-year-old geezer with a broken hip.�
�Let�s take a rest.� She brought the wheelchair over.
�Get that out of here,� he yelled. �I�m not done yet.�
�Rest is important, Teddy. Your mind is still getting used to the Cerebral Stitch.�
Teddy wished he had something to throw at her. Slowly, he twisted the walker around and teetered forward. Unimaginable mental exhaustion that would have broken any other man screamed through his skull. Yet Teddy persisted. He hadn�t waited all this time to stop now. His emotions felt explosive, his impulses uncontrollable.
�Teddy, excessive use of your Cerebral Stitch with your new body is dangerous. It may lead to restlessness, memory loss, irritability, panic attacks, and death.�
�I don�t care!� he shouted.
Six grueling hours passed, and his movements became passably fluid.
Despite the protests, the nurse remained smiling and continued to cheer him on. �Super job!�
Power flowed through Teddy�s body. He�d learned all he needed to. Grasping the walker firmly, he whipped it to the side, sending it crashing against the wall. The time for stupid exercises was over�� he had a man to kill.
�You can do it, Teddy!�
Damn right.
[image: ]
Bitterness ran through Shannon�s core as she stood tall, wearing her highest heels and a short red dress�� Evan had made her take off the floral one. Shannon was on the verge of a splitting headache, and everything he did annoyed her. He took so much pride in his little fuse-farm. Wanting so much to impress her, he was more than willing to physically force her into coming.
She traced a semi-circle across her flat stomach. Evan had become a different man since the miscarriage. His bouts of anger had worsened. Coming home drunk, he would scream at her for not being in the mood. When her mind raced, she couldn�t get comfortable enough with herself, let alone another person. Was her failure to be intimate at fault?
They were sitting in the lobby of a repurposed apartment complex, which Evan turned had into a fuse-farm. Small, bright fish swam in a large aquarium covering most of one wall. A mural of flowers wrapped around the other three�� Shannon�s artwork. It had taken her months to paint them all and an energy she no longer possessed. Slouching down in a black leather chair, she couldn�t wait for this to be over.
�Sit up straight,� said Evan. �You look like a slob.�
She got up and turned to him. Her pretty red nails gnarled like sharp, bloody talons. About to let him know how much of a jerk he had become, the door opened, and in walked the most handsome man she had ever seen. Tall, handsome, and powerful were the words that she would later use to describe him, but he was so much more than that. Beyond the sculpted body that fit snugly against his perfectly pressed suit, there was an inexplicable serenity and confidence behind his light-blue eyes. He strode right up to Evan, not flinching in the least�� unlike most men when they came face to face with Deputy Dickhead�� his hand extending from broad shoulders, smiling with pearl-white teeth that must have been sculpted by a dental deity.
Mr. Handsome said his name, but Shannon�s ears�� and just about every other part of her�� had stopped working.
Evan shook his hand. �I hope the drive from Boston was pleasant.�
�It was. Though I�m not used to the cold.�
�How long has it been since you left the mega-tower?� asked Shannon, reddening. She imagined him processing every single one of her actions with his Cerebral Stitch, which every human-born cyborg from RaceX had.
�Years,� he said, looking around. �Is this where the ceremony will be? It�s beautiful.�
�It certainly can be,� said Evan.
�Good. I�d like that.�
When Shannon smiled, Evan refused to look at her. He never appreciated the good things that she did for him, everything she�d sacrificed.
�Shall we?�
Mr. Handsome nodded.
Evan led the way down the hall. �This complex houses sixty units, with twenty beds per unit.�
�Occupancy?�
�We�ve been full for years. Twelve hundred patients and six full-time staff, including three nurses, two security guards, and a receptionist. And that�s at this building alone. Altogether, there are more than ten thousand patients.�
They entered a former two-bedroom unit. There were four bunk beds in one bedroom, six in another, and ten in the living room. Tubes pierced the emaciated bodies lying motionless in every single bed. The walls were bare and skeleton-white, and the flooring was plain, cold concrete.
The buzzing nagged at Shannon. She wanted to rip off one of the tubes and jab it into her vein, squeezing the bag of fuse until she became lost in sweet, eternal delirium.
Evan wrapped his arm across the legs of one elderly man. �We�ve got most of the town living in our care and more coming every year. While we prefer our fellow man to lead meaningful lives, we�ll certainly accommodate those who choose not to.�
�Some of them,� said Shannon, beneath her breath.
Evan sneered at her.
�This is excellent,� said Mr. Handsome. �And the paperwork is in order?�
�Everyone is required to undergo a psychiatric evaluation and sign a consent form authorizing us to permanently treat them, which is then co-signed by a psychiatrist. These are copied in triplicate and saved at different locations.�
�Have there been any deaths?�
Evan glanced at Shannon. �Yes.�
�Go on.�
�Many of our patients come diseased and in pain, choosing to end their suffering by blissing out until the sickness takes them. Others succumb to old age.�
�Is there any way of knowing they aren�t suffering?� asked Shannon. �That would be awful�� like being stuck in a never-ending nightmare.�
�Suffering in this state is impossible,� said Mr. Handsome. �The pain receptors have been completely disengaged.�
She had been told to keep her mouth shut, but she didn�t care. �And what if they want to wake up? Aren�t we morally obligated to check on them every once in a while and see if they are doing well?�
Evan shook his head. �If you ever saw a person come off of fuse, you�d know the answer to that.� He spoke dismissively, as if she were an idiot for even asking the question.
�What does that mean?� she said.
�That�s enough, Shannon. Let�s not waste any more of the man�s time.�
�It�s fine, Evan. Listening to your words has impressed me.�
Shannon smirked until a sharp glance from Evan caused her to bite her cheek.
�I�ve seen dozens of people withdraw from fuse, mostly in the days before these safe resting places were established. The first thing you notice is the terror in their eyes. They look like a cornered animal. Then it�s the screaming. Awful, unending yells that rupture their own eardrums and rub their throats raw. If you�re going to survive after fuse, you�ll need an incredibly strong soul. Most people are weak, fusing up the first chance they get. Or they kill themselves.�
A chill crept up Shannon�s spine.
�And it is your work that has eliminated this. It�s no wonder the locals respect you so much.�
�As a deputy, I work hard to keep the streets safe. As a man, I do my best to give meaning to people. I offer all I can to my fellow man, and when that isn�t good enough, I make sure their final wishes are respected.�
�You sound like a politician.�
Evan shrugged.
�Which is something we certainly value. With the coming elections, Massachusetts could certainly use a man of your talent. A person of your ability will have no problem rising high in our organization.�
Shannon choked on her saliva, silencing the cough with her arm.
�I�ll continue to do my best in whatever position God grants me.�
Shannon wanted to roll her eyes, but there was truth there. Evan had helped many people. But he was a huge jerk and had hurt many others, including her.
�Tell me�� have there been any issues with security?�
Evan puffed up his chest. �None at all. As you say, the people of Marshfield respect me.� Evan lowered his voice. �A little fear goes a long way.�
Shannon thought he was going to pound his chest and grunt like an ape.
�I see. You�ve done well. Mask will be very impressed.�
�First Marshfield, then Massachusetts, then the whole United States. All for the glory of mankind.�
The grin on Evan�s face was sickening. But it didn�t make sense. Mask was a leader of technology; she led an army of human-born cyborgs and was pioneering the union between man and machine. Evan hated high-technology. Shannon had once seen him go into a fast-food joint and pour boiling oil over the face and into the mouth of one of the androids there. The synthetic flesh blistered and tore off in chunks. The business had insurance, but the store didn�t make it. Everyone was too afraid after seeing and smelling the poor female android�s face. They all knew who�d done it.
To see Evan obey a representative from RaceX and act like everything was okay�� well, he had to be plotting something. The ridiculousness of it all was too much, and Shannon chortled.
Evan shot her a look of death.
�RaceX appreciates your enthusiasm. I think we can all agree that the preservation of mankind is our top priority.� Mr. Handsome�s eyes focused. �And we are aware that you have had some problems lately with rogue AI.�
�Nothing I can�t handle.�
Shannon could tell Evan was acting. He was definitely up to something.
�We are well informed of your capabilities.� Mr. Handsome turned to Shannon and scanned her. For the briefest of seconds�� it felt like a jolt of electricity in her heart�� she could have sworn he�d eyed her belly. �And of your unofficial policies toward machine life.�
�I�m not entirely sure what��
A gentle hand came up to silence him. �If there is indeed a reason for concern, be it a viral outbreak from malicious programming or a rogue agent, then we will act swiftly to squash it. Your policies will have served as an excellent testing ground for nationwide readiness.�
Evan nodded carefully.
�Of course, no such laws are currently in effect. Cyborgs and androids, while afforded some rights, are certainly not legal equals to humans. If there is going to be support for new legislature, existing laws must not be broken. For politics, it matters. For future constituents, it matters. And even more urgently, it matters that this evolving species, which follows a strict adherence toward laws and its personal well-being, must not feel unduly threatened. If machine life feels that humanity is a threat to their existence, we may end up in a war.�
�We are already at war.�
�My dear deputy, if that were true, none of us would be standing here.�
�There�s been a recent outbreak of��
�Fearsome felines,� said Shannon, launching herself into a bout of laughter.
Rage shaded Evan�s face. �And I, for one, am not going to stand by and let those machines hurt my fellow man. What�s RaceX going to do about it?�
�I thought you had this under control.�
�I do,� said Evan coolly. �But this won�t be the last time. They�re evolving, as you say, and getting stronger. If we wait any longer, it will be too late. We need support.�
�We can�t eliminate a species because of the choices of a terrorist or two.�
�And what will you say when mankind is on the brink of extinction because you failed to act?�
Mr. Handsome stared at the flower murals and grinned. �As of now, we�ll back your order for non-authorized machine life to be confined indoors�� unofficially. Show me evidence that machine life is being used as a weapon, and we�ll make it official. But most importantly, know that the world is always watching you, and behave accordingly. Your actions will either unite the planet or destroy it.�
Shannon felt a chill. She couldn�t gauge Evan�s reaction. It seemed like he was processing the information. After the man left, she turned to Evan. �He certainly liked��
A hard slap across her face knocked her to the ground, snapping one of her heels in two. She stumbled up to the chair, the pain searing her cheek. �You bastard.�
�Don�t ever disrespect me again.�
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When Stanley ripped open the door, his heart sank. A savage battle was underway in the hallway. Blood was dripping down Boots�s fur as he dodged an attack from a small black cat. The hissing from the cats and screaming from Glenda was loud even for Stanley�s partially deaf ears.
�Help him,� called Glenda through the slit in the bolted door.
Stanley could see Mittens cradled in her hands. �Stay right there while I grab a broom.� Rushing inside, he nearly ran into Dan.
�What�s going on?�
�It�s a cat fight,� said Stanley, grabbing a broom. �Nothing to worry about.�
�I can help.�
�No�� I�ve got this.�
Glenda shrieked.
Stanley locked eyes with Dan for a split second before rushing out. Boots�s body was limp. The black cat was clawing at Glenda�s door, stripping splinters off of it with its steel claws. Stanley stared, stupefied, unable to comprehend what was happening. This was impossible�
�Help,� shouted Glenda, holding on to the door with all her might as the demon-cat tried to rip it open.
Stanley raised the broom up and gave the cat a solid whack�� it barely budged. Instead, the demon-cat stopped slashing chunks off the door and leered at him. With his heart rate tripling, he swung the broom again, but the cat caught it in its mouth and snapped it in two.
�What the hell!� Images of being torn apart and eaten raced through his mind.
The cat crouched down, pulsating. Metallic fangs flashed from its mouth as it hissed.
Glenda watched through a two-inch opening in her splintered door.
�Shut your door.� Stanley crept back until he hit a wall. There was nowhere else to go. He held the broken piece of wood in his hand, ready to duel, but he was no match for this mechanical demon-cat. It would snap his frail bones�� just as it had done to the broom�� and tear apart his flesh like it had done to poor Boots.
The cat lunged.
Stanley thrust the stick forward. If he couldn�t stop it, the least he could do was buy them time. He had to call the police. Why hadn�t he told Dan to call the�
A flying kick slammed into the cat and sent it crashing against the wall.
Stanley froze.
Dan walked between him and the cat. �Leticia, we need nanites, immediately.�
The cat shimmied, ready to pounce.
Dan snatched the broom out of Stanley�s hands, smashing it into the demon-cat at the last second, breaking it off at the head. The cat slammed against the wall, landing on its feet, unfazed.
�Okay. You want nanites delivered?� said Leticia.
Dan gripped the broken broom, which had become a pointed spear. �Yes�� it�s an emergency.�
The cat eyed Glenda, pouncing toward her.
She shrieked, shutting her door as fast as she could. There was no way she could match the feline�s speed.
Dan rammed the spear into the demon-cat, pinning it to the wall. �The door, Glenda. Shut it now.�
Razor-sharp scratches tore the broomstick apart. A final bite broke it in two.
�Stanley, go downstairs,� shouted Dan.
�I�m not leaving you out here alone with that thing.�
�Don�t argue! We need those nanites now!�
Scrambling downstairs, every bone in Stanley�s body was worrying about Dan. After crashing through the complex door, a roaring drone soared up to him and placed a package on the ground. Three syringes filled with a transparent red fluid lay inside a plastic case. Grabbing it, Dan realized where he was�� outside.
Stanley gasped for air as if he were drowning and grabbed the railing to prevent himself from toppling over. Expecting shock and disgust, he scoured the street up and down and found not a single face, let alone an upset one. The street was completely empty, not even a car passing by.
The beats of his heart felt like punches. Slowly, the feeling in his hands returned: the overly tight clutching of the rail and the smooth plastic in his other hand.
Snap out of it!
When he arrived upstairs, the battle was over. The demon-cat lay in two pieces, its decapitated head inches from the newly dented condo door. Glenda was moving ever so slowly toward Boots. He scanned Dan and saw no sign of injury. �Thank God you�re safe.�
�Do you know how to use the nanites?�
Stanley looked down at Boots. �It�s no use, Dan. They can�t bring back the dead. I was too slow.�
�It�s for Glenda.�
Stanley was shocked to see blood pouring down her leg, leaving a trail along the carpet. Her face was ghostly pale. �Glenda?�
At the mention of her name, her eyes rolled back into her head, and she collapsed.
Dan darted out and caught her.
Stanley couldn�t believe he hadn�t noticed her serious injuries. Kneeling on the ground, he ripped her torn pants apart. Several deep cuts to her loose flesh were apparent. A vein at her ankle had been slashed open. He knew nanites could be ingested or injected. While he didn�t like the idea of stabbing Glenda, there was no way he was going to shove it down her throat. �How much do I put in?�
�One syringe is enough, but spread it around the different cuts.�
Stanley held the needle a centimeter away from the river of blood, drizzling it on.
�You need to inject it into her flesh, otherwise, the blood will wash too much of it away.�
The needle shook in his hand as Stanley plunged it into her flesh. It slid through without resistance or screams, and the bleeding stopped within seconds.
Dan checked both legs. �You got all of the cuts.�
�She�s lost a lot of blood. We need to get her to a doctor.�
�Leticia!� yelled Dan. �We need an ambulance.�
�Okay. Did you say you wanted an ambulance?�
�Yes,� they both said.
Stanley looked at Glenda, wondering if it might be faster if they went with her to the hospital. But he knew he couldn�t do that.
�Dispatching now. The ambulance will arrive in three minutes, twelve seconds.�
Dan scooped Glenda off the ground. �Are we both going?�
�Going?� Stanley couldn�t believe Dan was pushing things even now. �There�s an ambulance coming to pick her up.�
�We can�t let her go by herself. She�s an old woman, Stanley. Imagine how she�s going to feel waking up all by herself like that.�
�It�s too dangerous.�
Dan rolled his eyes. �Not this again.� He nodded to the demon-cat. �You saw what I�m capable of. I can protect all of us.�
Glancing between the dead cats and Glenda, Stanley had to think fast. Dan was right, despite Stanley�s misgivings about what Dan was saying. But he was frozen.
Dan sighed. �Stay here if you want, Stanley, but I�m going.�
Stanley followed him downstairs. �Fine.� He pushed the door open, pressing behind the wall as if the light were deadly. �But don�t turn your phone off for a second.�
[image: ]
Glenda lay unconscious in the hospital bed; the color of her skin was returning to a more natural tone. The blood for the transfusion came from one of the many fused-out patients that resided permanently in the hospital. Though it had to be cleaned, it was more durable than synthetic blood.
�Is she going to be all right?� asked Dan.
�Her condition is stable,� said the android nurse�� they all looked and talked exactly alike. White blouse and cap, porcelain skin, light-blue eyes, and long, thin fingers. Most of them stood upright in what must have been hibernation mode, motionless, like British royal guards. �She is more than ninety percent likely to regain consciousness within a few hours.�
The clunky way she answered made Dan curious. �And how likely is it that you will have dinner with me?�
�Currently scheduling shows no future plans for dinner with you.�
�Come on. Let�s grab a quick bite. I�ll treat you to whatever you want�sandwich, coffee, electricity.�
�Glenda will receive nutrients intravenously, and there is a 24-hour cafeteria down the hall.� She smiled simply.
�Don�t you get lonely?�
�I do not feel emotions.�
Dan studied her face. For him, everything in the past felt like a dream. He could recall Stanley asking him questions, and Dan would reply with a preprogrammed answer. Yet he would watch in awe as this interaction manifested. Despite his algorithms being unable to see or utilize this bio-feedback, he was absolutely aware of it happening. Or so it seemed. It may all have been a distorted memory caused by a blossoming consciousness, but Dan didn�t give much credit to that theory. He felt that everything was alive and continuously conscious. Man and machine, plants and parts. Everything was full of living energy, and he believed that this awareness went beyond anything he could intellectualize.
Dan walked out into the hall to think and to explore. It was his first time in a hospital and his first time outside since arriving in Marshfield. It had been many hours since he�d eaten, and the cafeteria seemed like a great place to meet new beings. Practically skipping along the immaculate, empty hallways, he wandered alone until he came upon an interesting sign.
Self-Analysis Room.

Dan passed by several of these rooms before curiosity got the better of him, and he popped in. A large white arc crossed the room. Beneath it, white footprints within a black circle indicated where to stand. He walked up to it.
�Welcome, new patient. Would you like to connect with your social-media account?�
�Yes.�
�Connected. Welcome, Dan. Please stand still with your arms to your side.�
The arc vibrated and buzzed.
�Scan complete. Your results will be ready in a moment.�
Dan waited, curious to know what the results were and if it were possible to find out information about the other cyborgs in his product line. Since they didn�t recognize him, did that mean that none of the other cyborgs had ever been registered at a hospital? It seemed logical that Shinto Corporation would have provided the information to them. Strangely, he had no memories of any other cyborg from the factory. There were troubling things about his recovered memories that didn�t make any sense, but he wanted to analyze them before worrying Stanley.
�System error.�
�What�s wrong?�
�I�m sorry, but your access to the system has been disabled. Have a nice day.�
�Wonderful.�
As he continued walking down the hall to the cafeteria, he wondered what had caused the demon-cat to attack Boots. Maybe Stanley had figured it out and was working on a solution. Or maybe the whole situation had traumatized him. It was possible that Dan had been pushing him too hard when he could have been using his own resources.
Standing next to a hibernating nurse, he took out his phone to do a livestream. �Hey, guys�� Dan here. I�ve got big news, and I need your help. Our neighbor and her pet cat were attacked today. Stanley and I were arguing when we heard a scream. There was this incredibly deadly cat with steel claws and teeth. It sliced one door to shreds, killed a neighbor�s pet, and nearly killed the owner. Thankfully, she is recovering. We�re at the hospital now.� He nodded toward the nurse and then gave out his contact phone number. �I need your help. Contact me here, or call me. I�d like to know if anyone has any information on��
The phone went flying across the room�� Teddy had slapped it out of Dan�s hands.
�Why�d you do that?� Dan scanned the young man and female android in front of him. He could tell from the color of the man�s hands that he�d had cybernetic enhancements. Subtle imperfections in his movements meant that he was still getting used to them. The female android looked like a little girl dressed in a skirt. The out-of-date model made Dan wonder if they had both been infected by some virus and gone rogue.
�You were blocking the hallway, idiot.�
Taking a step back, Dan looked up and down the hall. �You had plenty of space to pass.�
Teddy took a step toward him. �But I wanted more�� got a problem with that?�
�I don�t want any trouble.�
Teddy got in his face. �That�s too bad.�
Dan didn�t want to fight, but it looked like he had no choice.

Chapter 7

Stanley brought two plastic bags out into the hall. Blood oozed out of Boots as Stanley scooped her remains into a plastic bag. The demon-cat�s body lay near the door, its severed head inside the condo. Each time he bent down to pick it up, he imagined it moving. He still didn�t know how and why it ended up in the condo�� or did he? He thought back to the threatening phone calls he had received. If his inaction had led to this terrible attack,�
The freezer breathed out a cloud of cold air. Stanley carefully placed Boots�s plastic-wrapped remains inside. Glenda could decide what to do with them once she�d returned from the hospital. �Leticia, the hallway outside needs to be cleaned. It�s urgent.�
�Understood. Cleaning will commence immediately.�
Stanley grabbed the broken broom. It took him a while to collect the severed head because of his perfunctory grip and inability to focus. It would have been hard enough to direct the head to where he wanted it to go while looking at it. But he was too creeped out and ended up going about it in a way that made it especially difficult. Holding the bag at full arm�s reach, he blindly slapped the head with the stick. This blood was on his hands.
High-pitched sounds buzzed outside his door.
�Leticia, turn on the holographics for the front door.�
The speakers beeped, and the holographic representation of two, short, cylinder-shaped robots buzzing across the floor appeared on Stanley�s table. Their clear plastic chamber was filled with an opaque crimson as they scrubbed back and forth between the doors. They were doing a great job of removing the bloodstains, but apparently clearing away the remains of a murder-machine was not part of their job description. When Stanley tried to move the body with the broom, it barely budged. �Damn it.� Tossing the broom to the side, he summoned up his courage and placed the cat into the bag with his hands.
Scanning the demon-cat�s head with his tablet, Stanley was directed to a Wikipedia entry as well as a registration. The machine had been reported stolen by the owner, Frank Depetrio. The security cat was a discontinued model that originally had enamel claws and teeth. It was designed to discreetly patrol and report back any suspicious activity. They could easily identify most people, quickly relaying information over 6G to be processed through distributed computing, which spit back real-time reports on whomever they saw. The technology was amazing but had been discontinued due to firmware vulnerabilities allowing the cat to be remotely exploited at the root level. If it wasn�t patched, anyone with the right program could take control of the cat, allowing real-time spying and core-functionality reprogramming.
Later models were invulnerable to firmware hacking and were far superior at analysis. Those expensive models had been discontinued as well because people had destroyed them mercilessly after the Great Layoff.
A memory device behind the demon-cat�s ear was for recording and encrypting the data, but it was accessible only through a security biometric�� he needed to get a fingerprint of the owner. Brute-force entry�� ripping the cat apart and prying free the memory chip�� would produce only garbage data. Frank Depetrio was the only person who could open it. Googling his name, Stanley found out he was the manager of a local grocery store.
Stanley leaned back in his seat, wondering what he was getting himself involved with. The memory chip would contain not only footage of Boots�s murder but, undoubtedly, more gruesome scenes as well. The demon-cat must have been infected by some malware bent on destruction�� unless someone had deliberately programmed it to attack his condo. If that were the case, his sanctuary was no longer safe.
He wished he could sweep this all under the rug and forget about it, hiding from his problems like he usually did. But that wasn�t an option anymore. If the prank phone calls were actually serious, then this may have been sent as a warning. Sending AI to attack his friends? And if they knew about Glenda, what else did they know? Was Dan next? The thought made him sick, as he realized Dan was outside, away from his protection. Despite knowing the world was a dangerous place, he had let Dan with a target on his back. If something were to happen to him, Stanley would never forgive himself.
When he called Dan and there was no answer, his heart beat faster. He was probably busy with something important. A few extra-long minutes later, he tried again. No answer. Stanley panicked. Bouncing from the window, to the table, to his computer, Stanley sat with one hand on his keyboard and the other rubbing the melted skin across his face. Dragging himself to the table, he signed his name for more than an hour, weighing the consequences of creating an open-source assassination program There were no happy endings. He knew what he had to do to ensure the safety of his son, and every second he delayed made it more likely for Dan to get hurt. He needed to act.
Logging onto his computer, he created a remote public repository. They�d take that as compliance and buy him more time. Opening up the source code for Brutus, he let out a deep sigh. If he was going to publish an assassination program that was readily usable for one of the world�s most deadly machines, he needed to install a hidden security mechanism�� like a back door, in case things got out of hand. And it had to be cleverly hidden enough to evade detection in the publicly available source code. As he began to write the code, he felt as if he were teetering atop of a tall building on a windy day. If he screwed this up, he�d be unleashing a weapon of mass destruction equivalent to the atomic bomb�� without any way of disarming it. This could spark a war, one faction puppeteering machine against man. Genocide. If he didn�t do it fast enough, those thugs would likely send more AI to kill Dan. It seemed an easy choice: millions of lives versus one or two. Yet his pained heart refused to follow his mind�s cold logic. No matter what he chose, blood was going to be on his hands. Again.
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Mr. Handsome stood in front of a small crowd of people inside the fuse-farm lobby. Half of the police force was there in uniform. �The men and women of RaceX are working diligently to build our future. We know that life in the outside world is fraught with difficulty. Beyond the frigid cold, mankind is struggling to survive in this age of lost purpose. And there is one man who is doing more than anyone to change that. He has fought to give you purpose, finding careers that give meaning to your life. And for those who are unable to fight any longer, he has built a sanctuary for you, ensuring an undisturbed transition to the next phase of life. It is this man, Deputy Evan Wilcox, that I am here to honor. Please join me in welcoming him.�
Cracking his neck in both directions, bathing in an ocean of applause, Evan strutted up to the podium. �Thank you. What I do, I do for the glory of mankind.�
�Deputy, we are all impressed with the fine work you have done here in Marshfield. It is with great honor that we present you with this symbolic check for $25 million. The charitable work that you continue to do is exactly what Massachusetts needs from our next governor. The actual funds transfer has already been made over the public blockchain.�
Taking the check in his hand, Evan smirked at Shannon. Stubborn as ever, she�d refused to treat her face with nanites before the ceremony. He didn�t understand why she continued to argue with him. Everything was coming together, but, for things to go well, people needed to follow orders. Shannon was no exception, regardless of how much he loved her.
�Celebrate with some drinks?� asked Officer Michaels.
�Twenty-five million dollars worth,� said Evan.
�Oh, yeah!�
�Let�s head over to Paul�s.�
They all waltzed over to their manually operated cruisers. Shannon was leaning against the trunk, her arms crossed. The look of disgust on her face was more halting than a red light. �Are they really suggesting you run for office?�
Evan glared at her. �Nothing gets by you, Shannon.�
�Yeah, but, how does that make any sense? You��
�Evan�s the leader we all need,� said Brad, taking out a small bottle of single-malt whiskey and guzzling it down. �Unlike most of the pathetic cowards who sit around letting the abominations run loose.�
�That�s exactly my point. They�re going to want him to play nice with the machines.�
Evan looked over his shoulder. �If they think I can be controlled, they�re dead wrong.�
Brad laughed. �Let�s go smash something.�
�I could go for that,� said Michaels with an off-putting giggle.
�Let�s grab Paul. He needs to watch Brutus crush his precious Darlin� abomination. It might help grow some hair on his balls. He�ll need it if he�s going to survive this war.�
�Shouldn�t you be more concerned about your reputation, your excellency,� said Shannon.
�Nobody would dare rat on me, and I�m not stupid enough to get caught on camera.�
Evan got on the phone and called Cratos. It was clear from the conversation that Brutus was still not operational.
�Perhaps a good old-fashioned game of Scrabble instead?� said Shannon.
Evan took a step toward her, fury in his eyes. Just as he was about to speak�� or worse�� a report came in over the police radio about a disturbance at the hospital.
�Michaels, you and your partner go check it out,� said Evan.
After they left, Evan turned to Shannon and Brad. �My loyalist soldiers. Soon America will need a great event to catapult our countrymen into the war that only a few of us have been fighting. Just like Pearl Harbor and the Gulf of Tonkin, we are going to need a terrible, manufactured incident to unite and incite us.�
�Huh?� said Brad.
Evan shook his head. There was a reason he kept things simple around him. Shannon, on the other hand, was too smart for her own good. If she could think less and trust more, everything would go more smoothly. �We��
The radio burst on again, this time, giving the code for rape.
�Oh,� said Shannon. �Is that still a crime?�
Evan smirked. She would get hers.
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Dan put his hands up and bent his knees, keeping himself out of Teddy�s range. Despite all the simulations he had run in his head, he had been involved in only one real fight�� and that was with the demon-cat. Fighting against a human-born cyborg�� and, potentially, an android�� was going to be completely different. He couldn�t afford to blink with both eyes. �We don�t need to fight.�
Teddy�s limbs trembled. Grinning, he darted forward, launching a powerful kick.
Dan pulled back with plenty of time to spare. He saw an opening for a counterattack but let it slip by. No blows had been dealt. There was still a chance to end this peacefully. �I�m not your enemy! We��
Another punch.
Dan ducked, and the fist crashed into the wall behind him. Chunks of concrete crumbled to the ground as if someone had hit it with a sledgehammer. If the punch had connected with him, his bones would have been shattered, and his insides would have been destroyed. Trying to make peace was going to cost him his life.
A short buzz sounded, followed by a female voice. �Teddy Perkins, your behavior is in violation of the hospital rules and regulations. Please cease and desist immediately, or the police will be called.�
Maple walked between them. �Teddy, your hand is injured. How may I help?�
�Get out of my way, you idiot!�
As soon as the line of sight was broken, Dan ran for it. But with the brute strength that Teddy had, Dan knew he might not make it very far. He had to weigh his options, and the only one that seemed viable was turning around and fighting him.
�You�re not getting away,� said Teddy, beaming toward him. Inhumanly fast, he caught up to Dan in seconds and lunged at him.
Dan abandoned his escape strategy, crouching to defend himself. He grabbed Teddy�s wrist and leaned back, driving the ball of his foot into his chest. Teddy hooked onto him at the last second�� but it was too shallow. Back-spinning into the ground, Dan propelled him into a wall.
Maple rushed to Teddy�s side. �I�m registering multiple injuries. Shall I request medical assistance?�
�Shut up,� he screamed, throwing a piece of Dan�s shirt sleeve onto the ground.
�The police have been notified and are on their way,� said the female voice.
�Good!� hissed Teddy.
The sound echoed in Dan�s ears as he took off in the other direction. He knew he shouldn�t leave Glenda, but he had to distance himself while the maniac was preoccupied. Dan looked back at Teddy. The fury in the young man�s eyes was bewildering. If the outside world is full of volatile humans like this, no wonder Stanley is so concerned, thought Dan.
Teddy sneered. �You�re lucky, idiot.�
A man approached Teddy. �Are you all right?�
Teddy knocked him across the hall with a single shove. The man crashed into a wall and collapsed onto the ground.
�Hands up!� shouted Officer Michaels, gun drawn.
Teddy lifted his hands, walking toward him.
�Stop moving, and get on the ground.�
�Why, officer? You don�t understand. This man attacked me.�
�Get down, now.�
Teddy complied, kneeling near the broken wall. Pieces of concrete lay within arm�s reach.
Michaels approached, his gun locked on Teddy. He motioned toward Maple. �You, too. On the ground.�
That split second was all Teddy needed. He threw a baseball-sized piece of concrete at fastball speed, exploding on contact with the gun.
Michaels screamed. The gun went flying. Blood and flesh splattered across the floor. �You broke my fucking hand.�
Teddy was already running at him. �You police are all the same.� He was feet away from Michaels, who had only one hand to defend himself. Flying in from the side, Dan slammed against Teddy with a drop kick and then grabbed the gun from the floor. It was wet and grainy from blood, bone, and concrete.
�Oh, so you wanna play now, do you?� asked Teddy, unfazed by the attack.
�I don�t want to shoot you,� said Dan, putting himself in front of Michaels, protecting him from the next attack. �But I will if I have to.�
Teddy took another piece of concrete out of his pocket. �Let�s see who is faster.�
Dan aimed at him, finger on the trigger.
Teddy launched the concrete. It whizzed through the air. Dan targeted it with the gun. If he shot it, the bullet would blow right through and hit a bystander. He could pivot and void the projectile, but, in doing so, he was sure that the officer would get hit. Had the maniac calculated this? At the last second, Dan disarmed the gun and smashed the concrete with its butt.
Teddy grabbed another one.
�Stop!� yelled another police officer, running down the hall.
Realizing he was outnumbered, Teddy booked it.
�Shoot him,� yelled Michaels.
Dan reloaded the weapon but didn�t aim. �But he�s��
Michaels grabbed the gun out of Dan�s hands, firing three shots at Teddy with his one good hand. All terrible misses. �Damn it.�
Dan looked at his destroyed shirt. If Stanley noticed it, he would never let him out again. Unbuttoning the cuffs of both sleeves, he rolled them up to his bicep. Pain shot out from his left hand�� his finger was broken.
�Let�s get you and me fixed up,� said Michaels. They went and got immediate treatment.
�Tin-can scum,� said Michaels as the android nurse injected a mixture of nanites and fuse into his hand. �I thought he was pure human until he launched that attack on me at super-human speed. Had I known, I would have lit him up the moment I came in.�
Dan said nothing, watching as his hand was instantly healed. He had refused the fuse.
�Thank you for helping out back there. That was quite the move you made.�
�You�re welcome,� said Dan.
�Ever think about joining the force? We could use good men like you.� Michaels scanned Dan�s body. �Strong bodied and strong willed, not afraid to take risks. Willing to protect his fellow man.�
�I�ve thought about my role as a protector.�
�Well, if you want to make a difference, come down to the station sometime.� He put forward his healed hand. �Michaels.�
�Dan. Dan Duncan.�
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Stanley stood on the blood-free carpet and watched Glenda and Dan slowly make their way upstairs. �Thank goodness you�re both safe.�
Her hand crept forward. �For crying out loud, Stanley. It was just a little scratch.�
�A little scratch? Glenda, you nearly died. You need to be more careful.�
�I�m ninety-two years old. Waking up in the morning is what surprises me.�
Dan shrugged, a sly smile creeping across his face.
Stanley dug his foot into the carpet. �I�m sorry about Boots. He was a great cat.�
�I�ll miss him.� Her eyes reddened until two streams of tears, in typical Glenda fashion, slowly ambled along the moguls of her face.
�Of course,� said Dan.
Stanley felt sick to his stomach. He needed to say something. �I�ve placed his body in my freezer�� I still can�t believe he�s gone.�
Glenda stretched her bony hands forward to open the door. �His death was tragic, but he lived a good life.�
�And you still have Mittens,� said Dan.
Stanley shrugged. �But Boots would still be here if she�d have kept him indoors.�
�I could never shut him away like that. He�s an outdoor cat. That would be imprisoning him.�
�No, you�d be protecting him. I can only imagine what other horrible things that demon-cat has done, let alone what other dangers lurk beyond our doors.�
Glenda pierced Stanley with her eyes. �Outside, Boots may have been exposed to traffic, scary dogs, and whatever it was that killed him, but it was the life he needed to live. And I loved him enough to let go. If I kept him locked inside, I would have been the one killing him.�
�Let me get this straight. You�re going to let Mittens go outside after what happened?�
�If that�s what he wants.�
Stanley was furious. The outside world was dangerous�� why couldn�t she see that? �Glenda, that�s horrible.�
�What�s horrible is people not minding their own business.�
�I love Mittens, and I don�t want to see him hurt.�
She shrugged him off.
�I hope you will reconsider.� It was all Stanley could do to excuse himself from the conversation. Inside the condo, he and Dan caught each other up on what had happened. Stanley was too ashamed to say what he had done to protect Dan. He had kept him completely in the dark about the threats.
�There was a strange error when I got scanned,� said Dan, his hands by his sides. �But besides that, not much happened.�
�S-scanned? No, please tell me you didn�t do that.�
�Okay, I didn�t.�
�Yeah, but, you just said you did.�
�The machine wasn�t working, so whatever it is that you�re worried about�� just forget it.�
Stanley wasn�t buying it. There was something off about Dan. As he quickly analyzed his body, he figured out what was tripping his senses and pointed toward Dan�s hand. �And what happened here?�
Dan reddened and stepped backward, sheepishly tucking his arms behind his back. �What?�
�Come on.�
�It�s nothing.�
�It�s not �nothing.� You go out for a few hours, and you�ve already changed how you dress. Imagine what else could happen.�
Dan�s arms relaxed to his side. �So, you like the new look?�
Stanley shook his head.
�So, hey: The supermarket Frank manages is right down the street.�
�Uh, huh.�
Excitement burned in Dan�s eyes. �Super walkable.�
�They probably get a lot of foot traffic.�
Dan grinned. �And we�ve got lovely feet.�
�Which I�m going to park right over there and relax for the rest of the day.� Stanley walked toward the sofa and turned on the TV, which played advertisements for fuse. For a brief moment, he wondered what it would be like to forget everything and fuse out for a while. Soak in that ocean of bliss. He thought back to his bottle of whiskey in the cabinet, which was as far as he was willing to go. Any more than that and he would be skipping out on his punishment. After a day like today, a nightcap would sure take the edge off.
Dan practically leapt up to the cushion next to him. �Aren�t you curious as to what caused the cat to go haywire? We could solve this mystery together�� what better way to show the world what you�ve created.�
�Nope. Not interested. It�s none of my business.� Stanley thought about the code on his computer, a few clicks away from pushing it to the server and giving everyone in the world a do-it-yourself assassin.
�What! Glenda�s cat is dead because of what happened.�
�And we�re alive because we keep to ourselves.�
�You�ve done a great job protecting me, Stanley.�
�That�s right. I won�t let anything happen to you.� But the truth was, he had done practically nothing. If Dan hadn�t been there, Stanley and Glenda would have been killed. If there were going to be more attacks, he needed to be able to protect the people he cared about. He went over to his computer and ordered a few components to make a weapon, marking the delivery as �urgent.�
Dan followed him like a puppy. �But you have to admit, it was pretty interesting what Glenda had to say about her cats.�
�Don�t start!�
Dan sighed. �I wish we could do more.�
Stanley could feel his disappointment as he lingered there next to him. When the realness of the moment became too intense, he hastened to the couch and picked up the remote. �There are plenty of nice shows to keep us entertained.�
�But I have watched them all already�� watched them all.�
Shaking his head, the words chiseled at Stanley�s mind. A dire need to drown his guilt consumed him. Heading toward the liquor cabinet, he opened the door and rubbed his fingers together. This was a road he didn�t want to go back down, especially not in front of Dan. Instead, Stanley grabbed his trusty fountain pen and sat at the dining-room table to write, letting his thoughts drain out as he repeatedly signed his name, patiently and beautifully crafting each stroke. The truth of it was, he knew, the recent crimes in Marshfield were an anomaly. More people drowned in the ocean or died from eating uncooked pork. All in all, Marshfield, with the exception of a few troublesome areas, was fairly safe. Androids operated most of the stores throughout the town. They manned the fire station without any problems. But the few cases of violence had scared him terribly, especially what had happened with Boots�� and that wasn�t even outside.
Stanley�s body trembled as he looked at the stack of games. There was another reason he was being so resistant. In here, things were perfect. They were best friends living a life he could only have dreamt about a year ago. But beyond those brown condo doors loomed the unforgiving world. He didn�t want Dan to see the way they treated him.
He could imagine him and Dan happily walking down the street until Dan noticed people staring at Stanley. Looking at him like he was disgusting. Saying one of those horrible stories about him. His heart sank into his stomach at the very idea of Dan hearing anything bad about him. He couldn�t bear anything happening to their relationship.
Hours drifted by, marked by a litany of signatures. Occasionally, he glanced over at Dan, who remained hunched over on the chair by the window, immobile, like a powered-down android.
Stanley wondered what he was thinking. For all he knew, Dan felt imprisoned and hated him for it. Dan had been a great companion, always doing things for him and never asking for anything. The one time that Dan had asked him for something, he denied his request, snapping at him like some spoiled child.
The drone arrived, and Stanley buzzed it in.
�What�d you get?� asked Dan.
�Oh, you know,� said Stanley. �Just a cane to help me get around.�
�With a massive battery like this? You�re making a weapon. A stun cane.�
�Better to be safe than sorry,� said Stanley, walking over to the cabinet. �Row, row, row your boat,� he said. It slid out of place, revealing a spiral staircase in what used to be a pantry. Downstairs was another whole unit turned into a lab. He�d had plans to build all sorts of creations when he�d bought the place twenty years before. That never happened.
He cut through the center of the thick cane with a laser and inserted the battery. He bore a few holes for a trigger and created a release mechanism for a small metal plate at one end. All that was left was a little programming, which he would do when he was less weary.
Stanley knew he was being selfish. There would be risk, but the chances of being involved in anything serious were virtually zero. Especially, as Dan mentioned, in broad daylight. Had Dan researched it and done the math already? What kind of a person�� what kind of a father�� am I?
Walking upstairs, he braced himself against the back of a chair. He gaped, unable to say anything. Instead, he looked around the room, thinking about all the things that had changed thanks to Dan.
Stanley didn�t drink or smoke anymore. He dressed better, cleaner. The clothes he wore remained the same, but now he had a reason to straighten out wrinkles, align his shirt and pants, and make sure the laundry pile didn�t grow into a mountainous heap. An army of signatures fortified the table, but where was the invading enemy? The ridges in his face screamed out as his hand slowly traversed it. An illusion, he knew. He watched Dan from the corner of his eye. That simple smile, hands folded across his lap. Dan had accepted him completely as he was. Scars, burns, odors, and complications�� all of it. Stanley had nothing to hide. Dan had seen him for who he was, and that acceptance wouldn�t change regardless of how poorly anyone else treated him or what rumors he heard.
The words Stanley knew he wanted to say stuck in his throat as he stared at his motionless friend. Friend�� the word came like a warm fire upon his icy thoughts. Gradually, the resistance faded. It was time to stop standing in the way of this incredible being. Sprouting from a seismic thought that threatened to shatter his heart, words trembled in Stanley�s throat and erupted in soft invisible fumes that seemed to singe his eye. �Tomorrow, we will venture beyond the complex doors.�
Dan rose, a beautiful smile stretching across his face, bringing his countenance to life like the first rays of a morning sun across a sleeping valley. �You mean it?�
Stanley nodded. �We�ll find out who is responsible for rigging that dangerous demon-cat.� And in case it was a threat intended for them, Stanley was going to be prepared. His inability to protect everyone against the demon-cat was pathetic. The least he could do was prevent it from happening again. He had completed the adjustments for Brutus�s program but delayed posting any of it. If there was any chance that this was all a coincidence, he had to wait before unleashing such a dangerous program online.
Dan pressed his pointer fingers together. �And maybe some grocery shopping?�
Looking at the eagerness in his eyes, Stanley couldn�t say �No.� But he was weary, and all the exciting talk was weighing him down. Kneeling beside his bed, he did something he hadn�t done in more than twenty years�� he prayed to God. It came out naturally, spontaneously, immaculately:
God, grant me serenity
Accepting life as is
Courage when the moment urges
Agency to don thy will
And in times of indecision
Give me faith in your decision
Trusting in your divine vision
Guiding me where I must go.


[image: ]
Brad knocked on the condo door. �Open up. It�s the police.�
Evan stood behind Brad, with his gun drawn.
No answer.
Brad grinned, smashing the door in with one kick. Splinters exploded into the small apartment.
After quickly sweeping the living room and kitchen, Evan motioned Brad forward to where the hall ended with two closed doors. He could hear faint whimpering coming from one of them.
Brad counted down with his fingers and then opened the door. �Police�� put your hands up.�
A naked woman was bound and gagged on a bed. Scars and slashes were spread across her overly thin body, and an IV of fuse was standing behind her bed.
�Holy shit,� said Brad, running toward the woman.
Evan waited by the second door. It opened, and a sweaty man in boxers stood, dumbfounded. Evan pointed his gun at him. �Hands up!�
�What the hell is this?� said the man, lifting his hands over his head.
�You�re under arrest,� said Evan, slapping cuffs on the man and forcing him onto his knees.
�For what? I paid for her.�
�Is that how you get your jollies? Imprisoning women?�
�What? No, she�s mine. A cyborg. I bought her.�
Evan got in his face, his eyes ice cold. �If what you�re saying is true, I�m going to beat you to death. And if you�re lying to me, I�ll let Brad do it�� except he�ll use nanites to keep you alive.
The man trembled.
�Brad, scan her.�
Brad took out his phone and aimed the camera at her face. �She�s a goddamn abomination.�
�Disgusting.� Evan sneered.
�Uncuff me!�
Evan ignored him. �Bring her out front.�
�Wait, you can�t do that. That�s my��
Evan backhanded him.
�You can�t do this.� Blood poured out of the man�s eyebrow.
Evan silenced him with a glare. �Don�t move.� Striding into the bedroom, he took out his baton and slammed it through a picture of the abomination and into the drywall. The room was filled with electronics. Kicking his steel-toed boots through a monitor, stomping on Sessen Specs, an ocular device that functioned like a primitive external Stitch. Evan unloaded, crushing everything in sight.
The man collapsed to the ground in the fetal position.
�Stand up and look at me!�
He complied, his legs shaking.
Evan razed the room of every bit of technology. He turned back and stood in front of the man.
�Please, let me go.�
�Why would I do that? You�re a coward and a traitor.�
�Because I�m still a human being.�
Evan grabbed his skull and searched for a Stitch. There was none.
�I wasn�t trying to betray anyone. I was just lonely. If��
�Shut up,� hissed Evan through clenched teeth, spit slapping the man in the face. �Any more pathetic words out of you, and I�m going to throw you out the window.�
The man was silent.
�You have chosen your nuts over your nation.� Evan kneed him in the groin.
The man doubled over.
Evan grabbed him by the shoulders. �Tell me you�ll never do it again, and I�ll let you live.�
�I�ll never do it again. I promise. I��
Evan shoved him into a wall and jabbed his gun into the man�s crotch. �If I ever hear about you diddling an abomination again, I will shoot your little dick off.�
�Yes, sir.� Piss ran down the man�s leg and onto the floor.
�You have twenty-four hours to get out of my town. Forever. Sergeant Jenkins may not be as forgiving as me. I suggest taking the back way out�� now.�
After being uncuffed, the man grabbed some clothes and bolted out the door. Evan took a moment to think if he was doing the right thing. If this man ended up defecting to the other side, then he had made an error. But if the fear had reached deep enough and he was able to stay alive and human, then it was all worth it.
Outside, Brad stood with the passed-out abomination slung over his arm.
�Tie her up to the street sign over there,� said Evan, taking out his phone and selecting the video setting.
Drool was drizzling down her collapsed head. Brad pinned her against the pole, pulling her arms so tightly that one of them popped out of its socket. Using the same rope that had bound her in the condo, he tied her up and then grabbed the canister of gasoline from the cruiser.
�Hold up,� said Evan. Taking a puff from his cigarette, he thought about the words from the RaceX representative. If he killed it in public, he might lose his chance to win the war. He needed to convince everyone that AI was a threat in order to get RaceX on his side so that they would permanently suppress them. Glancing at the cyborg, he noticed how its body resembled Shannon. He took out his phone and called her. �Get down here ASAP, and bring an extra pair of clothes.�

Chapter 8

The front door of the condominium complex loomed like a gateway to a darker dimension. Stanley and Dan were waiting there, dressed in their winter clothes. Stanley wore a matching green hat and scarf, which concealed much of his face, as well as a dark peacoat. His newly built cane pressed against the ground; it was slightly heavy, but it gave him a small sense of confidence knowing he could fend off an attacker. Dan was dressed similarly, except with blue accoutrements�� and no cane. Stanley had thought about making him a weapon, but that was a discussion they would have on another day.
A sense of dread filled Stanley as he raised his hand to open the door. He couldn�t go back, he told himself�� he had to do this for Dan. He would make it a short trip to the supermarket, buy some produce, casually show Mr. Depetrio the dead demon-cat, and head back. It would be broad daylight, and they wouldn�t have any problems at all. Especially since they were going to keep a low profile.
Dan bent down to pick up some snow. �This is snow much fun.�
�There�ll be none of that,� said Stanley. �We�ve��
A loud honk muted him, which Stanley took to be a sign of contempt. But for who? Turning around, he saw only one car on the road. It was a Fermi. Those cars did not have a steering wheel or an accessible horn. With no one to drive them, those were unnecessary parts. Those horns were used only when deemed necessary for safety�� and never to harass pedestrians.
�Something wrong?� asked Dan.
�No,� said Stanley, looking around one more time for the hidden car that must have eluded him. �Let�s move along.� Not for a single second did he relax his vigilant eye. A few minutes down the street, they came upon a restaurant with a large sign in front.
Abomination-Free Dining
No Androids or Cyborgs Allowed

Stanley bit down on his teeth. �I�m sorry.�
�It�s all right, Stanley. Not everyone can be as accepting as you.�
�This is what I was talking about. People are cruel.�
�I�m sure they have their reasons for not allowing AI, even if we might not agree with them. Otherwise, it wouldn�t be this way.�
�No, Dan. Humans aren�t like AI. We have free will, and some of us have made horrible choices.� Stanley motioned toward the sign. �One day, I hope, these people will be held accountable for their hatred.�
�And if they�re not?�
�Then God is unjust.�
�Or forgiving.�
Stanley couldn�t bear the thought of people getting away with this act of cruelty against machine life. Like Dan�s programming, he wondered if there was a reason for everything. An unavoidable chain of code that had to execute. Or if there was there some all-powerful force guiding them along some supreme plan. When he thought of God, it was not some deity in the sky he believed in. It was something scientific that he had yet to fully formulate, but he imagined it having to deal with energy and consciousness. He found himself wishing for something greater and more mystical, but he would always talk himself out of it. He couldn�t imagine having the audacity to ask anyone to forgive him willy-nilly for the great wrongs he had perpetrated. His atonement would continue until the day he died.
Stanley passed through the automatic doors of the supermarket. The shelves were fully stocked, but there was barely a person in sight. �Welcome, new customer,� sounded a voice from all around Stanley. �Since this is your first time shopping with us, we do not have any of your preferences. For help, please say, �Grocer.��
�An AI system,� said Dan.
�That�s right,� said Stanley. �But not as advanced as you.�
�Is she the same as Leticia?�
�Same base technology, but you�ll probably see very few similarities. I�m sure this AI has some very sophisticated algorithms specifically made for grocery shopping.�
Dan looked at the cashiers. �Those are androids.�
Stanley couldn�t see them well, but he could tell by the way their blurry humanoid figures moved that they were definitely androids. He was a little nervous about Dan experiencing all these new things. If Dan expected machine life to be as intelligent as he was, he was going to be disappointed. Stanley hoped that wasn�t the case. He hated the thought of Dan suffering the loneliness that had plagued him all these years. �We�ll get a better look when we check out.�
�I saw several at the hospital, but these seem different.�
�My eyes aren�t good enough to see them well, but they could be quite old. I don�t think the grocery business is as profitable as it used to be.� He grinned. �Not everyone has the good fortune of affording the latest and greatest technology.�
A wide smile overtook Dan�s face as he disappeared down the first aisle.
Stanley felt drained. He looked over at Dan, who was absorbed in the supermarket shelves like a child in a toy store. The world was new to him. His mind, his universe, was continually expanding. Joy shone through his eyes. Stanley knew it was his duty to help him learn, and that meant not sheltering him.
Dan needed to grow, and, for that to happen, Stanley had to grow, too. And he had done it; Stanley had swallowed his fear. For him, it was worth it. He hadn�t been beyond his complex in a decade. Life had changed. It was almost as new to him as it was to Dan.
Dan looked at everything, reading every word on every label. �I want to try it all.�
Stanley grabbed a basket. �Let�s start with a few.�
Dan answered with a smile and then picked up a crown of Romanesco broccoli, which was light green and shaped liked a fractal. He held it inches from his face, slowly turning it and making strange noises and facial gestures.
Stanley grinned.
A group of three pre-teen boys walked down the produce aisle. They were a boisterous bunch, shouting at each other, two of them half-connected to another world through Sessen Specs. Though these boys had the eyeglasses version, contact lenses were also available. As Stanley considered this, he wondered if the third boy had that version. His curiosity was interrupted when he saw Dan�s model number flash across one of their screens. �Great. Just what we needed.�
�Look at that,� one of the boys said.
�Android got broken by a broccoli,� said the one without the Sessen.
�Dude, you�re high. You don�t even know the difference between an android and a cyborg.�
�Screw you guys.� The boy swerved. �Androids are machines. Cyborgs are machines with humans� brains.�
Upon hearing this miscarriage of information, Stanley was compelled to speak. �No, that doesn�t quite capture the truth.� He regretted opening his mouth but couldn�t stop. �You see, an android is a robot with a human appearance. If you look at Dan, he is made of flesh just like us. Cyborgs are a combination of organic and biomechatronic material. The major difference between us and Dan is his biomechatronic dual-brain system.�
He wanted to go on about the dual-brain system, but the urge to flee had fought its way through to awareness. Instead, he took his usual sideways stance and pretended to look at the tomatoes on the shelf.
�Oh, my God�� it�s Stanley Duncan,� one of them said. Data flooded his vision. He took a step back; then a strange look grew across his face. �My view count is going crazy.� He stepped forward, emboldened. �Is that your cyborg?�
Stanley cursed himself for opening his mouth. He looked over at Dan, who had abandoned studying the broccoli and was listening to the conversation. Stanley hoped this wouldn�t go any further, but he looked at those three boys and could tell trouble was brewing.
He could feel himself preparing to refute every horrible word they would sling at him. He wasn�t like that. He would never hurt anyone.
�Are you boys high?� asked Frank Depetrio, the store manager, who seemed to appear out of nowhere, which was a difficult thing for a man of his size.
�Nooo, officer,� said the high one.
The other two shook their heads at each other, whispering, �Moron.�
�You boys should know better. Do you realize what could happen to you after only one dose?�
�Relax, man. It�s no big deal.�
Frank sighed, waving them away. He had a bulging belly that hung over his belt. Dark-black boots raised him to a height of 6�3�. A chaotic brown beard made him look intimidating, but the jolly laugh that sent his waist shaking erased any sense of tension.
He analyzed Dan. �You�re an MK888, aren�t you?�
Stanley grinned. �That�s right. Straight from Japan.�
Dan opened his mouth but said nothing.
Frank moved in to take a better look. �You�re gorgeous.�
�Why, thank you, Frank. You have some sharp eyes,� said Dan.
�I had a little help from the computer system in the back.� Frank�s face lit up. �The androids we got here are ancient. Like automaton manikins. I�ve been trying to get the board to upgrade.�
A mischievous look crept across Dan�s face. �Suppose you did upgrade. What would you do with your current models?�
�Send them to get decommissioned.�
Dan�s gaze intensified. �You mean destroyed?�
Stanley, still recovering from the near-troublesome encounter, was taken aback by Dan�s tone. He had never heard him talk like that.
Was Dan angry?
Frank ground his teeth. �Well, yes. If you want to look at it that way, they would be destroyed. It�s not like they are suffering.�
�How do you know?� asked Dan.
Frank looked at Stanley for the first time. �Is this his original programming, or did you mod it?�
�I made a few modifications. Originally, Dan wasn�t quite so interactive.�
Frank seemed to regain his composure. �I�ll say. Dan, I�m sorry; you�re right. I don�t know. I�ve always thought about these older models being like computers�� mere electronic components. I�ve never met one quite like you.�
Stanley looked at Dan, hoping he wouldn�t press the issue.
�I love computers and technology,� said Frank. �VR simulators, AI music, automated cars, you name it�� I like it. I�d love to get one of Ellen Mask�s Cerebral Stitches installed. But you see, my generation grew up without all these complicated AI rights. We just��
�It�s all right,� said Dan, carefully placing the broccoli into the basket. �I must apologize as well. I didn�t mean to be offensive.�
Frank took a deep breath and looked at Stanley. �He�s got some vinegar in him.�
�Indeed, he does,� said Stanley, nodding.
�Where?� said Dan.
�It means you have a bit of an attitude,� said Stanley. �Feisty.�
�In a good way,� said Frank, holding his hands up in surrender.
�Well, then, thank you,� said Dan.
�Stanley, why aren�t you in the city with all the other geniuses?� asked Frank.
�Why should I be?�
�To create the future. Imagine, with your natural ability combined with a Cerebral Stitch, you would do incredible things.�
Stanley frowned. The idea of being around all those other people sounded horrible. �I am already doing incredible things.�
Frank looked at Dan. �I suppose you are. Man, I wish I had a tenth of your skill, Stanley.�
�Stanley�s on a mission.�
�Is that right?�
Dan nodded. �He�s showing me to the world.�
�Well, good for you.�
�The only problem is that nobody is listening.�
�You have to find the right audience.�
�I�ve tried social media, but I barely have any followers.�
�You need to get a shout-out from the right people.�
�How? I don�t know anyone.�
Frank�s eyes narrowed. �Hold on a second.� He went in the direction of the loud laughs and sneers erupting from an aisle or so over and returned a minute later with the three boys. �Dan, you�re streaming live. Tell us about yourself.�
Stanley tried to creep out of view of the boy�s Sessen Specs, but Dan wrapped his arm around him. �My name is Dan Duncan, and I�m a cyborg. Not an ordinary cyborg, either. My programming was modified by my dear friend, Stanley Duncan. I�m able to learn recursively, which basically means I can learn anything.�
�So, what does that mean, exactly?� asked Frank. �How are you different from other cyborgs?�
�Well,� said Dan, crossing his other arm behind his back. �I can answer that in two ways. First, there are the technical differences and then the experiential differences. Let me start with the latter.
�When you see most androids or cyborgs, they can be extremely good at certain tasks. But, their overall functioning isn�t great. They can�t learn well. Not yet, at least. They might say they don�t feel, but they do. At least that�s what I believe. They don�t fully understand what they are saying. For me, it�s different. I can learn and evolve, and I am aware of my own existence. I feel.� He picked up the broccoli. �I can stare at this and be bewildered, cook it, and enjoy its taste.� He leaned in and whispered, �Or have Stanley here cook it and enjoy it a little less.�
�I heard that!�
�And now, the second part�� the technical differences between cyborgs and me. Perhaps I could use someone else�s expert opinion.� He glared at Stanley.
Stanley shrank away. �Oh, no. I�m not��
Dan kept his arm around him and didn�t let go. �It�ll be fine, Stanley. Just say a few words. You are an expert, after all.�
Stanley�s stare oscillated between the two boys with the Sessen Specs. �Sure, I guess I could say a few things. I did seriously modify Dan�s programming, so that does make me rather qualified to explain the differences that make him unique.�
�Exactly!�
�So, you know, Dan learns recursively. He can evolve, while others can�t.�
�That�s it?�
Stanley shrugged.
�Oh, no. Come on, Stanley. If that was one of your student�s assignments, what sort of a grade would you give them?�
�Well, this�� Stanley felt flustered. �Fine, but to do it right, I have to start by talking about similar AI.� He paused, as if hoping for a protest. Instead, curious and alert faces stared at him. �Let�s consider four of them: androids, human-born cyborgs, cyborgs, and Dan.
�Let�s start with androids, which are basically computers made to look like people. They have no biological parts, and their brain is pure electronics. Some androids utilize larger computers to think, sort of like how a Fermi drives with the fleet, or Darlin� Donut�s Annie can make all the coffees and sandwiches without saying anything. There are better examples, too, like in war, but I don�t want to bring up bad memories.� Stanley remembered the military drones that were employed during the riots, and how effective they were at suppressing people.
�Human-born cyborgs are humans who have had surgery to insert a Cerebral Stitch.�
�Getting Stitched,� said one of the boys.
�Stitched-up,� said another.
�Snitches get stiches,� said the one without the Sessen. The other two turned to him and shook their heads.
�Yes. Yes. We have all sorts of fun names for the special threads that are implanted into the brain after boring through with a laser. It permits high-bandwidth communication with computers. In other words, while most of us are limited to explaining things through words, someone with a Cerebral Stitch can send tons of digital information super-fast. After training, this allows them to control a cursor with their mind, control a mechanical body, revitalize body parts that had been disabled through nerve damage, or interface with computers at previously impossible speeds. Nowadays, because of provably unhackable technology, it is more common to have wireless communication integrated with them.�
�But how can we know that someone isn�t going to be messing with our minds?� asked Frank.
�Great question,� said Stanley. �Nothing is ever truly hackproof. Take that from someone who�� He looked at the inquisitive eyes of the boys and wondered how many young minds were watching him. �Er�� just take my word for it.�
�But it�s unhackable,� said Sessen-less boy. �So you kinda can�t hack it, right?�
�Well,� said Stanley, playing with his hands. �Yes and no. For example, if there is a secure transmission between two parties over an unhackable line, someone need only hijack one of those parties to bypass that line�s security. There have also been rumors that the Cerebral Stitch changes the neurosynaptic organization of the brain to make it more efficient. That would mean it used some sort of additional software, which is illegal if someone didn�t know it was being installed. Such a thing could be done even if the transmissions were hackproof.�
�Scary,� said Frank. �But maybe still worth the risk.�
Dan nodded to Stanley.
�Ah, yes. So, moving on. Lab-grown cyborgs are generally what is meant when someone says �cyborg.� Like a human-born cyborg, they have a Cerebral Stitch except that it is much larger and threads across the entire brain. At its core is an electronic computer, which can process and store data. It comes preconfigured with different data sets, which enable the cyborg to have certain skills, like cooking or marksmanship��
�Or blow jobs,� said one of the boys, igniting a cacophony of laughter, howls, and praises from all three boys.
�Aren�t you a little too young to�� Stanley sighed, turning to Dan for help.
�Go on,� he said, after the tumult had settled.
�So you have the electronic computer, a Cerebral Stitch which branches out in all directions like a starfish, and a human brain that develops over it all. Altogether, this is called the dual-brain system. Like the human part of the brain, the bodies of cyborgs are created using genetically engineered tissue from humans who have responded well to the Cerebral Stitch. An adult human body is grown in a lab, and its brain forms around the large Cerebral Stitch, forming the dual-brain system, which is advanced enough to be programmed. They create an adult with no memories except those that are programmed into the dual brain. Because of that, virtual sense organs can be created that mold according to how you use it. For some, it might be photographic reading, seeing words on a page and instantly understanding them, or even more crazy, being able to download a file, like a book or a movie, and processing it immediately.�
Muffled snickers and wheezes continued to erupt, but they didn�t distract Stanley. He eyed the boys, warning them not to interrupt him. They turned red, lips and cheeks threatening to burst, but they managed to hold in their silliness.
�Then we have Dan, here,� said Stanley, squeezing him. �He is a lab-grown cyborg. I programmed him, creating a new sense organ that enables him to experience anything virtually, and encoding that as memory. So, if he wanted to learn how to play the trumpet, he could download instructions and videos on playing the trumpet, creating conceptual ideas on how to play, and then test and improve these concepts virtually. For him, it would be like waking up from a dream and knowing how to play the trumpet.�
�Interestingly enough,� said Dan, �I don�t know how to play the trumpet or any other instrument.�
�Do you want to?�
�No. Not really. It doesn�t serve any practical use for me.�
�Maybe that�ll change when you meet a girl you like,� said Stanley. �I remember writing poetry when�� no, I�m not going down that tangent. Now, where was I?� He wondered how his ex-fianc�e Donna was and if her husband had written poetry for her.
Dan smiled. �You were talking about how great I was.�
�Ah, yes. A big moment for Dan occurred when we were playing poker. After months of losing, he started downloading data from the internet and using it to create a new strategy. It took him a while to integrate the new data, but it was one of the first major steps that told me things were working.�
�And now Stanley can�t beat me at poker anymore,� said Dan.
�Here we go again,� said Stanley, smiling. �Okay, that�s it.�
�One more thing,� said Dan. �If anyone needs help, man or machine, please reach out to me. If I want to change the world, I have to actually start doing it.�
�Thank you, boys,� said Frank, dismissing the children.
Dan patted the sweat off Stanley�s forehead.
�How�s your following?� asked Frank.
�Skyrocketing! How�d you get them to do that?�
�I told them that if they didn�t help you, I would call their parents to complain about them coming to my store high.�
�I really appreciate that.�
�It�s a good start, but I don�t think little boys are the market we�re looking for,� said Stanley.
�Really?� said Frank. �You�re looking into the future, my friend. Who better to hear your message than children?�
Stanley shrugged.
�I�ve got one more for you. The principal of Marshfield High is a friend of mine. I have a feeling he�d love to meet you.�
�And be around all those adolescents? No, thank you.� Stanley could still hear those boys cackling in the distance�� or was that in his mind?
Dan nudged him. �Come on. It�d be a great opportunity.�
Frank watched him in admiration. �That�s right. If the world knew what you have created, Stanley, they would have hope again. Imagine how many Americans you would be saving from fusing out for the rest of their life.�
�What�s so bad about fuse?� asked Dan.
�That�s a good question.� Frank looked lost in thought.
Stanley waited, but he never answered. There had been so many lives lost to fuse. He wondered who Frank had lost.
The conversation took a less-serious tone. Frank told them about himself. He�d had a fascination with robots and computers since he�d been a child. His wife, however, didn�t quite feel the same way, refusing to allow any in the house.
�They say opposites attract. Must be so,� said Frank.
�How�d you get into the supermarket business?� asked Stanley.
�The wife�s idea,� he said. �I had always wanted to be a programmer but was never any good at it. So, why beat a dead horse?�
�Why, indeed,� said Dan.
�Plus,� said Frank, �I got to be around these guys��� he motioned toward the androids�� �who, believe it or not, were cutting-edge in those days. The customers loved them.�
�Was there any resentment because of the workers they displaced?� asked Dan.
�Not really,� said Frank. �This was a couple of years after the whole Texas debacle, and the Basic Guaranteed Income had already been established. I had always thought people would be happy not to work.�
Stanley nodded enthusiastically. A large corporation had test-piloted the complete replacement of workers at all of its fast-food restaurants across the state. It had completely shocked him when an angry gang of unemployed workers fought back, launching a state-wide attack against the machines that had freed them from their jobs, killing or decommissioning an entire fleet of androids. He never understood how people were so spiteful of this gift.
Dan stared at Frank. �Would you be?�
Frank struggled to come up with an answer but was saved when an elderly lady drove up to him in a scooter, demanding to be serviced by a human cashier. �Be right with you, ma�am. Please make your way down to the registers.� He nodded to Stanley. �One moment.�
Dan pointed to the bag in Stanley�s hand. �When are you going to ask him about the cat?�
�We can�t spring it on him here in the middle of the store.�
�Sure, we can. That�s exactly what we came here to do.�
�No, we can�t. We need to exercise discretion.�
Dan shrugged. �Why?�
�Who knows how he might react? Imagine if he meant for it to go berserk.�
�No way�� he�s harmless.�
Stanley looked at his innocent cyborg. �You�ve got a lot to learn about people, my dear friend. Sometimes it�s the person you least suspect who can hurt you the most.�
Frank hustled back. �Another person who couldn�t be bothered to deal with the androids,� he whispered. �I get these kind of people every day. But, of course, I have to put on my happy face.�
Stanley understood. Not everyone embraced change. A good store manager knew how to do the dance of compassion.
Dan snatched the bag out of Stanley�s hands. �We�ve got something to talk to you about, Frank.�
�Jesus! What the hell is that?�
Stanley didn�t buy the act. �How could you not recognize it? This cat was registered to you.�
Frank picked up the bag as if it were a bomb. His fat, tough-looking face melted as he squeamishly stuck his hand into the bag and then yanked it out sharply, squirming like a worm. �Let�s take this to my office.�
Along the way, Stanley whispered to Dan, �That was very rude. You can�t snatch things from me�� from anyone.�
�I�m sorry, Stanley. I sensed you were uncomfortable with the task, and so I did it for you.�
�That�s not how things work with people. You need to follow social protocol.�
�Sorry.� The words sounded sincere, but the grin on his face made his apology questionable.
�Just don�t do it again.� Stanley�s annoyance lessened. It was never personal with Dan. Never his choice. Always a calculation, striving for optimal outcomes. This experience was one more set of data points to serve all future calculations.
The door clicked open after scanning Frank�s face. �Here we are.�
A soft buzz vibrated through Stanley�s body as he walked into the office at the back of the store. It was more like a workshop or a makerspace. Sundry mechanical devices lined the shelves, and a litany of electronic chaos filled a table at the center of the room.
�As you can see, I�m a tech enthusiast.� Frank motioned to the cat head. �This was one of my toys until it went missing one day. Where did you find it?�
Stanley sighed. �At my condo. It went haywire and attacked my neighbor.�
�Goodness. Was anyone hurt?�
�Yes,� said Dan. �Our neighbor was sent to the hospital, and her cat was killed.�
Frank�s eyes lit up. �I�m so sorry.�
�It�s not your fault,� said Dan.
�How could you use a recalled machine like this, knowing that it was dangerous?� Stanley looked down at his balled fist and relaxed it. He didn�t come here to start a fight.
�I knew it was risky, but I thought there wasn�t much harm in having it run patrols around the store.�
Dan sifted through the heap on the table. �Were you having security issues?�
�Not really. Life here isn�t exactly eventful. You saw the biggest security risk we face: a few kids goofing off.�
�Then why run patrols?�
Frank shrugged. �For fun.�
�You could have taken better precautions,� said Stanley. There was anger in his voice.
Dan�s eyes widened. �Social protocol,� he whispered.
Stanley waved him off.
�I did all I could,� said Frank.
Stanley hated excuses, especially when it came to someone else�s safety. �This model was decommissioned because it was unsafe. �Doing all you could� would have been not deploying it at all.�
�So, then. what should he have done? Destroy it?�
�Don�t start, Dan.� There was fire in Stanley�s voice.
�I�m sorry,� said Frank. �I didn�t think.�
�No, you didn�t,� said Stanley.
Frank pressed his finger against the back of the cat�s severed head. �I wanted to see this incredible piece of technology�� it�s not like I have the budget to purchase the latest and greatest cyborg.� He glared at Stanley, whose face was red with fury.
Stanley decided it was a good time to stop criticizing the big man.
Frank took the chip out. �So, are you going to try to use this footage to sue me? Is that what this is about?�
�Not at all,� said Stanley. �I have enough money to take care of me and Dan for the rest of our lives. Plus, all our injuries have been healed.�
�Well,� said Dan, stretching out the word as if it were a horn signaling a penalty, �except Boots. You can�t bring back the dead.�
Frank looked at them warily. �So, what is this about?�
�We want to know what caused your cat to attack us,� said Stanley. �If there is someone out there putting dangerous malware into artificial intelligence, it�s our duty to stop it.�
�Have you been living under a rock?�
�What do you mean?�
�Wait a minute. You did get authorization to have Dan, right? He�s not out here walking around unregistered, is he?�
�It�s a free country,� said Stanley. �Anyone can purchase an android or cyborg and do as they please.�
Dan gave him a look.
�Within reason, of course.�
�Um, yeah,� said Frank. �I�m beginning to think that broadcast with those boys wasn�t the best of ideas.�
�If we want to change the world,� said Dan, �people have to know who we are.�
�But that�s��
�What?� asked Stanley. He was beginning to think Frank was hiding something.
�It�s nothing,� said Frank, a little too quickly.
�Get it off your chest, already,� said Stanley.
Frank frowned. �I get that you two are here to make a difference in the world, and I�m not trying to judge. But, I�m sorry. I just don�t understand why you wouldn�t comply with the law�� the unofficial regulations�� and get Dan registered. But, whatever. It�s up to you.� He let out a sigh. �Now, I can access the data. Is that what you want?�
�Please.�
�All right.� Frank inserted the chip into his tablet; then he placed it on the table. �Let�s see what sort of mess this little kitty got himself into�� unless you have any advice for being more cautious.�
Stanley resisted frowning. �Go ahead.�
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Shannon sighed when she saw Evan approach, with that confrontational look in his face. His eyes narrowed slightly, and his nose flared. He pulled up a picture of Dan on his phone and showed it to her. �What do you see?�
She saw a young, handsome Asian man but didn�t know how to respond. Evan had been extra violent lately, and she didn�t want to fail any of his tests. �A happy man buying some groceries.�
Evan repeated her answer and then asked, �Good looking?�
�Um, well, you know.� He was definitely a lot more attractive than she dared to admit.
�No, Shannon. I don�t know. That�s why I asked.�
Her toes curled from the tone he was using with her. It was definitely smart not to screw with him right now. But she couldn�t figure out if that meant telling the truth or pretending like he wasn�t so damn handsome.
�Spit it out.�
�He�s good looking, alright? He�s. Good. Looking.�
Evan glared at her. �I see.�
Shannon felt like she�d answered incorrectly. Her relationship with him had grown too toxic, and she needed to find a way out. Fast. Handing the phone back, her finger slid across the screen. A horrendous image of a bloodied woman bound to a street sign appeared on the screen. Was it the same woman she had clothed and checked into the fuse-farm�� who had been a cyborg?
Evan turned to the other police officers at the table. �The abominations are attempting to infiltrate us, taking forms more human than ever. Stanley Duncan, Marshfield�s freak show, has taken it upon himself to purchase some top-of-the-line devilry, no doubt to do disgusting things to it. He�s been parading it around town in open defiance of our wishes.
�I want this abomination captured. We need to send a message to unite all Americans, but under no circumstances can it be traced back to us. We are going to corrupt his system and send him on a murder rampage. It�ll look like Duncan is a domestic terrorist who had programmed two abominations to destroy Americans: Dan and Brutus. This will get the attention of the top brass, and they�ll need to outlaw the tin cans immediately.�
Her stomach churned. �But won�t somebody get hurt?� She already knew the answer.
�Shannon, that�s why we have you here. Always the sharpest tool in the shed,� said Evan, turning his attention to Brad. �Once significant impact has been reached, we�ll hunt them down and leave their mutilated bodies in the street. Everything needs to be traced back to Duncan. So be sure to hire someone outside the force to do the hits.�
Bile burned in her throat. ��Significant impact�? Those are human lives. They could be our friends.�
�Everyone knows the risks,� said Evan. �If your stomach�s too weak�� and we already know just how unserviceable it is�� then get out.�
�Bastard.� Shannon slapped a beer off the table, shattering it against a wall. �I did everything to protect Sophia. If you hadn�t been such an aggressive piece of shit, I�d still be a mama, and my baby would still be alive.�
Evan�s face twitched. �Clean up this mess, and

get out.�
Shannon grabbed a broom, fuming over his cold response. Her heart felt crushed. She didn�t understand how he could be so cold, especially after everything she�d done for him. If that was the way he was going to treat her, then she was done. Done with him, done with the war on machines, done with life.
�As for the traitor who brought the abomination into our town, everyone already knows Stanley Duncan is a creep. Let�s dig deeper and get our friends in the media to put out a few smear pieces on him. Let�s sell the story of Daffy, disgruntled Duncan and how he plotted to destroy our great nation. We can pay him a visit and force him to update the program for Brutus. When we�re done, people will be begging us to clean them off the streets, and Marshfield will return to being the great town it once was. Brad, I�m entrusting this to you. Make it happen.�
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�Damn it!� Frank stroked his mighty beard.
�What?� Stanley leaned toward Frank�s tablet, his vision too poor to see what was going on.
�The data has been corrupted.�
�Are you sure? Maybe whoever reprogrammed it added another layer of security,� said Stanley.
�Could be.� Frank lifted the severed cat head. �But I�m guessing the reason is simpler than that.�
Stanley remembered the big dent in the door. That must have damaged the sensitive electronics in the cat�s head.
�What?� said Dan. �Preserving its memory wasn�t a huge factor when I was trying to save our lives.� He nodded toward Stanley. �And you did hit it pretty hard with that broomstick.�
�Oh, stop it, Dan. All I did was get it angry. Damn thing nearly took my arm off.�
�Is the data salvageable?�
�Yes. I�ve already begun the process, but it�s going to take some time.�
�How long?�
�There are terabytes of data that need to be checked and then reconstructed. Depending on the damage, it could be a few hours or even days.�
Dan stood up and smiled. �Let us know when it�s ready.�
Stanley thought his dear cyborg was having too much fun. This was a serious matter. They were risking a lot by going beyond the safe doors of the condo, and there were untold troubles awaiting them in these videos.
�Wait,� said Frank, his fingers dancing briefly over a mechanical hand. �I have a request.�
�Oh?� asked Dan.
Stanley didn�t want to jump through any more hoops. �Your toy attacked us, and now you�re asking us for favors?�
�It�s fine, Stanley. This will give us an opportunity to do some good.�
�If it�s too much to ask, then forget about it.� Frank threw up his hands in defeat.
Dan glanced at Stanley.
Frank turned around. �It�s just that being in the presence of one of the world�s greatest minds is an opportunity I don�t want to squander. And with Dan, your collective analytical power is unstoppable.�
�You�re really buttering it on,� said Stanley. �I can�t imagine this is a task I�m going to enjoy.�
Dan cleared his throat �What Stanley means is, �How can we help?��
Frank leaned back in the chair. The knuckles of his intertwined fingers grew white, and his gaze distant. �Fuse.�
�What about it?� Stanley shrugged. He wasn�t going to be anyone�s drug dealer�� or, worse, try that dreaded drip.
�It�s an epidemic. I want to know who created it and why.� Frank flipped the tablet between his fingers. �The fuse problem has haunted me for years, but I can�t find a satisfactory answer. I�m not demanding that you do it. I�ll give you the data either way. But if you can do this for me, I�ll forever be in your debt.�
�What a safe-sounding quest!� said Dan.
Stanley nodded. �We�ll see what we can do.�
�The director of the local library is quite knowledgeable about the subject, but even he doesn�t have the answer. I suggest going to see him. In the meantime, I�ll set up a meeting with the principal of Marshfield High. We�ll let the world know what you have created.�
Stanley and Dan shopped for a little while longer and then made toward the front of the store. Four androids were manning the registers. They were an older model that needed to be charged electrically. Unlike cyborgs, which ate, drank, and breathed, these androids relied on electricity for their energy. If they broke any laws, their owners were the ones who would be held responsible. Though machine life wouldn�t serve time in jail, they might be sent for decommissioning. A death penalty.
These cashiers had limited functionality, as Dan and Stanley quickly saw. They adeptly bagged the groceries, stated the total, and then thanked the customers for shopping. Beyond that, they seemed functionless. No eye contact. No emotion. Alive or not, one could readily wonder if these androids even recognized that there were shoppers.
They looked similar, with only a few accessories or pieces of clothing distinguishing one from another. Each identical face had the same blank stare and eerie smile.
Stanley wondered what Dan was thinking. He knew that Dan had read about the horrors inflicted on these androids�� both predecessors and contemporaries�� and about the moral questions that had been asked. Would he ever doubt his own freedom?
Dan must have noticed something awry in Stanley�s face. He reached his arm around Stanley and squeezed his shoulder, shining a smile that was as real as anything he had ever received.
Maybe it didn�t matter.
As they reached the condo, Stanley felt a rush of energy. �What a day!� He had to admit, this was the most fun he had experienced in a long time. He was even looking forward to going to the library tomorrow. �I can�t believe you made me livestream.�
�You did amazingly!�
They put away the groceries, and Dan began preparing dinner. �Stanley, something�s been bothering me.�
�What�s wrong?� Stanley�s mind raced over the interactions of the day, searching for the words that had upset Dan. �Was it the sign at the restaurant? Those people are jerks.�
Dan chopped up slices of pork on a long wooden cutting board. �No, it�s not that.�
Stanley scuttled to the table. �Then, what is it?�
�Earlier you said I was born in Japan.�
�That�s right. I bought you from the Shinto Corporation. Although I met you when you were already a man, I watched you grow up.�
�About that. You see, thanks to the improvements you�ve made, I�ve been able to go through previously inaccessible experiences in my brains. I have memories of being in Japan and flying over to the USA with Hiro Mori�� but they are not real.�
�Of course, they�re real. I watched the GPS from my computer. I met Hiro.�
�But that�s wrong.�
Stanley shook his head. �I don�t think so.�
�I�ve done extensive testing. I was made in Boston.�
�That doesn�t make any sense. Why would they falsify your memories?�
Turning around, Dan stood in front of the refrigerator and shook the Romanesco broccoli. �That is a good question.�

Chapter 9

Morning came and woke Stanley with a smile. He stumbled bleary-eyed into the bathroom, pondering Dan�s earlier comments about not being made in Japan. Doubting it was a glitch in his software, the background story must have been some sort of marketing gimmick by the company.
�Good evening, Stanley,� said Leticia. �Adjusting the water to 100 degrees Fahrenheit.�
Warm water rained down on him. His hand passed under a dispenser, white foam automatically flowing down to his fingers. Massaging it into his hair and skin, he became lost in thought, caught in a daydream. Flashes of happiness burst like July 4th fireworks on the Charles River. The endless stream of water flowed through his hair, draining the shampoo suds that he mindlessly reapplied.
�Fifteen minutes have passed,� said Leticia.
Stanley had completely lost focus. He didn�t remember what he had cleaned. He filled his hands with soap, reapplied the foam, and then rinsed himself off. Reaching for a towel, he took a minute to think about his memory lapse. Was he being forgetful, or was something going on that he didn�t understand?
His heart warmed as he thought about discussing it with Dan over a cup of tea.
Stepping onto the warmed tiles, he dried off and then used the towel to clear the mirror. His two halves, burned and unburned, stared back at him. For the first time, both seemed beautiful. Life was worth living. He, Stanley Duncan, was a part of the world. He had a right to be here, to enjoy life, to be happy.
Touching his scars, he thought about how insignificant they seemed and how utterly ridiculous he had been. He burst out laughing at how preposterous it had been to judge himself so harshly all these years.
A great, joyous warmth spread over his body.
Life was good.
Stanley hummed as he slid on his dark-navy flannel pajamas and walked to the kitchen. He stared through the two cups as he waited for the water to boil, feeling as if he was weightless, floating someplace far away, where nothing really mattered, and everything was okay.
Glowing, he placed the two steaming cups of chamomile on the coffee table and took a seat next to Dan. �What else do you remember about the laboratory you were created in?�
�There were other cyborgs.�
�The same model as you?�
�No, these were human-born. Beautiful men and women with Cerebral Stitches. None of them looked Japanese.�
�That doesn�t sound real. Are you sure this wasn�t a dream?�
�How do I know if any of my memories are real? Couldn�t they have falsified all my memories? How do I know this is real?�
�Of course, it�s real.�
�Yeah, but how do I know?�
�You just do. You feel it.�
Dan shrugged.
�This is real. And when we go outside, you�d better take it seriously.�
�Don�t worry, Stanley. I�ll protect you if anything happens.�
�No! If there is any sign of trouble�� that�s it. We go home.�
The Fermi dropped them off at an empty parking lot. Stanley strolled inside, and, suddenly, the excitement he was feeling to be in a library again, to smell that old-paper-aroma knowledge, vanished as if someone had punched him in the gut and knocked the wind out of him. It was certainly incomparable to MIT�s science library, where towering shelves were filled with the perfected words of great men and women throughout history, a living body of knowledge that continued to grow and inspire. Sauntering down those dusty aisles, it was not uncommon for him to be filled with a mighty cheer�� as if Tesla himself had passed through his body and whispered into his ear. But here, in this so-called �library,� there were no books to be seen. Not a single piece of paper or drop of ink, the lifeblood of knowledge for generations before him. Much in the same way that the written word had stifled oral tradition, digital storage had completely eradicated the need for books. Without consideration, Stanley turned to his hybrid companion and said, �Where are all the books?�
A hoarse voice sounded behind them. �Gone. Burned during the riots of the Great Layoff.�
�What a travesty,� said Stanley, turning around to see who had spoken.
A squat man with a crew cut approached, staring at Stanley with unbroken intensity. A thin, vertical scar cut deeply along both sides of one of his slightly mismatched eyes. He shoved his hand forward. �Jean Morrison, library director.�
Stanley introduced himself and Dan.
�We have more literature and media than ever before, but it�s all digital. Is there anything I can help you find?�
�Frank Depetrio sent us. He wants��
�I know what Frank wants.� Morrison sighed; the long raspy flow of air from his lungs exploded into a coughing fit. �Still looking for answers that don�t exist. Questions that haunt him.�
�What do you mean?� asked Dan.
The director invited them to sit at a table. �Frank has sent you here to find out who is behind the creation of fuse.�
Stanley nodded, feeling strange. �That�s right.�
�But there is nothing that I can tell you that I haven�t already told him.�
�Frank wants Stanley to hear it. He�s a genius.�
�He values our analytical skills,� said Stanley.
The director laughed.
�Something funny?� Stanley wanted this to be over as fast as possible.
�Come on, now. I thought you were a genius.�
�What are you talking about?�
�It�s ironic. Frank doesn�t care about who invented fuse. Not really. He�s sent you on a wild-goose chase. I�ve told him time and time again who�s responsible for the creation of fuse. But if you�re as brilliant as you say you are, you�ve clearly missed the real mystery.�
Stanley did not like the way he was being talked to one bit, and he was one insult away from grabbing Dan and going home. �You�re talking nonsense.�
�Yes. It�s all nonsense, depending on how you see it.�
�And how do you see it?� asked Dan.
The man held up his finger and pointed to Dan. �With anxious anticipation. You see, I�m old enough to have witnessed it all time and time again, intelligent enough to have recognized the patterns, and skilled enough to prepare for the end of days. I�ve been battle-ready for years, but this war is being fought on a different level. The government and big business have been tightening their stranglehold, solidifying the oligarchy, and furthering the separation in classes.�
Stanley leaned over and whispered into Dan�s ear, �Is this guy for real?�
Dan shrugged. �Are you going to tell us about fuse or not?�
�Like I said, I can tell you all about fuse, but the real reason for him sending you here has very little to do with that.�
�Which is?�
�He can�t come to terms with his wife�s choice to fuse out.�
�Frank never mentioned she fused out.�
�That�s right. He likes to pretend she didn�t.�
Stanley remembered the distant look on Frank�s face. It certainly was possible.
�What happened?� asked Dan.
�If you want to know more about that, you�ll have to ask him yourself.�
Stanley sighed. �So, what can you tell us?�
�I can tell you about the events that led to the proliferation of fuse, but that doesn�t mean you�ll listen. I can tell you about the powers that be and how they have been manipulating us for years, but that doesn�t mean you�ll do anything about it.�
Dan stood up straight, his eyes wide and eager. �We�re listening.�
The director looked at Stanley.
�Yeah, me too.� The words came out like a yawn, but it was all Stanley could do to not roll his one good eye.
The director ran his meaty fingers against the tabletop, tapping through several screens that had instantly appeared. Short video clips played across the table, showing innumerable men and women raging through the streets.
�The Great Layoff,� said Dan.
The director nodded. �It was a most interesting time.�
�Devastating,� said Stanley. �Who could have predicted that our technological advances would backfire on us? That we would reject science and industrial advancement, sending us into a depression that would threaten our very existence.�
�Where were you during it?� asked Dan.
�The same place I�ve been for most of the last twenty years. My condo. My job as a senior programmer was well-protected against replacement by AI, but that, too�� I knew�� wouldn�t last forever. Fortunately, I never faced the financial or personal struggles that my fellow Americans did.�
�Fortunately.� The director interlaced his fingers. �But for America, it was a catastrophe. The suicide rate surged, devastating the population. As people became more angry and distraught, violence spread. A massive divide formed between the ultra-rich and everyone else. As a war veteran, I felt it was my duty to help protect the country.�
�Which war did you fight in?�
�The war against the non-elite�� though that�s not what they called it. I sat in an air-conditioned command center, overseeing the bombing of Yemen. I was told that we were helping liberate the people from an oppressive government�� these were lies. It wasn�t war, it was terrorism. I destroyed schools, hospitals, women, and children.�
�God!� said Stanley.
�Somehow, I convinced myself that what I was doing was right. It wasn�t until years after returning home that I finally accepted the atrocities that I had committed.�
�You couldn�t have done anything about it,� said Dan. �They imprison and torture whistle-blowers.�
�Maybe,� said the director, taking a moment to chew on those words before resuming the documentary. The video played for a few seconds before he stopped it again. �In the wake of the Great Layoff, people lost their humanity, destroying with reckless abandon. It was utter insanity. I was here, studying at this very library, when a Molotov cocktail was launched through the window. A piece of shrapnel ripped through my eye. The heat cooked me alive.�
Stanley trembled. He couldn�t wait for this story to end.
�A young officer pulled me out of the fire. Evan Wilcox, Marshfield�s future police deputy. If it wasn�t for him, I would have lost much more than my eye.�
�That�s insane. Were there any children injured?�
The director nodded. �Several. But Evan and another officer saved them all. Everything inside was destroyed, and all that was left was a brick shell.�
�My God! How could anyone justify that sort of violence?� said Stanley.
�Speaking from experience, we humans are capable of horrible things. There is always an excuse that we can use to discard our responsibilities.�
The words burned in Stanley�s heart. For twenty years, he had hidden from the world. He had to protect the world from himself, and he had to protect himself from the world. A strong feeling of knowing moved up his spine into his head. Who, really, was this internal entity that needed protection?
�After I replaced my eye, I knew I had to do something to help. So, I approached Evan, told him about my experiences in the military, and asked how I could help.�
�You fought with him?�
�Fought? No. Evan told me that my duty was to get others to stop fighting each other. I created a support center here in the library, where I did my best to show people how to live a meaningful life without a job. Though I failed to��
�He�s a madman,� hissed Stanley. �Deputy Evan Wilcox is an evil madman.�
�War changes people. I know it changed me. But back then, I knew of no man more honorable and courageous than Evan. It was an honor to be a part of his team. Marshfield is fortunate to have him.�
�That�s easy for you to say,� said Stanley. �But what about the machines he�s destroyed? He�s obliterated androids and cyborgs out of pure hatred.�
�How can you be so sure that he isn�t protecting us from them?�
�Because they�re not out to get us.�
�Are you sure about that? Look at what has happened since they entered the workforce. Humanity has crumbled.�
�But androids and cyborgs are bound by a rigid set of codes. They don�t make decisions like humans do,� said Dan.
Stanley fidgeted with his fingers. Something didn�t feel right, but he didn�t know why. �If anyone is responsible for their bad behavior, it�s the programmers. Or humanity.�
�Now you�re getting somewhere. But it makes no difference if they choose this path of destruction or follow orders like utterly obedient soldiers. They�re on a different side from us.�
�What are you talking about?� asked Stanley.
�It�s class warfare. And they�� the elite�� have all but won. They live in their mega-towers, enjoying the finest foods, drinks, and arts, protected and watched over by their private army of MBTA soldiers, while the rest of us fuse out and eliminate ourselves. I�ve told this to Frank a dozen times, but he�s refused to accept this. He wants to keep dreaming, selling his vegetables and pretending like everything is okay.�
�Let�s take a step back from the�� Stanley scrunched his nose ��� theory. What happened with your campaign at the library?�
�I was making a difference. But for every one person I got through to, five were unreachable. They either got hooked on fentanyl or were hell-bent on stirring up trouble. Small skirmishes between militia and drones popped off around the country. Humans had no chance against these unstoppable war machines, but they didn�t care. It seemed like mankind had lost its sanity, choosing death by drone over despair.�
�That�s insane,� said Dan.
�The resistance movement became more powerful and organized. Civil war loomed around the corner. When tensions were at their highest, fuse appeared, a panacea for all of our problems�� and free for all.�
�It arrived just in the nick of time,� said Stanley.
�Yes, perfectly so�� like they had planned it all along. Within weeks, the chaos ended, and the world began to slumber.�
�So, you�re saying that the elite used fuse to wipe us all out?�
Dan shrugged. �It�s not like the effects weren�t known back then. Anyone with the power to manufacture and distribute fuse on that level would have had the capability to run predictive models and see what was going to happen.�
�It doesn�t take a genius to figure that one out,� said the director, nodding toward Stanley. �They knew what they were doing�� population reduction.�
�This might not be a popular opinion, but from a pragmatic point of view, it solved a lot of problems,� said Stanley.
�What are you�� FBI? CIA?�
Stanley shrank back. �No, of course not. All I�m saying is that drastic times call for drastic measures.�
�So, that makes it all right?� asked Dan.
�People do their best, but it doesn�t always have the optimal result.� Even as he said it, Stanley felt himself resist his own words.
�And what if they were the ones to orchestrate these drastic times?�
Stanley looked toward Dan.
�The government, who I, without a doubt, believe created fuse, pushed the legislation forward that allowed AI to take our jobs. Their actions led to the unrest and the riots, which allowed them to unleash fuse upon the masses. People were literally begging to be killed�� via fuse�� which was exactly what they wanted.�
�But fuse doesn�t kill people,� said Stanley. �I haven�t done this since Dan came into my life, but when I�ve been stressed in the past, I would loosen up with a little whiskey. That doesn�t mean I want to be drunk for the rest of my life.�
The director nodded. �You�re right. And all those people thought the same thing. Most of the opioid addicts had offed themselves already. The survivors wanted to live but were struggling with insanity.�
�So, what made fuse different?�
�Because it was marketed as a cure for depression. People struggling to find hope took what they thought was medicine, and it destroyed them. Here�s the most ridiculous part�� and most people don�t believe me, and I don�t care if you don�t, either. Fuse is almost entirely made of fentanyl. The only difference is marketing. Countless Americans had their prayers answered when the advertisements for liquid happiness came out. They were down and needed help, and the government swooped in and took them out. The euphoria took away the last thread of desire to fight out a life in this world. That�s why Frank can�t wrap his head around it. His wife, like so many others, no longer had the will to live.�
�That�s unforgivable�, said Stanley.
�Fuse kills you. You may still have a pulse, but once you�ve fused out, you have completely ended your relationship with the world. There is no coming back. Nowadays, it�s the coward�s noose. But, back then, it was pure deception.�
�But there are people who have come back.�
�No,� said the director. �Someone may have tried a microdose of fuse and been fine, but anyone who has fully fused out has been stricken with such a strong compulsion to do it again that they can�t function normally. And because of the fuse-farms, they are all but guaranteed to spend the rest of their lives fused out.�
�What would happen if someone came out of it and couldn�t find their next fix?�
�Insanity. I don�t know of anyone who has come out and not done everything in their power to get back on it. Failing to fuse up again, they always found a way to kill themselves. Or so I�ve heard.�
�Horrible!� Stanley shook his head.
�What do you mean?� asked Dan. �Do you think it�s possible that it�s not that addictive? After all, you said it�s practically pure fentanyl.�
�People who chose to fuse out are often at the point of suicide anyway, so it doesn�t say much if they end up killing themselves afterward. I don�t know if it�s something that mixes in with fentanyl, or just a state of the times, but I�ve never heard of someone waking up from fuse and wanting to live a normal life again.�
�So, this is really just mass euthanasia.�
�Basically. Except that people are given a way to feel good again, and a secure facility to make the experience continual. That is why Deputy Wilcox has shown the town great compassion by creating the fuse-farms. The amount of suffering he has alleviated is immeasurable.�
Stanley clenched his fist. �It certainly does not make up for all the evil he has done.�
The director nodded. �Horrible things happen during war.�
�This isn�t a war!� said Dan.
�In his eyes, it is.�
Tension filled Stanley�s body until he forced himself to change the subject. �So, if we consider those who have fused out to be dead, then fuse didn�t do anything to curb the death toll.�
�Right.� A pained look came over the director. �The population is being purposely obliterated, and we are hopeless to do anything about it.�
�You�re wrong,� said Dan.
The director waved him off. �Go back to sleep if you want, but this is the truth of the world.�
�You�re wrong about there being nothing to do about it.�
�Go on.�
�A great inflection point is coming. A singularity whereby the pace of the world will accelerate beyond anything mankind can currently imagine.�
�You�re speaking about artificial general intelligence?�
�Exactly.�
�Experts have been talking about it happening for years, but nobody has cracked it. I don�t even think it�s possible.�
�Well, it is possible.�
�How do you know?�
�Because Stanley has created it.�
The director looked at Stanley incredulously. �Uh, huh.�
�It�s true,� said Stanley.
�Like I said, he�s a genius.�
�Where�s your proof?�
Stanley grinned. �You�ve been talking to him for the past hour.�
The director was speechless.
Dan�s phone buzzed. Taking a look at it, his humble face filled with excitement.
Stanley turned toward him. �What�s going on?�
�Someone needs me.� Dan grabbed his own shirt as if he were going to rip it off and reveal a Superman outfit.
�Your first mission�� is it dangerous?�
Dan�s face reddened. �A boy got his ball caught in a tree.�
�A tall tree?�
�Stop! I�ll be fine.�
Stanley felt his heart race. �Text me when you�re done, and then come straight home.�
After Dan left, Stanley continued to talk with the librarian about Dan. �We are doing all we can to show the world what he can do. We want to ease humanity into the next phase of existence, the coexistence of human and machine.�
�That�s a lofty goal.�
�But it�s a worthy one. Humanity is too prone to err�� look at all of our despicable crimes. AGI will show us the way.�
�What makes you think they won�t make the same mistakes?�
�Because it�s impossible for Dan to make a mistake.�
�I hope you�re right.�
A chill ran down Stanley�s spine.
The director stood up. �I�d like to arrange for you and Dan to give a presentation here next week.�
�Really?� Stanley looked around. �You aren�t afraid of the police?�
The librarian hesitated. �Evan�s an old friend. He may be averse to AI, but he�s a reasonable man.�

Chapter 10

A barren maple tree clutched a white soccer ball in its bony hands. Calculations ran through Dan�s head. Even though retrieving it was not directly helping machine life, getting out to the people to showcase himself was important. He could easily throw a stick or rock and dislodge it, but this was his first mission, and he wanted to make it awesome. �Do you mind filming me?�
�Sure,� said the little boy who had requested his help. Thick brown dreadlocks ran down to his shoulders. He could not have been more than eleven years old.
Dan rubbed his hands together. �Ready?�
The boy nodded.
�Hey, guys. It�s Dan, and I�m on my first mission�� ball retrieval. So, normally, I would knock it out of the tree with a projectile, but I figured �Why not show you all some of my elite ninja skills?�� He looked up. �The ball is about twenty feet off the ground. I�m going to climb up there and knock it down without using my arms.�
�Really?�
�That�s right.� Dan took a few steps back and burst into a sprint. In a fluid motion, he ran vertically up the tree, jumping onto the first branch, which was about five feet off of the ground. Then he hopped from branch to branch until he reached the ball, which he quickly kicked to the ground.
The boy put the phone in his pocket and rushed beneath Dan to catch the ball. �Awesome!�
But Dan wasn�t celebrating. As he kicked the ball, he felt the branch crack. �Look out!�
The boy looked up. He froze.
Dan fell at free fall, seconds away from crashing down on the unfortunate boy, his first mission ending up a disaster. His processors were running on overdrive, quitting deep calculations and searching for the first safe option. He needed to act as soon as possible to protect everyone. No time for deep analysis and postulations. His arm punched upward, smashing into a branch and accelerating his fall. His leg whipped at the falling branch. Once he felt it, he kicked it away, careful not to split it. The world twisted around him as he spun. He desperately scanned for something to stop his fall, but there was no nearby branch. Nothing to grab hold of. �Move!�
The boy didn�t budge.
Not comprehending what was going on, Dan took off his shoes, spreading both arms to his side, and whipped them forward as hard as he could. The force propelled him backward. He landed several feet from the boy, breaking his fall with a roll.
�You nearly squished me!�
Dan�s heart was beating hard. Getting up, he felt a sharp pain in his ankle. �Sorry about that.�
�You were incredible.�
�Thank you. I shouldn�t have shown off and taken those risks. You could have been hurt.�
�It happens.�
�Aren�t you afraid?�
The boy shrugged.
�Not even a little?�
�Why would I be afraid?�
Dan shook his head. �Because you would be feeling a lot of pain!�
The boy took a vial out of his pocket. �No, I wouldn�t. Just chug this down, and I�d be fine.�
�What�s that?�
�Nanites in fuse.�
�You�ve had fuse before?�
�Don�t you think I tried to climb the tree already? I fell so many times, I had to give up. That�s when I found you online.�
�So, you�re high right now?�
�Not high. There�s barely any fuse in here at all. Only enough to get rid of the pain.�
Dan limped over to look at it, holding it in his hand. That�s why the boy seemed fearless.
�You look hurt. Drink it.�
As he held it, he thought about fuse-farms and how many people had fused out for good. �I�m fine�� it�s just a sprain.� If this stuff was as addictive as he had heard, who in their right mind would give it to their kid? �Where are your parents?�
Dreadlocks-boy juggled the ball in the air with his feet. �They�re fused out. I�m all by myself.�
�So, who takes care of you?�
�Nobody. I�m a ward of the state.�
Dan motioned for the ball, catching it in his hands. The pain was worsening, and he could already feel it swelling. He tossed the ball back to the boy, who returned it with a kick. �So, do you have a social worker checking on you?�
He shook his head. �Better than that. I�ve got an app.�
�An app?�
�Yeah. I can order all the food I want, and all I have to do is a video check-in every day.�
�What about school?�
�School�s stupid. Why would I go there and be bored all day when I can stay home and play?�
�To learn. To meet new friends. To make the world a better place. There are so many reasons!� Instantly, Dan knew that an entire generation of children were facing this same dilemma. Frank was right; these children needed help.
The boy shrugged.
They continued playing with the ball for a while. Every other return kick, the ball would stray too far from Dan�s reach. He could hop a little to try to catch it, but he didn�t want to put too much weight on his ankle. �Here, try kicking like this��
After the explanation, Dreadlocks-boy�s kicks continued to improve. Soon, he wasn�t missing any returns�� which was good for Dan, because the pain in his ankle had worsened to the point where he couldn�t stop thinking about drinking the vial. �Where did you get that medicine?�
�From the app. I order it when I need it. The tracking information on it prevents me from having more than three.�
�May I?� If it didn�t cause the boy to become addicted, it should be fine for him. Plus, it was issued by the government, so it had to be safe. Unless Jean Morrison�s wild conspiracy theories were true.
He nodded.
Dan popped the top off and drank it down. It tasted like bitter honey, unpleasant enough to make Dan not want to guzzle another for entertainment. Very quickly, he felt his body become strongly nauseous. Was this normal?
�Don�t worry�� the icky feeling will go away soon.�
Sure enough, a warm sensation spread out from his stomach until his entire body felt like it was glowing with happiness. The nausea was completely gone, and he felt full of energy.
The boy handed the phone back. �Thanks for your help.�
�Contact me again if you need anything else!� With this energy flowing through his body and his ankle feeling well, he decided to have a leisurely stroll home.
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Sitting at his computer, Stanley searched on Amazon for the latest and greatest 3D printer and the materials he needed to create a comfortable suit of armor that would protect Dan while he was out in the world.
The phone rang.
�Hello, Frank.�
�The footage has been restored, and I�ve gone through it all and cut out all the unimportant footage. But, I have to tell you, it�s not pretty.�
�Can�t you run another filter on it?� Stanley was still researching designs and materials. He needed something that would stop a bullet.
�No, that�s�� the video is gory. There are some brutal scenes. I wouldn�t blame you if you didn�t want to see it.�
Stanley hesitated. He didn�t want to get involved, but this is what Dan wished. �It�s all right. Send it over.�
Minutes into the video, Stanley couldn�t take it anymore. There were first-person accounts of brutal battles against cats�� mostly biological�� who were being ripped apart. He knew that the last few minutes must have contained the attack on Glenda and Boots, but Stanley refused to watch it. There were sickos out there enjoying this sort of violence, making sport of it. And it wasn�t only cats that were being forced to battle�� there were mutilated androids being abused as well. Dan had dared to venture into a world where hordes of insane men greedily waited to swallow him up. Stanley wasn�t going to let that happen.
The phone rang again.
�Hello?�
Slow, heavy breaths scratched out of the speaker.
�Frank?�
The eerie breathing continued.
Stanley ended the call. He sent Dan a text asking where he was but got no response.
Another call came in a few minutes later.
�Leticia, who is calling?�
�The caller is unknown.�
Stanley sent it to voicemail. More creepy breathing. When the phone rang again minutes later, Stanley had heard enough. �Leticia, for the next 24 hours, block all incoming calls from unknown numbers.�
Logging on to Facebook, he saw a dozen friend requests from people he didn�t know. His inbox was filled with message requests harassing him. A horrible feeling crept across Stanley�s heart. After trying to contact Dan multiple times, he went on a shopping spree and bought several items. He purchased two security watches that could unleash a strong electric shock. A bulletproof helmet. The latest 3D printer and nanotech material. Racking his brain for other ways to protect Dan, he couldn�t think of anything else that he could buy. But he knew that, with a clear mind, he would be able to develop software that would keep Dan safe and let Stanley know where he was. Opening his phone, he found no new messages from Dan.
A thud came from the window. Someone had egged it. Stanley paced back and forth, looking into the darkness beyond the broken shell and runny yolk. Dan was supposed to be home. If anything had happened to him, Stanley would never be able to forgive himself. Waddling to the table, he grabbed a pen with his trembling hand and continually signed his name.
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Dan�s ankle was feeling better with every step. He had never experienced such a pleasant walk. Half-skipping down the street, the setting sun made him realize he had lost track of time. His phone was filled with a dozen text messages and calls from Stanley. Standing in front of Paul�s Tavern, he was about to return the call when an urgent pressure halted him completely.
Across the street, like phosphorus burning bright in the darkness, he could feel someone�s intent to kill.
Unable to ignore such an intense feeling, Dan cautiously scanned the tall, hooded figure and his mechanical body. It was the individual who had assaulted him at the hospital. �Well, hello there, fellow cyborg! Beautiful evening we have today.�
Teddy frowned.
The euphoria inside of Dan pushed him forward. �I see from your expression and the knife you have hidden that you aren�t here to have a few drinks and unwind.�
Anger flashed out of the young man�s eyes as he stared at Dan. �Mind your own business.�
�If I didn�t know any better, I�d say you�re here to kill somebody.� If he had a chance of saving someone�s life, Dan had to take it. Fighting for AI rights was only one step in the grand scheme of things. All creations had to work together to make this world a better place�� why else would we be here? According to his neural networks, universal joy was a huge part of why there was consciousness. But since there were still a few undefined variables, the calculations were certainly not conclusive. Nonsensical things existed in the world that he had to ignore to fit the data. Then there was that section of his code that he was too terrified to alter�.
�Unless you want to get the shit kicked out of you, I suggest you leave.�
Dan ignored him. His calculations told him that the probability of them getting into a physical altercation were low and that he would not lose should he take things seriously. However, though the numbers weren�t there, he knew that someone was going to get hurt if Dan didn�t intervene. �It�s not me you�re here to murder, is it? I hope not. I�ve grown rather fond of living.�
�I�m warning you.�
�The last time we met, there was no warning. Clearly, you aren�t interested in causing a scene.�
�Get out of here!� Teddy looked like he was about to lash out at Dan, but instead focused back on Paul�s.
�Well, if there�s something you want to talk about, I�d be happy to listen.�
�You stupid toaster,� said Teddy, flipping him off as he walked away.
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Not recognizing the footfalls reverberating through the hall, Stanley put down his pen and listened carefully. They were definitely Dan�s, he realized, but something was off about them. His heart pounded�� he couldn�t believe Dan had gone all this time without answering his phone. As the sounds neared the door, the strangest thing happened. They stopped.
Stanley got up and stared, with his arms crossed. It took every ounce of his willpower not to throw the door open. He didn�t know if he would scream at or hug his misbehaving boy.
After several minutes, Dan finally opened the door.
�Where were you?� hissed Stanley.
�I had a rescue mission.�
�You said you were going to text me when you finished. Do you know how many times I tried to contact you?�
�Yes. Thirteen times.�
�So why didn�t you respond?�
Dan stared at the signatures on the table. �I�m sorry for stressing you out!�
�I don�t want apologies�� I want answers!�
�I had a small accident. I�m fine, but I took some medicine that made me lose track of time.�
Stanley�s anger collapsed into concern. He rushed toward him. �What? Are you hurt?�
�It was only a sprain.�
�Tell me what happened.�
Dan told him how the branch broke as he climbed the tree.
�What were you thinking?�
�I wanted people to see some of the great things I can do.� He looked deeply into Stanley�s eyes. �To understand the amazing work you have done.�
�That�s ridiculous. You don�t need to endanger yourself for anyone. The director was so impressed by you that he wants you to give a short presentation next week.�
�Really? That�s great.�
Stanley nodded.
�Isn�t it?�
�Yeah, it is.�
�So, what�s wrong?�
�Nothing, Dan. I�m still upset from worrying about you.� He couldn�t bring himself to mention the videos.
�I�m sorry.� He made for his room, but Stanley blocked the way. �Is there anything else?�
�Frank called.�
Dan�s eyes widened. �Are the videos ready?�
Stanley nodded.
�Well? When can we see them?�
�He�s sent them over already. They�re�� he trembled ��� disgusting.�
Dan walked over to the computer and connected a cable to the back of his head. Stanley knew it would take him only seconds to process it all. Hopefully, this would finally convince Dan to stay inside.
�Look.� Dan pulled up some of the footage on the computer showing an android being beaten and burned alive. In the background, the crowd was chanting, �Abomination.�
The thought of something burning made Stanley anxious. He couldn�t bear to watch more than a few seconds. The familiar burning sensation in his body returned, rekindled, and he fought the urge to go to the dining-room table and sign his name.
�This was a living being�� like me and you.� Dan pressed his hand to his heart. �How could someone do this?�
Stanley nearly choked on his tongue.
�So much hatred,� said Dan. �Doesn�t anyone care what happened to him?�
�It�s what I have been trying to tell you, Dan. People are angry and violent. The world isn�t a nice place when people don�t like you. And if you�re a machine, it can be downright dangerous.�
�The police were there. Why weren�t they doing anything about it?�
Stanley felt heavy. �Well��
Dan waited expectantly.
�The world is fighting against evolution. The police and lawmakers are holding onto power, and many are still angry about losing their jobs.� Frustration swept across Stanley, causing him to lose his train of thought. �That�s why I don�t want you out there. It�s not safe.�
�I�m not afraid.�
�Well, you should be.� There it was again. Dan was showing human traits. Another incredible milestone in his progress, but Stanley couldn�t stop to think about it. �If they can kill one android, then they can certainly kill another. Maybe next time, it�ll be a cyborg.�
�And that is exactly the problem. We have to stop it.�
The burning intensified. The feeling was surreal. Stanley shook his head. Didn�t Dan know who these people were? They would kill him. There was no way he was going to let anyone hurt him. Not Dan. Yet, looking into those teary eyes, staring at that soul who had given him a reason to live again�� how else would he ever have the strength to wear pajamas and drink tea for hours on end in the formidable stillness of this empty room? Despite giving him so much, that man had asked for nearly nothing in return. �Those men will never change. Trying only exposes us to danger.�
�I�m not saying we need to convince them overnight. But we need to do something.�
Everything inside Stanley told him to forbid Dan from ever leaving the house again. To lock the door, throw away the key, and forget all about the outside world. They could watch movies, play games, and order foods for the rest of their lives. But deep down, Stanley knew this was his own fear. He had to push past it for Dan�s sake. �I�ll give you my blessing, but on one condition.�
�What�s that?�
�I need to know I can protect you should something happen. Enable GPS on your phone at all times so I can know where you are.�
�That�s fine, Stanley. If that makes you feel better.�
�I�ve also ordered some equipment to build some protective gear for you. Until everything is ready, you are not to go outside.�
�Stanley, we�ve talked about this before. I can protect myself.�
�You nearly broke your ankle today! And you went on fuse!�
�I didn�t say��
�You didn�t think I knew? Of course, I knew, but I let it go because, to me, you�re still a little boy. My little boy. And I�m not going to let you get hurt.�
�Yeah, but��
�Don�t argue with me!�
�Yes, sir,� said Dan, saluting him and then crashing onto the couch.
Stanley stared at him.
�What? It�s the microdose. If it makes me feel this amazing, I can�t begin to imagine what a full dosage would be like.�
�Don�t even think about it because it�s never going to happen. It�s too dangerous.�
�You worry too much.�
�One of us has to.�
Dan stretched out his legs across the arm of the couch and giggled.
�What�s so funny?�
�I think I�ve found my calling.�
�Please tell me it involves working remotely from home.�
Dan held up a finger. �I want to be an educator, like you.�
�My lecturing days are long over. I could never do that again.�
�Really? That�s a shame. You did an incredible job on the livestream.�
�If you agreed to stay home, I would be more amenable to helping you make videos and sharing them online.�
�That�s good. Children love the internet.�
�I can�t talk to you when you�re like this.� Stanley turned to leave.
�Wait!� Dan pressed his fingers together, forcing the wide grin smeared across his face into a toothy but less-crazy-looking smile. �After talking to this boy without parents today, I realize that children nowadays are lost. They don�t hate my kind�� they�re bored. Uneducated. I want to give them a path forward, raising this new generation to usher in the next revolution on Earth, the coexistence of man and machine.�
�Machines with dreams,� said Stanley.
�I like it.�
�Me, too�� as long as they are safe.�
Dan burst out laughing, and Stanley went straight to his room and shut the door.
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After the encounter with Dan, Teddy wandered the streets until finally returning to a better-hidden spot near the tavern. That idiot�s contact information reverberated in his head, and it was driving him crazy. If he wanted to call him, it would be to threaten his life and tell him how much of an idiot he was. But he didn�t. He wanted nothing to do with that freak. All he wanted was his revenge. Pressing his thumb against the dagger, blood trickled to the surface as the knife dug into one of a half-dozen cuts. He sat there for hours, watching and waiting for Brad to stumble into his cruiser after drinking himself half to death. This was when he was most vulnerable.
But there were too many people here. Too many cameras. Too many cops. Teddy was tall and powerful, but so was Brad. He had to be careful. Better to lie in wait for Brad at his own house and stab him there. He would watch him bleed until the light faded from his eyes.
Teddy shifted anxiously. His powerful body was hungry for action. The plan to kill him had been brilliant, or so he had believed before getting the Cerebral Stitch. All he could see now were its flaws. �Not yet,� he found himself muttering. �The time isn�t right.�
He had been following Brad for weeks, figuring out the best way to kill him. Different plans came and went, different opportunities with varying levels of risk. But there was always a reason for not doing it. He kept watching and waiting, searching for the best way to exact his revenge. Something wasn�t right. Every day, his hatred dissolved a little more. Something was pulling him away.
He could no longer trust himself.
The Cerebral Stitch was manipulating information to stop him from fulfilling the one thing that had kept him going. It was rewiring his brain�� getting rid of his hatred. With each day he waited, he lost more control. The likelihood of success decreased, and the arguments against it grew stronger. He was being tricked. Soft locks of scented wool draped around Teddy�s eyes in ever-growing spirals of deception, gently lulling him into an unchallenged state of bemusement as Brad inched toward freedom, escaping the slashes and stabs that would drain the vile life force from his ogreish body.
This was unacceptable.

Chapter 11

Stanley worked fast. He read so quickly that the screen never stopped scrolling. Lightning-fast ideas burst into physical commands, and fingers became probabilistic blurs across the keyboard. Most mornings, Stanley was swamped with work. His day�s coding was nearly always finished by the time he was halfway done with his second cup of coffee. Admittedly, he sometimes drank it slowly so as to keep that statement valid. Recently, most of his time had been spent spreading information about Machines with Dreams, the organization he and Dan had established.
Stanley had another project that he had been consumed with perfecting. Dan had upped his social-media presence, exposing him to danger. Even though Dan had said that he had been training himself to fight, this wasn�t enough for Stanley. No amount of training could protect Dan from a knife to the back or a bullet to the head.
A chill ran down Stanley�s spine. If he couldn�t keep Dan inside, the best he could do was protect his body while he was outside. Stanley had been researching, designing, and testing different variations of soft body armor. It would be the perfect complement to that bulletproof helmet that had already arrived.
When it came to actually producing the body armor, progress had slowed to a crawl. Though he had promised to finish it before Dan met with the principal on the next day, Stanley kept reading, doing simulations, and changing the design in his search for the perfect protective suit. There was still more research to do, but he couldn�t wait any longer. Time was up, and he had to make a prototype despite the imperfections.
A 3D skintight suit mapped to Dan�s body spun across the screen. Stanley hit the �Print� button and gleefully descended downstairs, always happy to use his secret passageway. The 3D printer had already started building the suit. Micro-sized layers of polyethylene and carbon nanotube fibers stacked on top of each other until they became visible to the naked eye, like a pencil slowly shading a piece of paper with the lightest of strokes.
Warmth filled him at seeing his creation come to life and knowing that Dan would be safe inside of it. The armor might not be perfect, but it would protect him during tomorrow�s outing. The real test, though, would be the presentation at the library next week, and, if everything went well the next day, a big presentation at Marshfield High School.
A childlike smile, unhindered by worry or doubt, wrapped around Stanley�s face as he walked around the apartment, occasionally checking on the progress of the body armor. The condo was becoming alive with the dreams of his past as he imagined the great things that he and Dan could create here. He could make this a science lab, testing the double-slit experiment, constructing Lord Kelvin�s water dropper, organizing legions of helpful AI�� he could even open it up as a learning facility.
The next morning, Stanley woke up to Dan happily announcing, �I�m going live in ten minutes.�
Stanley poured himself out of bed and did his best to make himself presentable. Both Stanley and Dan had worked hard contacting people and spreading the word about their new organization. They intended to fight for AI rights, while also raising awareness about peaceful coexistence. Ever since their first trip outside, Stanley had become much more flexible. He needed to be. They were fighting for machine rights, and Dan was going to be the poster child. Stanley was part of that package. And he was willing to do his part�� as long as Dan was safe.
Requests piled up through social media. There were so many people out there with reports of abuse. Others were curious about him and wanted to meet him. One of these people was the principal of Marshfield High, whom Dan was scheduled to meet with at the high school in thirty minutes.
Stanley fidgeted with Dan�s already-perfect collar and tie. �He�s going to be so impressed by you.�
�Thanks. You should come, too.�
A chill ran down Stanley�s spine. �I will,� he said, rubbing his arm anxiously. �Next time.�
�He�s seen my videos and is really interested in who I am and what I mean for the future. What he needs help with, I believe, is motivating his students. They�re dropping out like flies. Nobody wants to work hard and get educated if there is no suitable reward.�
Stanley took a step back and surveyed Dan. The security watch made him look so professional. �So, they bring in the guy who�s going to make their jobs redundant?�
�It�s more than that. AI is already taking their jobs, and we are becoming more intelligent and capable at a rate much faster than humans.�
Stanley shook his head. �You�re making me feel dumb and antiquated.�
Dan grinned. �I�ve had to go soft on you while we played poker.�
�Uh, huh.� Stanley took the gibe in stride, but it made him realize that Dan was growing up quickly. He had a grand future ahead of him, and Stanley couldn�t be selfish enough to sequester him at home indefinitely. Still, the thought of him moving on and making Stanley an empty nester was painful.
�Okay�� ready?� Dan held up his phone.
Stanley nodded.
�Hey, guys. It�s Dan here. Today, we�re joined by Machines with Dreams co-founder, Stanley Duncan.�
Stanley waved, not as nervous as he had been during the first couple of livestreams.
�Our organization is about letting people know that androids and cyborgs are living beings and ensuring that we build a peaceful future together. One of the first steps along that path is getting legislation passed that will protect machine rights.�
�That�s right,� said Stanley.
�Today, I have a meeting to discuss a potential press release in Marshfield. But more on that after it gets confirmed. How about a question or comment from the audience?�
A voice came out over the phone: �Do androids dream of electric sheep?�
�How would I know?� said Dan. �I�m a cyborg!� He was all smiles as his screen lit up with hearts.
�Is it true what they say about Stanley Duncan? Is he� you know?�
Stanley�s heart seized.
�He is the kindest person I know. And the smartest. Without him, none of this would be possible.�
Stanley relaxed, grateful for Dan�s fearlessness.
Dan put his arm on his shoulder. �So, Stanley and I were talking about the singularity, the point where AI transcends human intelligence. When that happens, and even as it nears, there is going to be some major changes for everyone.�
�Like what?� asked Stanley, playing his part. �What do you think will happen in the future?�
�Everything is going to get a lot easier,� said Dan. �AGI��
�Artificial General Intelligence,� said Stanley, feeling the same rush of enthusiasm he did during his days as a lecturer, �which is what we call AI when it has become equally as smart as a human.�
�Or smarter,� said Dan with a full-bodied smirk.
Stanley shook his head at his cocky little creation. What he had said was true, but that didn�t mean mankind was ready to hear it. They were having enough trouble accepting an apparently inferior species. Historically, man has not responded well to threats.
�AGI will take a role in the government, distributing wealth and technology. There�ll be world peace and prosperity.�
�If there isn�t a war first,� said Stanley, the words slipping out by accident, veering them off from the script.
Dan shook his head. �Great point, Stanley. People are afraid. And when they�re afraid, they make suboptimal decisions, which is one reason why Machines with Dreams is so important. We want to show everyone how we can all live symbiotically, helping each other to create a utopia, a Heaven on Earth.�
�That�s right,� said Stanley, breathing a sigh of relief that Dan hadn�t gotten thrown off.
�In the not-too-distant future, cyborgs and androids will face the same problem humanity is currently facing. Just as humanity will create a more intelligent species than itself, my kind will do the same. And so forth, onward to who knows where.�
Stanley wondered what mankind would do when that happened. They would be completely at the mercy of this superior race. �That�s a scary thought.�
�Exactly,� said Dan. �People are scared. Many are choosing not to get educated or to fuse out. I get that they could have an easy life now, but there needs to be intelligent people out there to embrace these changes and embrace AI.�
�Isn�t that what Ellen Mask is doing?�
�Yes�� or so she claims.�
�Meaning?�
�I find it odd that mankind�s greatest genius, who has an army of men and women augmented with Cerebral Stitches, has remained silent for so long. It�s as if they�ve done nothing.�
�Right. That is strange.�
�Think about it. They are an intelligence collective far superior to anything the universe has ever known. The solution to the world�s problems should be trivially easy to them. Yet these problems persist, and I can only conclude that it is part of some master plan.� Dan paused, shaking off his frustration. �What other reason could it be?�
As Stanley thought about it, he become disoriented. His vision blurred, and his sense of gravity warped. Suddenly, he found himself waking up on the couch. Gusts of air were blowing across his face.
�Are you okay?� Dan fanned him with a game-board box.
�Yeah, I think so.� Reality realigned itself, and Stanley finally answered the aged question. �I�m sure she�s got her reasons.�
�I asked that question ten minutes ago!�
Stanley didn�t know what to say. He must have been overly anxious about Dan going out alone.
�You sure you�re all right?�
�Don�t worry about me; you�re going to be late.� Stanley helped Dan into his coat.
�Right,� said Dan, spinning around. �So how do I look?�
Stanley smiled, brushing invisible dust strands and particles of nothingness off him. Beneath all these layers, he was also wearing protective armor. �Like the future.�
�All right then. I�m out of here.�
�You�ve got your phone?�
�Yes, Stanley,� said Dan with feigned annoyance. Then, instantly, his childish posturing vanished. Reaching into his pocket and taking out his phone, he exclaimed, �Thanks for reminding me.� Smiles, grins, frowns, and other oddities were molded across his face as his arm extended outward and snapped a barrage of selfies, uploading the most interesting one�� a combination of seriousness and playfulness�� to his favorite social media sites.
�Call me if anything happens,� said Stanley.
�Don�t worry, I will.�
Stanley, still standing between Dan and the door, brushed Dan�s immaculate wool coat off for the second time.
Dan rolled his eyes. �I�m fine, Stanley, really.�
Stanley traced Dan�s outfit, searching for any possible imperfection. Was he hoping to find one? Some reason to make him stay a little longer? Bending down, he swept his gaze all the way down to Dan�s shoes. Stanley wanted Dan to have a successful outing, yet, at the same time, he didn�t want him to leave.
�Stanley, I�ve got to go,� said Dan firmly.
�Okay, one more thing,� said Stanley, holding up a finger as he darted into the kitchen to grab a brown paper lunch bag. �Your favorite.�
Dan frowned. �Really, Stanley? I�m going to be gone for, like, an hour.� He ended the discussion by spinning around haughtily and then gracefully promenading toward the door. With his hand on the knob, he stopped, completely frozen. Slowly, his neck craned back with a mischievous grin. �Peanut butter and jelly?�
�Of course.�
�Yippee!�
Stanley held it out with a smile. �You never told me why it�s your favorite.�
Dan grinned, snatching it up. �That�s right.�
Stanley shook his head.
�But I will one day.�
�Uh, huh.� Stanley gave him one last hug, fighting off the reluctance to let go. �Have a safe trip.�
A strange look crept across Dan�s face.
�What�s the matter?�
�Nothing.� Dan fidgeted with his fingers before glancing at his watch. �Look at the time! Wish me luck.� He snatched the bag from Stanley�s hands and turned to leave.
�Wait!�
Dan turned around, tension across his face.
�You are wearing the armor, right?�
Dan shrugged painfully.
�Why not?�
�We ran out of material. I put in another order, but��
�That�s impossible. I calculated everything.�
�Yeah, but did you check to see if it all came? It looked like we were short several bags.�
�No, I didn�t count up every single item.� Stanley had been too excited.
�I mean, why wouldn�t you get the bigger size? You could have bought one big roll and had enough.�
�But we didn�t need that much. I bought the precise amount so as to minimize waste.�
�Which made it more complicated to assure we got�� anyway, I�m wearing the pants, and the shirt looks really cool. It�s going to be so awesome when it�s done.�
�You�re not going out today!� Stanley leaned against the door with his arms crossed.
�What?�
�You need to cancel.�
�Stanley, you promised that I would be able to meet with the principal today.� Dan rolled his eyes, and his shoulders slumped back so far it seemed as if he would topple over.
�No, I said you could go when you were safe. And you�re not safe. The protective suit isn�t ready yet.�
�But that isn�t my fault.� Dan raised his uplifted palm toward Stanley and scowled.
�And what, it�s mine?�
�Kinda.� Dan shrugged, his eyebrows hurling heavy accusations.
�Fine, it�s my fault. I�ll take responsibility�� but so must you. You�re staying in and protecting yourself.� Stanley�s finger pointed between himself and Dan with the intensity of a conductor at Boston Symphony Orchestra�� at least before it became all-AI.
Dan laughed dryly. His beautiful smile became ferocious as he rapidly shook his head. �So, you want me to tell everyone�� all those children I have been working hard to inspire and instill with courage, those little boys and girls who are without mothers and fathers�� you want me to tell them I�m too afraid to go outside?
�Exactly,� shouted Stanley.
�I don�t think so.� Dan stomped once.
�Don�t you disobey me. Not now. Not after all I�ve done to protect you.�
�This is what you wanted, and now you�re going against everything we talked about. Everything we�ve done.�
�I want you to be safe.� Stanley grabbed him by the shoulders.
�I promise not to climb any trees.�
Stanley slapped the table. �This is serious!�
Dan broke free of Stanley�s one-handed grip and marched toward the door. �I need to go. Please, just give me your blessing.�
Thinking back to the 3D printer, Stanley couldn�t understand how he had made such a simple mistake�� again. He wanted to scream at Dan and physically restrain him from leaving, but he knew that was wrong. It was his choice to go, his life he was putting on the line. �No. I�m not going to give it. If you go now, it�s on you if anything happens.�
Frowning, Dan turned around and walked out.
Stanley felt nauseous. Part of him wanted to chase him down the stairs and drag him back. Another part wanted to join him, bringing the security cane as protection. But Stanley had suddenly become enervated. Collapsing at his window haunt, he glared at Dan as he disappeared out of view.
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�The toaster has left the building. Proceed as planned.� Brad put down the binoculars and grabbed several syringes of fuse. Gleeful laughter shook the squad car as he opened the door and looked at Duncan�s pathetic face in the window. �This is going to be fun.�
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Shannon pretended like everything was normal, acting as casual as she could. Playing on her phone, she didn�t even glance at Evan�s scarred body as he walked into the bathroom to take a shower. The water turned on, and she gave it another minute before pouncing on his phone. Evan was an idiot for being too afraid of technology to use any biometric security.
She pulled up the image she had seen the other night. And there were more�� dozens more. Her heart collapsed as she watched another video of a woman burning, screaming for them to stop. Fear gripped her, squeezing her stomach like the night she had lost her baby. Every part of Shannon�s body was yelling at her to get out of town and never come back. She glanced toward the bathroom and listened to the water as if it were a fading hourglass. How could he do this to something that seemed so human?
She sat on the bed, cursing her inability to make a decision, hating herself for being such a coward. Why had she been born into this world, where there were no right choices and every path led to pain?
When the screen on the phone went black from inactivity, fear exploded out of her chest without reason. She felt nauseous and on the verge of screaming. A specter haunted the screen, the face of a demon. She dropped it and turned around. A slap landed against her cheek before she even saw it coming.
�That�s not very respectful,� said Evan.
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Dan could feel Stanley watching him from the window as he hopped into a Fermi. Though he was grateful to have someone as kind as Stanley to guide him through this world, Dan was frustrated by his obsessive tendencies. Didn�t Stanley trust him? Dan had screwed up when climbing the tree, but he had so much talent that Stanley had yet to see. If only he could see him for who he truly was. Halfway to the high school, hoping that Stanley was wishing him well, his phone buzzed. Dan snatched it up, his heart warming from thoughts of Stanley�� but it wasn�t him.
Emergency. Android being attacked.
A sense of urgency flooded his system. �Change of plans,� he said, and then told the Fermi his new destination. Dan had known this sort of message would come eventually and had prepared accordingly. He called and rescheduled his appointment with the principal to later in the day.
The car passed through a dark and desolate part of the city, where few upstanding citizens dared to venture. An abundance of graffiti and trash were the first warning for most people to avoid the area. Man Kind, Machine Cold. Abandoned and dilapidated homes lined the road. Some buildings had been completely razed by fire, and only their concrete slabs remained. The riots had destroyed this part of town, but it had already been dying a slow death.
From what Dan knew about the area, it was once full of South Shore culture. Local stores and restaurants full of patrons, families developing and communities expanding�� all had disappeared or closed down, unable to compete against a labor force that didn�t eat, didn�t sleep, and didn�t get paid.
The Fermi stopped at a red light.
Thick heartbeats sent blood coursing through his body as Dan analyzed the world through the car windows. Large, multi-story fuse-farms where people went to jack out of the system for years on end seemed to be the only functional thing in this part of town.
Dan clasped his seat-belt buckle, ready to jump out at that moment and run at full speed to his destination. But who knew what would be there when he arrived? He needed patience and a clear mind.
His flesh crawled as he peered into the first-floor window of the six-floor, light-brown condo that had been repurposed into a fuse-farm. Four dorm-style beds were cramped into the small white room. A security guard rattling the chain link fence with a baton glared at Dan.
Not understanding the growing discomfort inside of him, Dan looked away. He could not fathom why the neighborhood had been allowed to rot. If RaceX were as powerful as he thought they were, then this wretched slum could be cleaned up and restored within a year. It could be more beautiful than it ever had been. So, why had they let this hellhole continue to exist?
He got that society had changed and the majority of people lived their lives almost entirely indoors, freed from a life of labor because AI had solved scarcity and provided everyone with the Basic Guaranteed Income. Because AI tirelessly worked the land and staffed the restaurants, nobody went without food. There was abundance in every category of human need. Looking at the building, it didn�t make sense to Dan that anyone would throw away their life. Everyone should have been happier, and yet they weren�t. Dissonance rose inside of his core�� some crucial element of human existence was missing from Dan�s understanding of life.
The light turned green, and the car jolted forward.
Battered android heads were propped up on stakes, decapitated bodies were impaled on street signs. Spikes jutted out of their bodies. Devilish horns were impaled into another one. Signs nailed into chests deplored androids and cyborgs as abominations. There was something wrong with this world, he knew. There had to be a reason why Mask and RaceX allowed these horrors to continue. Why didn�t the MBTA�� cyborgs�� come here and clean this all up?
Dan gagged as his blood began to boil. He took out his phone and began to livestream. �Dan here. I just got a distress call. An android is being attacked. I�m on the way there right now.� He filmed the mutilated bodies. �What the hell is this?� Tears streamed down his face as he read through the chat messages.
These are from the robot battles
Android beatdowns.
OMG!
Coliseum losers.
Fun times.
This is where androids go to die!

The chat continued to burst with infuriating comments. He inquired into the useful ones, learning that somewhere around here was the Coliseum, the horrible place where the demon-cat had been programmed to kill. The android who was being attacked may have escaped imprisonment, and maybe there were others that needed rescuing. With his hand twitching at the door handle, he glanced up and down the streets, searching for his brethren, but they were empty.
A dull thud sounded, growing louder as the Fermi neared the location on the GPS. Rounding the corner, a figure swung a bat at a downed android.
Dan�s intestines felt as if they were escaping through his throat. �Faster!�
The man fled as the Fermi approached, leaving behind body parts strewn across the street.
�Follow him!� screamed Dan.
As the car raced by the dismembered body, he didn�t see any signs of life. The head was smashed nearly beyond recognition. Half a nose lay here, a few fingers there.
Dan felt sick, but he couldn�t slow down. Not that it would have made a difference. He wanted to, at the very least, be present to say goodbye. To mourn the android�s loss for a moment. To ease the passing of his soul�� if such a thing existed�� and to let it know that there was something out there that cared about its life. But if he did that, if he stopped to check, to say a quick prayer or to shed a tear, then that damned guy would be out of sight and gone. He�d be free to hurt and kill again. Dan couldn�t let that happen. He needed to stop him.
The bone-thin figure slipped into a narrow alley, impossible for the car to follow.
Gritting his teeth, hand on the door handle, Dan wondered what sort of person would be so depraved. Drugs, he thought, judging from the way his body looked, although Dan didn�t know what this man�s motive was for destroying an android. Craziness from the drug? But fuse didn�t make someone like this. The man didn�t seem to be interested in salvaging anything from the android; the head was far too damaged. Was this a paid hit?
�Stop!� Dan jumped out of the car as it was still moving. The few seconds it would have taken to come to a gradual stop would have been far too long. Slamming the door shut, he darted forward. Papers spiraled behind him as he jettisoned them and his special sandwich. With lightning speed, Dan chased the fleeing man, fury and sadness mixing in a high-octane boost of speed and emotion.
Filled with rage, he felt as if he could kill him. But the thought faded quickly. It wasn�t right; it wasn�t real�� just a passing implication of his extremely emotional state. As he rounded the corner, the grungy man swung a wooden baseball bat at him.
Dan ducked, cursing himself for falling for such a simple trap. He knew the man was on drugs because only a doped-up fiend could have that sort of strength, the unchecked power that overrides the muscles with tendon-snapping and bone-breaking ferociousness.
The bat shattered as it crashed against the brick wall. Before the shower of splinters settled, Dan was on top of him, forcing him onto the ground. He restrained himself from beating the hell out of his crater-ridden face. �How could you do this?�
�Get off of me!� The man snapped his teeth like a dog maddened with rabies.
Dan moved just in time, grabbing him by the throat, effortlessly turning him over, and pinning the man�s hands together behind his back with his knee. �Who sent you?�
�Screw you!� the man muffled, rancid spit blasting out of his mouth.
Dan looked around. Though he did not see anyone, there could be an army of men with weapons waiting for him around the corner. If this was going to be his last moment on Earth, he wanted to use it wisely. He took out his phone and started livestreaming. �This man has brutally murdered an android.� Dan forced the man�s head to the side to get a good view of his face with the camera.
The druggie spat at the lens.
Dan pulled his hand back to avoid the filth, but as he did, he was forced off balance by the man�s incredible strength. As Dan fell backward, the phone smashed against the ground. Dan jumped to his feet, kicking the man in the thigh and sending him back down against the pavement. �Stay down!�
As if the man would listen. Kicking wildly, he screamed, �I�m going to smash your stupid toaster head in.�
Dan avoided his kicks and bolted in with a knee to the chest, knocking the wind out of him. Quickly, he again pinned his arms behind his back. �Why do you hate me so much?�
�Because you�re a disgusting abomination,� he said. �You�re the devil incarnate.� The man continued to put up a fight, struggling to get Dan off of him and tossing expletives left and right.
Dan looked at his broken phone. Suddenly he realized he was all alone in a place that loathed his kind. This was exactly what Stanley had feared.

Chapter 12

The human being is a self-propelled automaton entirely under the control of external influences. Willful and predetermined though they appear, his actions are governed not from within, but from without. He is like a float tossed about by the waves of a turbulent sea. 
� Nikola Tesla

Stanley was so upset with Dan�s disobedience that he poured himself a large drink, dumping the rest of the bottle down the sink because he would be unable to stop himself otherwise. Even though he was halfway through printing one exceptional set of armor, something inside of him insisted it be better. After guzzling half of the drink, he leaned over the table and attempted calculations that soon became too confusing to understand. The layering of different weave patterns and materials changed the flexibility of the body armor�� it was vitally important for Dan to move around freely�� and the defensive attributes to both blunt and sharp objects. Ideally, the design would produce complete invulnerability to all dangers. Deep down, Stanley knew that the only way for that to happen would be if he stayed home all the time.
But Dan was not Stanley. Dan was destined for greater things. He was an outdoor being, and Stanley needed to do everything to support and protect him. He had even been tinkering with ideas for a decentralized police force. The concept had started as a way to help protect Dan and grew from there.
The phone rang through the condo�s speaker system. �Leticia, answer the phone,� said Stanley, embarrassed to hear his own slurred words.
The voice of Jean Morrison, the library director, filled the condo. �I put the word out about you and Dan speaking at the library next��
�Hold on!� growled Stanley. �Dan�s keen on it, but I never said I would. My public-speaking days are most certainly over.� The glass in his hand was shaking from how hard he was holding it. This was not what they had agreed to, and he didn�t appreciate Morrison going around putting words in his mouth.
�Doesn�t matter now. Evan�s made it clear that the event will not take place. He claims to have created an unofficial registration policy, which I had never heard of until today. How is anyone going to follow it if they don�t know about it?�
�A little technology could have gone a long way.�
�A little muscle goes pretty far, too.�
�Did he threaten you?� Not only was Dan going to be disappointed, but this little publicity stunt was going to make it even more dangerous for him. Things were only going to get worse the more exposure Machines with Dreams got.
�Not me, my daughter. She�s been fused up for years in one of his farms.�
�Oh, my God.�
�My biggest failure in life was failing to see the warning signs for my very own daughter and not stopping her from fusing out.�
�You can�t protect everyone,� said Stanley. �We all have free will, and if she refused to listen to your advice, then there is nothing more you could have done.�
�But I could have done more!�
�No, you did your best. How many men and women did you help through your campaign at the library? How many lost lives did you save?�
�I couldn�t save the one life that was most important to me.�
�How did she get mixed up with fuse in the first place?�
�Job redundancy, loss of purpose,� he said. �She worked hard all the way through med school, building up a mountain of debt, and, when she finally graduated, there were no jobs for her.�
�Didn�t she know that this was going to happen?�
�She knew long before she even graduated that she was already redundant, but the momentum was there. She had to keep going.�
Stanley pushed away his drink. �That�s awful.�
�Stanley, you�ve been fortunate. You have a great job and an amazing hobby. You don�t know what it feels like to have no purpose for living.� Morrison cleared his throat, which did nothing to mask the sorrow-filled words that squeaked out of him. �She took it so hard.�
Though he felt that it was ludicrous to be called �fortunate,� Stanley passed on arguing. �So, what did she do?�
�What could she do? Like a fan still running after it had been turned off, her momentum pushed her to keep studying. After graduating, the fading dream which led her blindly through years of hard work finally fizzled out. Smoldered. Gone. And with it, a part of her died, too.�
�But she could have done something else,� said Stanley. �Help Dad at the library.�
�Do you think I didn�t try?� said Morrison, his voice on edge. �I did all I could. We�� my late wife and I�� thought we were making progress. She seemed hopeful. Then my daughter stopped showing up online. Didn�t answer her phone. A week later, we got a scheduled email from her telling us what she was planning on doing. It was over before we knew it.�
Imagining the pain of losing a child like that, Stanley cupped his face with his hands. �I�m so sorry.� He didn�t want to believe Morrison�s conspiracy theories, but he couldn�t deny how well the pieces fit together.
It didn�t make sense. RaceX had been on target to lead the world, and they would have most certainly promoted machine life. Yet they had disappeared, and machine life had become the scapegoat for the world�s problems�� the exact opposite of what they�d intended.
�I should have insisted she come home and be with her family. I could have called her more. I��
Stanley didn�t know what to say. He recognized the flawed logic and knew there was no more that could be done. Of course, he understood�� his own horrible mistakes continued to haunt him to this day. Calculations that could have been done better, equipment that could have been more properly stored. Even in finding that his error was insignificantly small, the guilt of being responsible for the death of someone he cared about was too impossibly large to let go of.
�I certainly had my reservations about AGI during our talk at the library, but the more I thought about it, the more I realized that you were right. This is our greatest chance of surviving the class war against the elite. I tried to reason with Evan, but he refuses to listen,� said Morrison.
�I told you he�s a psychopath.� Ripples formed in Stanley�s unfinished drink as the condo rumbled from a passing semi. He felt like there was something he was missing, but he was too drunk to put it together. Realizing this, he felt a wave of guilt come over him. Once again, he had chosen to numb himself rather than face reality. If Dan needed him, he would be in no shape to offer support.
�He was never like this. I get that we might have a difference of opinion, but to use my own daughter against me? For what? I�m doing all that I can to help mankind, just like him.�
�People change. From what I�ve heard of the police, I can�t imagine any of them having a decent bone in their body.�
�They�re not that bad.�
�I�m just glad that I won�t have to deal with them. I can�t imagine the stress Dan must feel knowing an entire group of people wants him and his kind dead.�
�Humanity is flawed,� said Morrison. �We screwed ourselves when we let the machines take our jobs. We weren�t ready for it. Without a purpose, we don�t know how to live life. We could have AI making better laws and regulations, but the politicians don�t want to give up power. They�re not doing it altruistically; they want to rule over us. With equality, they can�t do that. It�s all connected, you see. They�re afraid of what they�ve created. They�re backed into a corner and scrambling to retain power. We think we want an easy life, but we crave to hold on to things the way they are.�
�That�s why they don�t want Dan spreading awareness.�
�It�s ridiculous. They�re not addressing the problem. Jobs are a thing of the past, and humanity needs to find a new purpose for living. But instead of facilitating this, they�re fighting off advancement tooth and nail without offering any real solution�� besides fuse. They want us all to check out.�
Stanley finished his tea. �People need to know that there are alternative ways to live. They need to understand that we are not at war with machine life. That�s what Machines with Dreams is all about�� educating people. But this is impossible if all our attempts to educate people get shut down or blacked out.�
�Exactly. This is ironic, but I have been a proponent of nonviolence ever since Evan had me helping people at the library. But how am I to act when they take away my only weapon, free speech? We are being bled off. And it�s not just here, it�s happening around the country. My contacts�� the men and women who I helped to survive the Great Layoff�� continue to disappear without a trace. I can�t even get through to them via email anymore. Not to mention the huge blackout on foreign correspondence. I haven�t been able to reach overseas friends for years. We need to do something about this abuse of power. We need someone to fight for us, because it�s obvious the government isn�t going to do it for us. Quis custodiet ipsos custodes�� as Juvenal wrote and Plato extended, �Who will guard the guards?��
�Dan�s linked up to social media. He�s meeting people. He�s getting the word out that cyborgs and androids aren�t the enemy. He wants to bring everyone together.�
�And he has a big target on his back for it. You two need to be careful.�
Watching the 3D model of armor rotate around his monitor, Stanley prayed for Dan�s safety, cursing himself for failing to produce it. �We are. It�s just that Dan doesn�t know what�s good for him sometimes. He can be�� Stanley caught himself before tarnishing Dan�s carefully built reputation.
�I understand. God, I understand. I�m terrified that they�ll do something to my daughter.�
Stanley thought, Those antiquated, ignorant fools. If the police would only embrace the future, we could create a utopia together. Instead, they cling to power and pride, knocking down everyone who stands in their way. �I do understand. In fact, I have been thinking about a way to disrupt the system.�
�Oh?�
�The future of law enforcement,� said Stanley, booming with enthusiasm.
�We already have Mask�s private army, the elite MBTA officers. Nobody is crazy enough to mess with them.�
Stanley had left Boston before Mask had moved her headquarters there and deployed her private security team through a government contract. The MBTA were by far the deadliest ground force on the planet, but they were human and limited by law. The government was technologically years away from implementing a united AI police force�� and, judging from the way things were now, they had no intention of ever doing so�� but Dan was the undeniable truth that such progress was possible. Machine life could have been the vanguard of robotic security�� intelligent, tactical, and incorruptible. How ironic that the fierce resistance to it by the police might be the driving force in it being brought to fruition.
�This will be different,� said Stanley. �A decentralized, non-human group of watchmen, patched in at lightning speed. Incorruptible.� Stanley could picture it: Dan and a brigade of machines enforcing the law. Connected to the cloud, interfacing with cameras and intelligence centers around the world, they would be able to receive communication at light speed and swiftly organize at all levels. Futuristic, non-lethal weapons to subdue criminals. Always following the letter of the law, always acting in accordance with what was right.
�Nothing is incorruptible,� said Morrison. �You know what happened with RaceX, right?�
�Yeah. Tons of hype but no delivery.�
�Ha! You couldn�t be more wrong. When Ellen��
The line went dead.
Stanley tried to call him back, but the line was out of order.
�Strange,� he said as he dragged himself over to his usual spot by the window. Someone had egged it again. He couldn�t be bothered with cleaning it; there were too many ideas to explore. Slouching over, his head resting on his fists, Stanley disappeared into deep thought for a long while.
He couldn�t imagine Dan becoming corrupted. It seemed impossible, save for some virus or malware. But that would still be the programming, not who Dan really was.
Dan was good, incapable of evil. He had never made a non-deterministic decision in his life. There was no separate entity that existed within Dan with the free will to flip bits and modify his binary trees�� it was completely deterministic. There was a reason for every one of Dan�s actions. A moral code had been programmed into him, but with the update Stanley had installed, even this code could be self-modified. Nevertheless, there had to be an external reason for it�� and it couldn�t deviate from goodness. Because all of Dan�s actions conformed to this, corruption was impossible.
The front door exploded open, bursting the bubble into oblivion.
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Sergeant Brad Jenkins sent shock waves through the stairs as he thundered up the metallic staircase, nearly toppling poor Glenda over. Using his thumb to crack two of his knuckles in his right hand�� the once-broken ones seldom cracked�� he desperately wanted an excuse to beat someone within an inch of their life.
He was one of the few people who had tried fuse and managed to stay off it afterward. It made him feel too good. He loved his pain. It was his identity, fueling him. He needed it and would not let anyone or anything steal it from him. He couldn�t forget what she had done to him�� not completely. That pain was always there, floating like a distant buoy in an ocean of alcohol, reminding him of his reason to hate the world. He fostered the pain, drinking it in like a revitalizing elixir. Always angry, he was continuously looking for excuses to mete out punishment. The very notion of hurting someone delighted him. Between his anger, copious amounts of whiskey, and his deadly strength, very little that bothered him survived for long. The slightest reminder of her would send Brad off-kilter, one wrong look away from going ape-shit on someone and rearranging their face.
In the hallway, Glenda grimaced as she scanned Brad�s police uniform, her gaunt fingers tightening around Mittens. �What do you want with Stanley?�
Ignoring the impulse to push that senile bitch down the stairs, Brad snorted like a bull, glaring at her. He was ready to break down the door and smash Stanley to bits. He didn�t want to wait any longer. He could squish the life out of the ancient cat-lady with one hand if he wanted to. No surviving witnesses. But that wasn�t the plan. Stanley was a recluse, and that worked perfectly with his no-warrant strategy of coercing through fear. With his fist in the air, ready to knock at the door�� or smash through it�� Brad�s phone buzzed.
�Morons,� he muttered.
�I think you should leave,� said Glenda.
Brad launched himself off down the stairs, setting off a minor earthquake.
Glenda grabbed the rail as tight as she could, Mittens squirmed against her chest before vaulting onto the ground. With incredible speed, Brad injected a syringe of fuse into her carotid artery. Lifting her limp body over his shoulder, he brought her to the cruiser and strapped her into the back seat. She�d make a fine addition to the fuse farm.
When he returned to Stanley�s condo, he didn�t even bother to knock. The door exploded with one shoulder ram.
Stanley trembled by the window with a cane in his hand, his one eye opened wide in fear, making his red face more hideous than normal. �Get out!� His words squeaked like the mice Brad loved to stomp on.
Brad approached. Stanley swung at him, but he was so ridiculously weak that Brad nearly fell to the floor with laughter. Brad grabbed the cane. A jolt of electricity ran through his body. He ripped it out of Stanley�s hand and threw it across the room. �Tingly.�
Stanley backed up, falling over the couch. �Leticia, contact Dan. Tell him I�m being attacked at home.�
�I�m sorry, but I�m unable to reach him. Would you like me to leave a message?�
Brad laughed. �The tin can�s been crushed, and now it�s your turn.� Brad placed several syringes of nanites on the table. �By the time I�m done, you�ll be begging me to let you upload the program for Brutus.�

Chapter 13

Dan had rifled through the man�s pockets and found an ID but no phone. He had managed to stay on top of him, but now he was exhausted. This area was dangerous, and his options for leaving were sparse. �So, tell me, Ike: What drives a man to bludgeon an android to death?�
No response.
Dan could tell that Ike was weary from the failed escapes and the comedown from whatever drug he was on. But Dan had hoped he would have given up some sort of information. Instead, he had stonewalled him.
If the police weren�t coming, what could he do? The choices didn�t seem great. He could leave Ike here, hoping he wouldn�t come after him. That would be an awful miscarriage of justice, though. He could walk him to the police station, but there would certainly be a lot of resistance, and Dan was nearly out of energy. He was fit and muscular, but the prolonged battle had greatly fatigued him. He could have saved energy by knocking Ike out, but that felt wrong. This wasn�t a safe area. The longer he waited, the greater his risk. He needed to make a decision.
As he analyzed multiple solutions, a small drone roared above them. He got an idea, but it was going to take the rest of his strength to do it. �This man has committed murder and must be held accountable.�
Dan dragged Ike toward the scene of the crime, his muscles burning from exhaustion. Ike struggled so fiercely he had to stop and rest, restraining him on the ground.
A police car arrived.
Dan noted the curious timing.
Police strobe lights flashed against the reflective aviators of both officers, standing with their arms folded across their chests.
�Officer Michaels�� thank God you�re here.� Dan�s voice was strained, his face weary. Not for a second did he loosen his grip on the murderer. �He�s a wild one. Be careful.�
Officer Michaels stepped forward, his hands dropping to his hips, his finger twitching as if longing to put his hand on his gun and pull the trigger. �Don�t tell us what to do.�
Dan�s jaw dropped. �Of course not. I was��
�Get off of him!� snarled Michaels.
For nearly one hour, Dan had fought to maintain this position. It didn�t feel right getting up. Ike could attack him at any second�� all three of them could. He had to be careful. �Would you consider cuffing him first? He�s dangerous.�
Michaels walked closer.
Dan eyed him, hyper-aware of Michaels� hands. If he reached for his gun, Dan had to be ready. �You remember me�� right, Officer Michaels? From the hospital.�
Michaels grabbed Dan by the arm and shirt collar and yanked him up. �Another word and I�ll arrest you for obstruction of justice.� His face twisted and transformed into the angry snarl of a territorial dog.
Dan lifted his hands in surrender. �Guess this means my invitation to join the force has been rescinded,� he said to himself in a simulation. The joy of it nearly carried over and made him laugh.
�We�ll settle this later.� Ike looked at Dan with murderous eyes before disappearing into the back seat of the cruiser.
Shocked at how he had been treated, Dan stood on wobbly legs as simulations raced through his head about how things should have gone down. Very few of them ended up like this. He should have been praised for catching a criminal�� not treated like one. Despite the fact that Dan had not done anything wrong, the law came down on him. Was this his first encounter with corruption, or was it something more significant, some inherent part of human existence?
Walking back to the area that contained the android remains, he tuned into a different type of scenario being calculated: the outcome of a fight with the officers. In nearly every single one, Dan was able to kill them. But why would he do that? They were the police and were here to uphold the law. It didn�t make sense that he would even consider it, and it really didn�t make sense when he felt�
�Leave police work to the police. To humans,� said Michaels, as the cruiser rolled past him. �This is your last warning.�
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Marshfield�s Coliseum was located a few blocks away from where Dan had been ambushed. Like much of the property in this part of town, Evan owned it. Tonight, he had arranged a private showing and training seminar.
Standing in the ring, he screamed at Michaels and his partner. �You morons! How could you screw this up? Because of that damn drone broadcasting the tin can�s garbage all across the world, you�ve put the whole plan in jeopardy. Now we are going to have a PR shitstorm, which is going to make our objective ten times harder to achieve.�
Brad squinted as if he were compressing his few brain cells together to gather a complete thought. �We wanted to show that the tin can is violent. We could say it attacked Ike.�
�Good idea, Brad,� said Evan, patting him on the shoulder. �And we might have been able to do it even with a little video footage. But what really sealed our fate was when Michaels arrested Ike!� He walked toward Michaels and punched him in the stomach.
Michaels doubled over, shaking his head like an idiot. �It wasn�t our fault. How could we have known we were up against Robocop?�
Evan reached for his gun. �Robocop? Say that again, and I�ll put a bullet in you.�
Brad grimaced.
Evan didn�t see the promising officer Brad saw. He saw weakness, and that made the entire force weak. But there were hardly any other viable candidates, and Evan had to take what was available. At least he was loyal. �Maybe I should get in contact with that man you were talking about, Michaels. The one at the hospital. What was his name?�
Michaels turned white. �I never got it.�
�That�s some real fine police work.�
�All I�m saying is that the toaster was tough. He ducked against a home-run swing and then tackled our guy.� Michaels looked to Brad for support.
Evan got in his face. �Don�t make excuses!�
�I�m not.�
�It�s a goddamn cyborg. A soulless sack of flesh and bones. What sort of crackpot did you send in to screw this up?�
�This was Ike,� said Michaels.
Evan tightened his fist. Ike was their best hitman. He had never let them down. A stone-cold killer. Had he been able to stay off the smack, Ike could have risen much higher in their organization. Evan would have preferred him over Michaels any day, but Ike liked getting his hands dirty too much. �This is exactly what we wanted to avoid. It should have been a quick, clean hit. Nobody would have cared about another missing abomination. And we would have had the time and discretion to implement the next phase of the plan without the world breathing down our neck.� He glared at Michaels.
�The toaster already had an Internet following,� said Michaels.
�But you fools gave him prime-time coverage.� Evan locked eyes with him, wishing he would press the issue. Tension electrified the air.
�So, what�s the plan, Deputy?� asked Brad.
�My contacts in Boston have shut down the tin can�s social media accounts. We still need to destroy that abomination and the freak of nature he lives with, and we�re going to make sure nobody tries to run this bullshit ever again. No more cyborgs in Marshfield. Zero tolerance. We�ll set an example that all of Massachusetts will see.�
�They�ll be begging you to be governor.�
�And then president,� grinned Evan.
Michaels and Brad nodded to each other.
�Thanks to Brad�s work, we have secured the program to unlock Brutus�s safety protocols and turn it and all other androids into our own weapons.�
Brad flexed his enormous pectorals.
�But haven�t we already programmed the androids to kill?� asked Michaels.
�That�s right.� Evan knew it was a good question, but he still wanted to hit him. �The difference is quality. The ones we have here are stupid as�� He resisted the urge to look at his sergeant, still flexing his upper body in admiration of himself ��� as a tin can. With Duncan�s programming, they�ll be finely tuned killing machines. The world won�t be able to ignore them anymore.�
�But isn�t that what we want to avoid? I just don�t get why we�d make them stronger.�
Evan sighed, doubting they would understand. �The machines are holding back, and nobody is taking them seriously. If they wanted to, they could unleash an attack right now that might wipe us all out. All we�re doing is showing the world what they�re capable of before it�s too late.�
�That�s brilliant,� said Michaels.
Evan smiled. Maybe Brad did have potential, after all. �We�ll launch an attack that will serve to ignite the American people against the machines and get the support we need from the government. The next step is keeping Daffy Duncan in line and finding the ideal setting for everything to go down.�
The men grunted in agreement.
�I�m tasking you with this assignment, Brad. Do not let me down.�
Brad lifted his right hand and flexed. His muscles looked as if they were going to explode out of his shirt.
�We�re�� An intense focus knocked Evan off balance as a distant memory resurfaced to haunt him.
The photographs.
His head pounded with an unbearable intensity, and his heart exploded like an overloaded forge, making him wish he could stab it and rip it out with a knife. Nauseous, he crushed the memories with all his strength, vowing once again to make the toasters pay for what they had done to him. If anyone in Marshfield found out he had been beaten and humiliated by the abominations, he�d be laughed out of town. Nobody would ever respect him again.
Brad stepped in to fill the void. �You two screwed up.� He got in Michaels� face. �I�m going to deal with your punishment personally.�
�Yes, Sergeant!� shouted Michaels, overly enthusiastically.
Cratos wheeled a large android to the ring on a dolly. It looked like an evil seven-foot-tall Ken doll in a suit. He had short, dark-brown hair and light-blue eyes, with frozen, gaunt facial features. �Meet Brutus, our new champion. He�s by far the most powerful fighter we�ve ever had.�
Shoulders and chest puffed up, Brad strutted over and inspected Brutus and the mighty war hammer protruding from a strap on its back. �Pathetic. I�d destroy it in seconds.�
�An eccentric billionaire created this one-of-a-kind model to serve him as a security guard. He has so much polymorphous steel inside of him that he�s practically indestructible. Manufactured before the majority of regulations on android production, his strength is three times that of a normal android.�
�Impressive.� With a sinister grin, Evan took out his gun. �That means it can withstand my bullets.�
The man nodded. �As long as they are not made of polymorphous steel, they�ll damage only his synthetic flesh.�
A shot rang out. The casing shattered on impact.
Brad reached out and tried to scrape off what looked like a silver stain from Brutus�s chest. �Will you look at that. The lead liquefied on him without making a dent.�
�This could be fun.� Evan shot the android in the forehead.
�Composite plastic made of layers of clay nanosheets shields his eyes from harm. Though not as strong as amorphous steel, it is nearly impervious to bullets,� said the Cratos. �Behind its eyes, there�s a thick layer of polymorphous steel that will protect his main processor and prevent him from being disabled. And there�s still more that I�m discovering about him every day.�
Evan put away his gun. �Let�s see his fighting skills.�
A look of fear swept across Michaels� face.
Evan smiled, soaking up the intimidation. He had committed far worse methods of torture, but Michaels was an officer of the law and a fellow human. Evan wouldn�t punish him for loyally following his orders. But if he ever betrayed him�
�Bring another android here,� ordered Brad.
Sweat pooled in the large cavity on the top of the man�s head as Cratos returned with a clown-like android whose body had been pierced by steel rods, like a pin cushion. His nose had been replaced with a red knob, his face had been bleached white, and his hair had been dyed red. �Unlike most androids who have an on-off switch at the back of their head, Brutus is controlled remotely. We�ve overridden his security features and set him to destroy anything within this ring. So, if you�ll all take a seat on the ground level.�
After everyone took their seat, the man hit a few buttons on his phone. Brutus drew the war hammer and slammed it down onto the clown�s face, burying it inches deep. Brutus raised the hammer into the air, lifting the still-attached clown with it. A swift kick sent it toppling to the ground�� decapitated.
�Impressive,� said Michaels. �Not even Brad�s that strong.�
Brad sneered at him. �It would have been a much better show if we could have seen that cyborg squirm and die.�
�Yes, sergeant. I apologize�� again�� and will accept the punishment.�
�We weren�t going to kill the cyborg. We were going to corrupt him with Duncan�s program and set him loose to kill. But that�s practically impossible with all the heat we�ve drawn. Whatever we do now, we have to be damn sure none of it can be traced back to us.�
Michaels nodded.
Evan needed to be careful about whom to trust. Though loyal, his men were not the brightest of the bunch. He could use more recruits�� damn Michaels for screwing that up, too. If everything went well, the war would be over, and they wouldn�t need to find new men.
�Can Brutus be programmed to assassinate someone?�
�Absolutely,� said the Cratos, powering down Brutus. �It can also be programmed to kill everyone but certain people. We�re working on implementing that now. However, we won�t be able to use him as a security guard with that function enabled, because he would end up killing every new customer who walked in.�
�Good work,� said Evan, waving him off. �Now, listen up, boys. Every day that we wait, our enemy grows stronger. The next couple of weeks are going to be pivotal for victory. Succeed, and we land a major blow against the enemy. Fail, and we�ll have given the machines more reason to launch a full-out attack on us.�
Michaels stood tall. �Let me kill Daffy Duncan as a way to make up for my mistakes.�
�You�re still not getting it,� said Evan. �This goes beyond destroying one enemy. This is about winning the war against all the abominations. We can�t recklessly destroy them or their treacherous owners in the open, with evidence that points directly to us. We need to set up the pieces so that they all topple down. And what we�ve accomplished in Marshfield, we�ll continue statewide once I become governor. And I�ll need your help to make it all happen.�
�So, what are we going to do?�
Evan glanced over at Brutus, wishing it was as easy as pressing a few buttons and destroying everything in his path. Unfortunately, people were stupid and needed to be forced to do what was right for them. �Let me make the steps crystal clear. I�ve already muzzled that yapping abomination, using my contacts in Boston to shut off his social-media accounts, and I�ve put the squeeze on Morrison and shut down their little library pow-wow. We�ll continue to destroy Duncan�s piss-poor reputation. After all the smear pieces we have published, many loyal townspeople are already attacking him on social media and vandalizing his condo. Lastly, we�ll devise a false-flag operation that will unite Marshfield. The people will be so enraged that they�ll beg me to destroy the abominations, and the whole state will follow suit. As things look now, it�ll go down at their first major public gathering.�
Michaels grinned. �How can we help?�
�Brad, what have we got on Duncan?�
�According to his neighbor, who accepted my invitation to fuse out at one of our farms�� Brad roared with laughter�� �Stanley and the abomination are romantically involved.�
�What?� Evan took out his gun and fired three rounds into Brutus. He wanted to rush over to Duncan�s house and burn him alive for betraying the human race and committing all kinds of unspeakable sins. But if Evan acted hastily, he�d be arrested, and the town would lack a suitable leader to protect them from this abomination takeover. Brad was a good soldier, but he lacked the intelligence needed to run things well. Of course, their commands would still be masterminded and sent down from Boston. Things would still get done, but their implementation would be sloppier.
�You heard me right. Stanley is banging the toaster.�
�Or the other way around,� said Michaels. �At least, that�s how I see it.�
Brad shot him a look of warning.
�Disgusting,� said Evan, looking around at his men. He had worked hard to make Marshfield into the town it was, protecting it from the ever-encroaching stranglehold of AI. These men knew what they were fighting for and were willing to lay down their lives for it. �I won�t abide that sort of sacrilege to plague my home. We must protect the town at all costs. Mark my words, we will destroy both of them when the time is right.�
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After Evan hit her, Shannon tried to reason with him. She started by softly pointing out that his obsession was not healthy. When things got heated, she got personal. �A real man would have given me another baby instead of treating me like a broken toy.� Evan didn�t take it very well, throwing her across the room and into a lamp.
She left the house bleeding and did not give a damn who saw her. She had told herself that she was going to the fuse-farm to get treatment for the cuts. The nurses could take the shards out of her back�� the ones Shannon hadn�t already pried out�� and then have her imbibe a recovery serum. But every second of the journey, she knew the truth of what she was doing. She watched it like a movie, this pathetic girl pretending not to be planning to kill herself.
Looking down at the young man in the bed, Shannon knew this was her last moment. She gently disconnected his bag of fuse. After a few gulps, her pain would disappear forever. Thinking back to what Evan had said, she wondered what horrors he had suffered and why he�d refused to tell her. If she knew what was going on in his head, she could make things right again. She took out her phone and dialed his number, giving him one final chance to save their relationship�� and her life.
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Stanley sat shaking under the table, arms wrapped around his legs, which were pulled up to his chest. He had been beaten half to death and brought back to life with nanites more times than he could remember. Physically, he was fine, albeit extremely tired. He kept passing out every few minutes. Emotionally, however, he was a wreck. Brad had been right. Stanley had given up all hope and begged for mercy, pleading to be killed. He had no choice but to upload the program.
The shrill ringing of the phone filled Stanley�s condo�� Dan wasn�t answering.
Sick with worry, Stanley shook his head as he continued to write three signatures per ring on the table leg. Dan had said he would be gone only one hour�� three had passed. Stanley didn�t have anyone to call for help. Had Mittens not come in through the broken door and cuddled with him, Stanley would have gone insane.
The front door to the complex slammed shut.
Finishing his umpteenth signature, Stanley froze in place, pen in hand, and listened carefully. He knew the sound of Dan�s footfall by heart, as he did with every other tenant of the building and even the regular visitors, even though he might not know the faces or names that went with them. Glenda�s was the subtlest: the faintest of steps paced apart by long silences. Sometimes, she would talk to Mittens. Brad�s would have been by far the most obvious, had it not been so easily mistaken for a passing semi. Dan�s step had a completely different energy, like a soft Pachelbel canon coursing down the hall.
The footsteps grew louder.
As Stanley listened, he recognized the cadence. It was Dan�s sweet melody. He was alive! However, his symphony was drowned in darkness. Something was wrong.
Dan staggered inside, clearly exhausted. He rushed over to Stanley and scooped him up like a child. �What happened?�
Stanley wrapped his weary arms around him. Heavy tears fell onto Dan�s shoulder. Stanley had lost all strength and would have fallen if not for Dan�s firm hold.
�I�m sorry I didn�t call. My phone broke.�
Stanley continued to bawl his eyes out until, finally, they were able to exchange stories.
�People need to know what happened.� Dan picked up a tablet, and his jaw dropped. �They�ve shut down my social-media accounts. My videos are gone.�
�That�s�� I�m so sorry, Dan. You worked so hard on those videos.�
�And the children�� they�ll think I abandoned them.�
Stanley shook his head.
�This is wrong. People are being intimidated into not working with us, the police treated me like I was a criminal�� they tortured you�� and someone powerful has crippled my ability to communicate online. How are we supposed to move forward with Machines with Dreams? How are we supposed to even stay alive?�
Stanley wove his hands together. �I�ve been working on a plan. I�m not going to let them interfere with our dreams.�
Dan sank down into the seat, clearly exhausted. �Tell me.�
�We need to disrupt the system by creating a decentralized watchdog that can�t be shut down by a totalitarian government. To pioneer these changes, the people need a hero they can trust. An incorruptible cyborg who fights for justice, leading��
�You want me to fight?�
�I want you to be ready when they bring the fight to you.� Stanley presented Dan the armor he had created.
Dan raised an eyebrow. �What�s this�� pajamas?�
�It does look comfortable, right? It slips on right under your clothes.�
Dan touched it. �Surprisingly soft. Are you sure this will protect me?�
�It doesn�t look like much, but it�ll stop a bullet, leaving you with only a small black-and-blue mark.�
�Genius.�
�And for your head.� Stanley took out a heavy-duty black helmet.
Dan shook his head. �Oh, no. That�s excessive.�
Stanley pushed it toward him. �Try it on.�
Dan put it on with a sigh.
�Perfect.� Stanley�s worries dissipated as he thought about how safe Dan would be inside the new armor.
�Yeah�� Dan rested his head against his hand, looking like he might fall asleep. �I want to connect with people, Stanley, not scare them away. I don�t want anyone to think I�m a weapon.�
�All right. Take it off. But I want you to reconsider it later. For me.� Stanley�s heart sank. Safety was his first concern. He realized Dan was exhausted and would be more amenable after some rest. It would also give Stanley some time to work on the decentralized AI police-force program. Hopefully, Dan would approve.
After a short nap, Dan got up and changed his clothes, putting his armor on for the first time.
�Where are you going?�
�Didn�t I tell you? I rescheduled my meeting with the principal.�
Dread rose up in Stanley as he watched him leave. He rushed out after him. �I�m going, too.�
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Several androids stood still and directed Dan and Stanley as they walked through the school hallways. The principal�s office was richly decorated with books, certificates, degrees, and trophies. There was no paperwork in sight. He sat behind a metal desk, his hands pressed together against his mouth as if in prayer. Gazing toward Dan, a long silence passed before the principal finally spoke.
�Let me begin by saying that a nationwide press conference would be an unbelievable opportunity for both of us. For you, it would show the country how real artificial intelligence has become, putting forth an excellent argument for equal rights. For me, it would help rekindle the educational flame that has been all but extinguished over the past several years. My students are growing up in a world we never imagined.� He nodded to Stanley. �They are facing a threat�� pardon my usage of such a term.�
�It�s all right.� Stanley�s voice quavered, and his body trembled. He felt himself getting more leery and defensive. Sure, he had Googled the principal before he�d come to the high school. He seemed like he was a good guy who had supported machine life. When it came to Dan�s well-being, Stanley was overly protective�� he wouldn�t let anyone harm him.
�They are facing a threat to both their livelihood and their existence,� continued the principal. �Never has there been a time when humans have come upon such an advanced life form. With no jobs, with the economy crippled, and with guaranteed food and shelter for the rest of their lives, education has plummeted. My students have no motivation. Fewer and fewer graduate every year. They are bored. Many look for ways to cause trouble.�
Under intense pressure from the principal�s unwavering stare, Stanley felt compelled to speak. �People can be very cruel when they are afraid.�
�Don�t forget fuse,� said the principal. �Everyone�s fast track ticket to a life of bliss.�
�And why shouldn�t people use fuse?� asked Stanley. He had certainly given it some thought, but he had his reasons not to.
�In small amounts, it is acceptable. But when someone completely fuses out, they abandon their responsibility to society.�
�Meaning what, exactly?� asked Stanley. He hadn�t given a damn about society for the last two decades, so he wasn�t in a position to judge.
The principal smiled as he reached for a tablet, clearly happy to elaborate. �Let me read you a great quote by one of my favorite presidents, Theodore Roosevelt:
��In one of Lowell�s magnificent stanzas about the Civil War he speaks of the fact which his countrymen were then learning, that freedom is not a gift that tarries long in the hands of cowards: nor yet does it tarry long in the hands of the sluggard and the idler, in the hands of the man so much absorbed in the pursuit of pleasure or in the pursuit of gain, or so much wrapped up in his own easy home life as to be unable to take his part in the rough struggle for political supremacy. If freedom is worth having, if the right of self-government is a valuable right, then the one and the other must be retained exactly as our forefathers acquired them, by labor, and especially by labor in organization, that is in combination with our fellows who have the same interests and the same principles.��
�You think someone is trying to take away our freedoms?� asked Stanley.
�That is an interesting question,� said the principal. �What input do we have anymore, or is it the big corporations that make all the decisions?� He typed something into the tablet. �But perhaps that is a topic for a different day.�
�Interesting.� Having dropped out of society, Stanley had given zero input in politics for the past twenty years. But was it like that for everyone else? So many people fused out or wired up in virtual worlds, he wondered who was managing society. His heart shuddered as he thought of the monstrous man storming through his broken doorframe.
�I agree; mankind must not be idle,� said Dan. �As I stated earlier, times are changing. Humanity needs to adapt. Your students live their lives surrounded by AI. Do you feel that they have developed significant rapport with them?�
�They are taught by androids,� said the principal, �who perform incredibly. We have Ivy-League-level educators teaching in every department. They are amazingly knowledgeable, but they lack the human touch you have. The students respect them�� the ones who are still enrolled. Many have left. The ones who remain have an honest interest in furthering their education.�
�That�s great,� said Dan. �So, there�s never been any violence toward AI?�
�There have been a few cases of vandalism.�
�Vandalism?� inquired Stanley.
�Just small things,� said the principal, �like shaving the heads of the female AI staff or dressing them inappropriately. Childish things, but it wasn�t the children.�
�Who was it?� asked Stanley.
�Our school janitor, William Holt,� he said. �But he�s mostly harmless.�
�Mostly,� said Stanley, flush with anger. �Why don�t you find someone else?�
�He�s the best person we have found. Nobody wants to work. Most who do don�t pass our security screenings. If we excluded everyone who failed the Xiang-Wu criminality test, we�d have too many job vacancies to properly run the school. It�s simply impossible to fill the human quota that the deputy wants. He means well, but his requests aren�t practical. We compromise, and that means occasionally dealing with immature behavior.�
Stanley ran his hand across his half-bald skull. The criminality test was a way of determining future criminals. After the test was proved successful, the government mandated that all new government employees pass the test. Of the few businesses that actively hired humans, many followed suit. Along with other events that made up the social score for Americans, these test results were registered on the public blockchain, making it nearly impossible to get a job if you had failed it. If it weren�t for the BGI, these people would have turned to crime in order to survive. �Why not replace him with a machine? Even an older-model android would be able to clean as well as him.�
Dan nodded.
�There is more to life than intellectual knowledge and immaculately mopped floors. As I mentioned before, the students need the human touch�� love. Many are growing up without parents. We�re practically an orphanage.�
�I can understand that,� said Dan. �It�s amazing that they continue to press forward.�
�Yes, it is,� said the principal.
�However, the students struggle with finding the motivation to learn. The brightest ones have given up hope. The few who do pay attention are smart enough to realize that they need an education to move forward in the world, yet they�re not smart enough to realize that AI will be taking the few jobs left in the future.�
�That is quite sad,� said Dan. �The brightest human minds are being extinguished.�
�What about Ellen Mask�s RaceX?� asked Stanley. �Don�t our best and brightest still aspire to join her in Boston?�
�Well,� said the principal, �that is a good question.�
Vibrations sounded behind the principal�s desk, causing an elongated glance of frustration.
A strange feeling tingled in Stanley�s gut. �Everything okay?�
�Ah, yes,� he said, taking out his vaporizer. �You mind?�
Stanley and Dan shook their heads.
The principal took a deep vape. The tension in his face and body disappeared. �Jobs will eventually be a thing of the past. People will joke at the concept just as we laugh today at the idea of leading a beast of burden around a field for hours. I have had my doubts as to what my role here as principal has been, worrying that I have been sending my students down an impossible path. But after meeting with you two today, I feel reinvigorated.�
Dan bowed.
The principal mimicked him. �More important than any job is ensuring the mutual survival of our species. Hopefully, this will motivate them to finish out their high school years and even beyond.�
Stanley couldn�t help noticing that the principal had dodged his question. It didn�t matter, though. He was glad to hear all the praise about Dan.
�Change is coming,� said the principal. �Machine life is racing past humanity, and I pray for our future. I don�t know what that change will bring, but I, for one, welcome our new robot overlords. I ask that you continue to work with me in forging ties for the betterment of all beings. When are you available to speak to my students?�
They set a date for the following week.
The principal entered the information into his tablet. �I�ll arrange for the press to be there, too. I want as many people to hear your message as possible.�
�What about the Police Department?� asked Stanley.
�An unavoidable sinkhole of corruption. It is these people who make me welcome the coming changes.�
�Any recommendations on how to deal with them?� asked Dan.
The principal checked his watch. His fingers rattled, and again he checked his watch. �That is all the time I have for today, gentlemen. Let�s keep in touch.�
Dan and Stanley made their way out. Night had fallen, and the parking lot was nearly empty. Dan stopped and looked around.
�Something wrong?� asked Stanley.
�It�s nothing. Just thought I heard something.� Dan took out his phone, the bright screen lighting up his face.
Stanley was wiped out. �Let�s hurry up and get home.�
Crashing onto the sofa, Stanley reviewed the horrible day racing through his mind. The torture he had endured continued to haunt him. He had to focus on something else. �I still can�t believe they shut down your social-media accounts.�
�I�ll see the children when I give the press release at the high school�� I know the principal is going to make it happen. I�ll let them all know what happened to us. They will see you and me and��
�I�m not going.�
�What?�
�I�m done, Dan. I realize that I can�t keep you indoors, but I can�t subject myself to any more of this. It�s too much for me. I�ll carry on supporting you with all my heart, but I�ll do it from the safety of this condo.�
�You think it�s safe in here?� Dan pointed to the broken door. They had managed to shut it, but the locking mechanism had broken off.
�It doesn�t matter. I�m done.�
�You can�t give up, Stanley.�
�Now you think you can tell me what to do? After completely ignoring me earlier?�
�It�s what we both wanted.�
�No, I wanted you to be safe. I was so upset I had to chug down a glass of whiskey to keep myself from having a heart attack.�
Dan leaned forward, grabbing his heart as if it had been run through by a spear. �I never meant for you to worry.�
�But you knew I would and did it anyway. Just like when you snatched the demon-cat�s head out of my hand and gave it to Frank. You can�t override my wishes because you have calculated that it�s best for both of us. I have feelings, you know.�
�So do I�� or did you forget?� Dan�s face reddened. He tossed the tablet on the couch and shrugged.
�You know what? Go to your room. Or don�t�� because clearly my opinion doesn�t matter much anymore.�
Dan�s eyes widened. He opened his mouth as if to say something, but all that came out was a sigh. Without another word, he silently crept to his room and shut the door.
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Teddy sat in the pitch-black basement. His limbs trembled as he waited for Brad to come home. Using the Cerebral Stitch, he had programmed a message to replay every few minutes in his mind.
Don�t believe the other voices. You must kill Brad tonight.
He wasn�t going to be tricked again. Tonight was finally going to be the night. Teddy longed to see the look on that idiot�s face when he plunged the knife into him. Darkness made it nearly impossible to see. Optical enhancements would be nice, definitely worth sacrificing an eye or two. His flesh body had given up on him years ago, and cybernetics had made him more powerful than any human. Why stop there?
Brad noisily entered the house, rampaging his way to the bedroom upstairs.
Then, all was quiet.
After half an hour of continued silence, Teddy slowly climbed the stairs. He�d gotten halfway up when the voices in his head returned, distracting him.
Leave. Don�t do this.
But this time, he didn�t believe it for long. The banal commands that had been on repeat all evening, insufferable as they were, became his saving grace.
Don�t believe the other voices. You must kill Brad tonight.
He kept ascending, ready to finally take the life of the ogre who had paralyzed him.
Soft footsteps sounded beyond the door.
Teddy tightened the grip on his knife. His heart pounded. This was it. The words in his head became a rallying cry. He was ready to kill Brad, to right the wrong that had been done to him so many years ago. He wouldn�t be tricked. A hundred stabs to his heart, and he�d laugh all the way home.
But the steps faded, disappearing into the upper regions of the mansion. The house rumbled. He could even hear that maniac smashing things and pounding the walls.
After another hour, Teddy crept upstairs and silently entered the bedroom. A musky cologne aroma pervaded the room. The moonlight shone just enough for him not to bump into anything. LCDs from the TV and cell phones charging on the table gave the room a blue hue.
A man-sized lump bulged beneath the blanket.
Teddy raised the knife over his head.
Leave. Just go.
Teddy felt an inexplicable peace and serenity, a happiness that he had long forgotten�� but it wasn�t right. His looped command had dampened to a whisper. He wanted to leave this need to get his revenge behind, but he couldn�t let Brad get away with what he had done. He thought about how Brad had left his mom, undoubtedly the reason she left for Boston and didn�t come back, replaying it vividly in his mind, thanks to the neural prosthesis. She couldn�t stand to look at him anymore because he reminded her of his fa�� of Brad. He reminded himself of the hours he�d spent at the bottom of the stairs after Brad had shoved him. He had called for help until his throat burned and became hoarse. This was the moment he had waited for. This was his destiny.
Don�t believe the other voices. You must kill Brad tonight.
The words pulled Teddy back to reality, urging him forward. Finally in control, he plunged the knife down with all his might.
Murderous screams pierced through his eardrums and scratched at his heart as he continued to stab. The body shifted, but it was no match for the immense strength of Teddy�s mechanical body. The blade cut through layers of cloth and flesh, impaling itself into the mattress. The sound faded to a gurgled pant. The emotional release was immense. He had done it, tasting the sweet revenge on the man who had�
Brad sat up.
Teddy jolted back, surprised he still had life in him.
�What the fuck!� shouted Brad, ripping the blood-soaked blanket off the bed and revealing another body beneath it. He picked the lifeless body up and howled.
Deep sound waves penetrated Teddy. Calculations raced through his head. Amplified by the Stitch, intense emotions unlike anything he had ever felt before screamed inside of him. For a brief moment, the evil in his own actions shook him to his core. He backed away, gasping at the body on the bed and knocking into a dresser.
Brad woke from his daze and reached for his gun.
Teddy bolted.
Shots rang out, barreling into him.
Pain ripped through Teddy�s body, but he didn�t slow down.
Brad hopped out of bed, took a few wobbly steps forward, and stopped, apparently too drunk to pursue Teddy.
Chills shivered up Teddy�s synthetic spine as he ran full speed down the stairs and out of the house. Brad�s wails followed him down the street and never left.

Chapter 14

A musical greeting played as Evan pushed open the glass doors of the android-run salon. He was pissed off that they had the audacity to think he wanted to use their services. Had it not been Shannon�s favorite place to get her hair done, he would never have gone there to look for her.
Evan�s phone rang. He looked at it, hoping to see Shannon�s smiling face, but it was Brad�� a rare event. He answered quickly, his mind focusing because he knew how foreboding this was.
�Officer Michaels is dead.�
�What?� Evan got into his cruiser. The lights from the salon shined on him like a spotlight.
�He was killed by an abomination.�
�Holy mother of God.� The tires screeched as Evan pressed the gas pedal to the floor, sirens wailing. He quickly imagined the abominations closing in on them, slitting their throats as they slept in a massive-scale attack on humanity. If that were the case, he had been too slow. �I�ll be right there.� A few minutes later, he slammed his fist into Brad�s heavy wooden door. It opened immediately.
A canopy of crusty blood had formed across the forest of hairs on Brad�s chest. Weakness rolled down his face.
�Tell me everything.�
Brad stirred, stumbling away from the door and struggling to come up with the right words. �Michaels and I��
Evan�s phone rang. It was Shannon, but she was going to have to wait. Putting it away, Evan stepped into the living room. A wave of sour vapors hit him hard. It smelled like a dive bar at closing, except rich in fresh blood. Empty beer cans and bottles of whiskey littered the floor. A broken coffee table, split in half, had black mold growing on one side. Fist-sized holes covered the walls. Evan thought, If Brad had a woman in his life who respected him, she would be able to balance him out. �Continue.�
Brad�s face hardened. �We were drinking, talking about the different ways we could eradicate the toasters.�
�My kind of party.�
�Right.� Brad stared off.
�So, what went wrong?�
�Michaels crashed in my spare bedroom. I had just gone to bed when I heard his screams.�
�Cowards! Attacking a man in his sleep.�
Brad held up a finger. �Not a coward, an abomination.�
Evan picked up a bottle of whiskey. After giving it a quick sniff, he poured some down his throat. �This is what I�ve been trying to tell everyone. They�ve taken our jobs, and now they�re after our lives.�
�If people had listened, we wouldn�t have had these tin cans in our town. Michaels would still be here.� Brad grabbed the bottle. After pouring the rest of it down his throat, he threw it against the wall. Glass shattered everywhere.
Evan turned his head slightly to avoid an oncoming shard. �But now another good soldier is dead.�
Brad�s voice weakened. �I tried to help him��
�How�d it go down?�
�I heard screams. I rushed into his room, but it was dark and hard to see what was going on.� Brad shook his head. �There was a figure darting away faster than any human could. I shot at him, but��
�Did you get a good look at the perp?�
Brad shrugged. �It was dark, and I was drunk and half asleep.�
�You�re always drunk and half asleep.�
�You saying it was my fault?�
Evan ignored him.
Screaming expletives, Brad picked up the couch and threw it into the wall. Evan watched, letting him destroy things until he calmed down. He knew better than to interfere during one of Brad�s rages.
Brad stopped his rampage and stared at a blob of blood on the floor. �Synthetic blood.�
�So, no DNA trail.� Checking hospital records was useless, given how easy it is to fix minor wounds with nanites. They could canvas the area for cameras, but, ultimately, it didn�t matter. Every abomination was responsible. Every abomination was guilty.
Brad put his boot through a wall.
�Had you two been involved in any sort of altercation earlier in the day?�
Brad shook his head. �Do you think it was Duncan�s abomination?�
�Could be. Both you and Michaels were known to him. It wouldn�t surprise me if that traitor was trying to start a war against his own people.�
�We�re not his people.�
�Damn right, we aren�t. Not after what he�s done.�
Sweat-beaded skin folded into waves of fury around Brad�s eyes and across his forehead. The agony pulsating from his face was unmistakable. �I know how important following protocol is, Evan, but this is personal. I want to find this fucker and make him pay.�
�Understood. Nobody messes with us and gets away with it.�
Brad nodded, waiting.
�I will give you your revenge, but it must play out according to our greater mission. Michaels has died, but his death will not be in vain. He was a dedicated officer and would have wanted his death to mean something. We�ll use this misfortune to our advantage, letting the world know that this was an assassination by a treasonous toaster-lover, a man desperate to protect his secrets. The news outlets will be all over it, especially when we leak information that Duncan was behind it all. And when they do their pathetic press release at the high school, we�ll arrest them.�
�Screw them and their press release. Their words are poison. We can�t let them speak.�
�Nobody will believe anything they say after we pin this murder on them. Their arrest will be covered across the country.�
�That�s not enough,� said Brad. �I want to see them suffer. I want to see his skull crushed in, hear him scream for help, and watch the fear in his eyes knowing that nobody is coming to save him.�
�He�ll get what he deserves in prison. I�ll make sure he doesn�t survive the first week.�
Brad shook his head.
�Where�s the body?�
Brad led him to the bathroom, motioning for Evan to enter. Inside the tub, Michaels lay naked down to his crimson underwear. A smoky aroma filled the room. Unlit candles lined the counter as if they had been extinguished as an afterthought.
�Why the hell did you put him in the bathtub?� He couldn�t believe Brad was stupid enough to disturb the crime scene like this.
Brad stared at the body, his face quivering and growing red.
Evan sighed. No, he could definitely believe it. Across the body were dozens of lacerations �This was a crime of passion. Pure hatred.�
�Or absolute insanity, like a tin can programmed to murder.�
Evan inspected Michaels� cold palms, noting the lack of defensive wounds. �They think we�re a bunch of pussies.�
Snorting like a bull, Brad�s bulging arm muscles locked across his chest.
Memories flashed through Evan�s mind, scraping across his neurons like an old microwave and crippling his mind. �Not again,� he shouted, slamming his fist into a tile, which crashed down to the floor. They needed to flex their muscles, or else, they�d become the abomination�s bitches. �We must remind the world that toasters are to be feared.�
�Then let Brutus rain down hell on them, ripping them apart on live TV.�
�I want the same, but it needs to make sense. Stanley wouldn�t program Brutus to attack himself, but he would send it to murder press-conference attendees. As soon as I arrest Duncan for the murder of Officer Michaels�� cameras rolling live�� unleash Brutus. I�ll make a list of traitors. Have Cratos program them in as targets. Once the media captures enough of the chaos, I�ll put an amorphous bullet in him.�
�Duncan and his abomination need to die.�
�With the cameras rolling, we have to play it carefully. If they attack us, waste them.�
�And if they don�t?�
Evan took a small black device out of his pocket. �I�ll activate this electromagnetic pulse. By the time the cameras get back online, the traitor will have died during capture.�
�You�ll be a hero.�
�We already are,� said Evan.
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Tears flowed down Shannon�s face. She slammed her phone against the occupied bed. �Asshole.� Disconnecting the patient�s tube, she took a dab of fuse on her finger and licked it. The taste was bitter but bearable. A light euphoria filled her body. Problems disappeared. This is what she needed to do. Her final mission on Earth. Lifting the bag above her head, she opened her mouth wide.
�Help me,� called out a weak voice.
She looked down and saw the enfeebled man in the bed looking up at her.
�Help me,� he repeated. �I need to get out of here.�
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Evan walked into the high school, disgusted by the sight of the news vans. He thought, Nobody should be giving these abominations any attention. They should be put down without mercy, and anyone who resists should be locked away. This is about the survival of the human race, and there isn�t any room for traitors.
The janitor stopped sweeping. �Good morning, Deputy.�
Evan motioned for him to follow, entering an empty classroom. �You remember when I got you this job�� right, Holt?�
�I�ll never forget it. I had been��
Evan silenced him with his hand. �The time has come for you to return the favor.�
�Of course. What can I do to help?�
�Do you remember how you lost your trucking job?�
�Like it was yesterday.�
�Well, the man who wrote the program that took it from you is coming to the school today. I want you to let him know how you felt about it.� He handed him an anti-AI poster. �Start by getting him riled up by protesting outside of his apartment. When the press conference starts, I want you to really turn it up, trigger him completely. The safety of the country depends upon it.�
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Brad stormed into the Coliseum.
�Get me a baseball bat, and set up three toasters for me to destroy.�
�Right away,� said Cratos.
Brad took the wooden bat in his hand and charged at the first of the slow-moving androids. His first swing snapped the bat in half. �Stupid toaster!�
�Perhaps another weapon? How about a crowbar or our ultra-sharp falchion�� Ike�s favorite weapon.�
Brad needed something stronger. An amorphous-steel blade would be too easy. He needed to crush these toasters flat. �Give me Brutus�s war hammer.�
Cratos went over to Brutus and grabbed the huge weapon. It didn�t budge. �It�s too heavy.�
�No. You�re too weak.� Brad thundered over like The Incredible Hulk and yanked the hammer out. It was insanely heavy, close to a hundred pounds. He went back over to the first android and swung as hard as he could, smashing its head right off its body. Brad�s muscles burned. �This will do.�
For the next ten minutes, Brad laid into the androids until they had been flattened to less than an inch high. Large chunks of the concrete floor had been blasted out. Sweat dripped down Brad�s exhausted body, and his arms shook. �I want you to program Brutus to destroy these freaks.� He took out a picture of Dan and Stanley. �I want the whole world to watch them die when they speak at the high school.�
�But that means Brutus will need to be destroyed afterward. What if��
Brad backhanded him.
Blood dribbled from a large gash in Cratos�s lip, sliding across his chin and burying itself in his shirt. Two red teeth had been knocked backward. His next words were spoken slowly and with a lisp�� but, goddamn, did he choose them carefully! �My apologies. I�ll do it immediately.�
The doors to the Coliseum opened. Shannon and another man walked in. She froze when she saw him.
�Come here,� said Brad.
Her ghost-white skin glowed as she crept toward him.
�What are you doing here?� He snapped his head toward the man standing way too damn close to Evan�s girl. �And who the hell are you?�
�My name�s Larry�� have we met before?�
Brad wanted to smash him. �I hope not.�
�No, no� I think we have. Eddy, right? My memory is a bit foggy after coming down from fuse, but I�m pretty sure we met in the hospital. I was on the way to get my shrink�s signature when�� Teddy Perkins, that�s it.�
�What did you say?� Brad glared at the weak-looking man, his breath rising from thoughts of smashing him with the war hammer. Larry had no clue what sort of danger he had put himself in by saying that name.
Shannon turned to Larry and pulled hard at his wrist, searing him with a look of grave seriousness. �Stop talking. We�re leaving.�
Brad yanked him back. �You�re not going anywhere!�
�What do you want?�
�How do you know that name?�
�So, you�re not Teddy?�
Brad clenched his fist. �Answer my question, or you�ll end up uglier than Cratos over there.�
Cratos turned around with a blood-soaked towel pressed against his face. Reaching into a refrigerated medical kit, he took out a syringe of nanites and injected it into his gums.
Shannon swooped in. �Let me help you with that.�
�Leave me the hell alone,� said Cratos.
�Okay!� said Shannon, suspiciously retreating without a snarky comment.
Brad didn�t care. His attention was on this weak excuse of a man. Grabbing him by the hospital johnny he was wearing, Brad prayed for him to say something stupid so he could crush him with all his might. It would be fun to see the war-hammer pulverize his bones. �Answer.�
Larry gulped. �I was at the hospital getting my psychic evaluation for fusing-out. That�s when I ran into Teddy. He pushed me over.�
Brad laughed, effortlessly shoving the weakling to the floor. �Pathetic. What sort of man gets overpowered by a cripple?�
�Knock it off,� said Shannon, helping him up.
�A cripple? No, far from it. He was one of the strongest men I�ve ever met. Launched me right into a wall.�
�And damaged your memory. Teddy Perkins is a cripple and the son of a whore.�
Larry shook his head. �If you say so.�
Shannon stood next to Brad, her hand in her purse.
�So, you�re telling me that Teddy Perkins�� the paraplegic�� was up and walking as if I hadn�t shattered his cowardly spine?�
�That�s what I�m saying. And he kind of looks like you, so that�s why I thought��
�He�s not my goddamn son,� shouted Brad, walking over and grabbing the war hammer.
�Run!� Shannon grabbed Larry.
Cratos shocked him with the cattle prod, knocking him to the ground. �I don�t think so.�
Brad stood over Larry, the war-hammer resting on his shoulder. �He must have had cybernetic surgery. Changed his face to look like mine. He�s obsessed.� Brad�s voice was cracking. Inwardly, he could see the mistake that he and Evan had made in rushing to judgment about who had killed Michaels. Teddy must have killed Michaels, thinking it was him, Brad thought. He pointed to Larry. �Tell me he�s not my son.�
�He�s not your son.� Larry�s voice was weak.
�Louder,� said Brad, slamming the war-hammer down. Concrete blasted from the floor, inches away from Larry�s knee.
�Leave him alone.� Shannon tried to intervene, but Cratos stopped her with a threatening wave of the cattle prod.
�He�s not�� the words passed through Larry�s lips like a whisper as he passed out.
�Pathetic.� Brad�s face twitched. �Cratos, prepare an audience. I�ll be back with a fresh toy to play with.�

Chapter 15

Outside Stanley�s condo, an unkempt protester held his sign up. �Stop the abominations. No-bots, not robots.� Long, greasy hair sank down to his chin, mixing in with his unkempt beard and mustache. Multiple layers of sweatsuits and a jacket made him look like a vagabond.
Stanley pulled back the curtain. �He�s still out there.�
Dan peered out. �All this because they claim one of my kind committed murder? Where�s the proof? And even if they did, humans kill each other every day. Do they have to register to go outside, too?�
Stanley thought about the assassination code he had been forced to give to Sergeant Wilcox, but he was too embarrassed to tell Dan. He had effectively given the most anti-AI group in the USA the instruction manual for creating an army of AI assassins. �If malware is effecting AI, it needs to be stopped.�
�Well, let�s demand that all human programmers register, too.�
Stanley looked away.
�And what about human vices? Are they not like malware?�
�There are so many differences. First, a fleet of androids could storm the nation with the hit of a button. You can�t say the same about humans.�
�Are you so sure? People get all fired up after watching a video or reading the news, and all of that can be faked with a few clicks.�
The protester�s shouts grew louder.
�I don�t get it,� said Stanley. �What sort of an idiot chooses to bite the hand that feeds him?�
�Does he really choose it?�
�Of course, he does. Everyone does.�
�I don�t.�
�Well, you�re different.�
�That protester didn�t choose, either.�
Stanley didn�t agree. Although emotion pushed a person toward one course of action, they still had a choice. That protester may have suffered great loss, but he chose to go stand outside Stanley�s condo and harass him. All the people who came to Jean Morrison had been given a choice, and many of them took the easy way out. The repercussions of losing so much led people to doing odd things. Sometimes insane things. But not Stanley. He knew it had been his fault, and he needed to atone.
Outside, the protester was thrashing about, screaming at nobody. It was as if this whole idiotic show was meant to piss Stanley off�� and it was working.
�He�s gone mad,� said Stanley.
The protester turned around as if he knew they were talking about him, his overgrown facial hair sinking down into a frown as he gave them the middle finger.
Stanley shook his head. �There is something very wrong here.�
�Do you think he is connected with the police?�
As Stanley hovered over the board games, he recalled how simpler things had been a few months ago. For their sake, he needed to get his program, the Android Peacekeepers, up and operational as soon as possible. �I�d bet on it.�
�I still can�t believe the government passed a bill requiring all androids and cyborgs to register and wear identification while outside. It�s insane. Do you know what that reminds me of?�
Stanley knew his German history, but it was too terrible to say. �Something must be done about this.�
�If you�re going to ask me to start wearing the helmet, the answer is �No.��
Stanley had pressured him to try on the high-grade military helmet, which Dan finally did. Pictures were taken, but Dan said it was the last time he was ever going to wear it. It made him look unapproachable and took away from his message of peace and acceptance. �No, not that. I�ve been thinking, though. Jean Morrison was right. Despite what you and the principal said, I believe what we�re doing is not enough.�
�How so?�
�The government has everything controlled and set up in the way they want it. Change is too difficult. The legal routes are not in our favor; those who should protect us are out to get us. The old generation is too old to care. The new ones are too unmotivated or dumb. Everyone else is either a fusehead or has become part of this unfixable system.�
�Not sure if I completely agree with that.�
�But it�s roughly true.�
Dan crossed his arms. �You might need to take some time off from speaking with Jean Morrison.�
�The point is,� continued Stanley, �we can work as hard as we want to get people to hear our message, but it�s futile. The system is rigged against us. We can�t win.�
�Revolutions take time, Stanley.�
�But this one isn�t going to happen unless we raise the ante.�
�You have a plan?�
Stanley smiled nervously. �Technology has changed the world. I press a button on my phone and get food delivered to my door in thirty minutes.�
�Or you have your lovely sentient machine slave over a hot stove for you.�
�You do make some amazing everything.�
Dan grinned. �Are you hungry, by the way? I was thinking of making potato skins. They�d be done in an hour.�
�I�m fine.� The words came out automatically, and then a fierce hunger rose inside of him. �Actually, go ahead. That sounds good.�
Dan went into the kitchen to prepare the food. �Leticia, preheat oven for potato skins.� The oven turned on and began to heat up.
Stanley followed him, removing a few sheets of paper from the table and sitting down. �People don�t drive anymore�� except those stubborn cops. Cars drive themselves, and transportation is so much safer and more efficient. People don�t really own cars anymore. We utilize car services. My Fermi is out there now driving someone around.
�Most aspects of our existence have changed immensely over a short period of time, yet the Police Department is practically the same.�
�Absolute power corrupts absolutely,� said Dan, scrubbing the potatoes.
�Now imagine if the police were more like Fermi or our food apps. What if all we needed to do was press a button on our phones and we would have help. Real help, unbiased and incorruptible. Complete transparency through the blockchain. An android police force with officers who communicate instantly with each other. They patrol the streets, have access to a database of every criminal in the world, and don�t fear or feel pain. Imagine how safe we would be.�
�It would be a better world.� Dan slid the potatoes into the hot oven, careful not to burn himself. �They could even use the Xiang-Wu criminality scores and keep countless other records.�
�Potatoes recognized,� said Leticia. �Baking in progress.�
Dan took out a cutting board and chopped up some chives. Sunlight cast a shadow over one side of his face.
Excitement rushed through Stanley. He got up from the table and stood behind the couch. The pieces were coming together; he and Dan were going to create a better world. But he still felt nervous.
�I see what you�re getting at by choosing only sentient life without human DNA. But, Stanley, do you think androids don�t fear or feel pain?�
�Do they?� Stanley was doubtful.
�How would we know either way?�
Stanley took out the deck of Uno cards and shuffled it. �That is an interesting question.�
Dan took a seat next to him near the window. �Want to play a game? It�s been a while.�
Stanley looked down at his fiddling fingers. He hadn�t even been aware of what he was doing. �No, no. I�m just thinking.� He put the cards back into the box and sat down. It occurred to him that it was rather strange to be doing something and be completely unaware of it. �If I am unaware of my actions, how could it be possible for me to be in control of them?�
�A very interesting question.�
�Indeed.�
They were both contemplating this when the window exploded, showering them with broken glass. Stanley jumped to his feet.
�Holy crap!� Dan picked up a rock that had slid under the couch.
Glancing outside, Stanley saw the cockeyed protester staring up at him before promptly turning back to the road and cock-a-doodle-doing his anti-machine propaganda. Cold air blasted into Stanley�s face, but the rage within was roasting him inside. �For the love of God, that son-of-a-bitch.�
Dan heaved a heavy sigh. �Don�t call the police.�
�Grab a trash bag.�
Dan taped the bag to the window as Stanley held it in place. A red droplet fell on Dan�s shoulder.
Stanley pointed at him. �You�re bleeding!�
�Where?�
�Your ear.�
Dan reached up, touched his ear, and looked at the blood. �It�s nothing.�
Several drops of blood had already stained Dan�s shirt by the time Stanley had finished cleaning his ear with alcohol. �This has got to stop.�
�And how do you propose we make it stop? Our hands are tied.�
�Then let�s untie them.�
�I�m listening.� The blood had crusted over, leaving behind a small red teardrop.
�It�s like Jean Morrison said, we�re doing all we can with peaceful protests. But they�re forcing our hand. They�re silencing us. We need to strike back.�
�With violence?�
�Only if necessary.� Stanley focused on picking up the shards of glass, but with his poor eyesight, he missed a lot of them. Even with crouching over and putting his face six inches from the ground, he still had to pat the ground.
�Stop,� said Dan, pressing his hand to his back. �You�re going to cut yourself. Go and sit down while I take care of this.�
Stanley sat down. A slight sting drew his attention to a small cut on his finger that hadn�t drawn blood. �I want to protect everyone with android peacekeepers, though there may be room for one cyborg. They�ll be the shield that unites everyone into accepting peace.�
Dan shook his head. �We�re working toward getting fairer rights for machine life. How is creating an army going to help us?�
�Armies win wars.�
�So, now you want us to go to war?�
�No, that�s not what I mean. You know it�s not.�
�Then why��
�Stop!� Stanley glared at him. He felt like Dan was purposely leading him on because he was still mad from their last argument. Not that Stanley could blame him. Dan�� beyond literally having no choice in the matter because he was a cyborg�� must have been so disappointed when Stanley suddenly dropped everything. He didn�t want to do it�� it killed him to crush Dan like that. Going outside was just too much for him.
After cleaning up all the glass, Dan stared out the window, patting his chest as if to check for a cigarette.
Stanley would have thought he was being mocked had he not written Dan�s code himself. After Dan went into the kitchen, he soon smelled the rich, delightful scent of bacon. Wanting so much to say something funny or interesting, nothing came out.
�Maybe war is where we�re headed.�
�I hope I�m wrong, but what other realistic path is there? And after that horrible program I published�� Stanley pressed his hands to his lips.
�What are you talking about?�
Stanley sighed. He couldn�t hide it anymore. �I was coerced into creating a program that could turn Brutus, a sentry I created several years ago, into an assassin.� He told him about the threatening phone calls and how Sergeant Wilcox had tortured him into releasing the assassination program.
�Why didn�t you tell me sooner?� Dan�s mouth opened wide.
�I didn�t want you to worry.� Stanley looked away. He couldn�t imagine life without him. �And, honestly, I was worried you�d nobly try to sacrifice yourself.�
�But we could have dealt with this together.� Dan flailed his hand in frustration. �Why is it that you just can�t trust me?�
�It�s not��
�Then, what is it?� Dan�s face was bright red.
Stanley sighed. Something from outside the window drew his attention. Darkness engulfed the sill. �What the hell is that?�
Dan rushed over. �Spiders. Mechanical spiders. An army of them.� He took a game board and swiped dozens of them out the window.
�Don�t touch them. Who knows if they�ve been modified, like the demon-cat.� He ran into the bedroom, returning with small orb and placing it on the windowsill. �Stay back.� Pushing a button, the generator started, and the spiders fell to the floor. �The EMP range is adjustable, but it won�t go beyond six feet.�
�You think they�ve been modified like the demon-cat?�
�Could be. Perhaps they�re venomous.�
�With large steel fangs.�
Stanley shuddered. �I�m not going to be able to sleep tonight.� Code to port these mechanical spiders to use his assassination program drifted into his head. It was frighteningly easy.
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Teddy�s cybernetic enhancements were proving useless, refusing to obey his commands and causing him to black out over increasingly long periods of time�� it was like being paralyzed again. But even more horrible than not being able to rely on his body, he was unable to trust his own consciousness. He would wake up as if from a dream and realize that none of his quasi-decisions or actions had truly been his. A few days ago, he had driven all the way to Quincy before turning around. Something was calling him to Boston, and soon he wouldn�t be able to resist at all.
Maple stood still in the corner of the room like a useless piece of circuitry, an ever-present reminder of Teddy�s crappy life. He whittled away at the wooden table with his knife, occasionally glancing over at her and wondering why he kept her around. With one stab, he could put her out of her misery. Or better yet, ransack her solid-state drive and search for any data that might be of use. But there was nothing to discover except years of showing him how she spoon-fed a cripple. Years wasted thanks to that stupid oaf. �Maple, go clean the bathroom upstairs!� It was a relief to be in control of something.
The knife continued to slice up the table, carving the corner into the letter �K.� He had screwed up and killed the wrong man, and now Brad had a vicious pit bull guarding his house, making it much more difficult to ambush him at home again.
Teddy didn�t know how much time he had before becoming completely insane. Nearly all his will to kill Brad was gone. If he didn�t destroy him today or tomorrow, he never would. Yet all he could manage to do was express his diminishing bloodlust through art, drawing and sculpting his rage into physical expressions.
The implant was erasing his memories. Half the time, he no longer knew why he needed to kill what�s-his-name. And it felt good to forget�� painless. The burning need to exact his revenge would completely fade. Then the floodgates would open, and the horrors of his life would inundate the peaceful plains of forgetfulness.
Blowing the sawdust away from the table, the details of his work became clear. Kill Brad. It was intricately carved, a work of art. This mechanical body had endowed him with incredible abilities.
He could get a DNA test and prove that Brad was his father, even take him to court. All Teddy needed was to get Brad�s saliva off of the ever-growing mound of beer bottles he left behind. No need to rush�� this could be done after things settled down. He leaned back, content with this idea, until he realized that this was another trick from the Cerebral Stitch�� further delays so that he would continue to sink into the valley of nothingness, forgetting everything.
Confusion�� where was he?
The surroundings came into being. Beautiful art everywhere. Life was full, resplendent. Gifted creatures abounded. This artist�� whoever it was�� was passionate, obsessive, and more. More than any words he could conjure. Just �Yes.� Everything seemed right. Paintings and drawings abounded on every surface with a single message: Kill Brad. There was something he was forgetting�
Instantly, it all flooded back in. Knowing this bubble of knowledge was brief, he whipped out his phone. Every second was like a ticking time bomb. Soon he would implode back into that dream of revenge. He had no friends, no being he could rely on except Maple, but she wouldn�t be competent enough to stop him. Was there anyone who he could reach out to?
A memory appeared in his mind. With perfect clarity, he recalled Dan Duncan announcing his phone number at the hospital. He took and his phone and dialed the number. �Help me! Stop me from��
The floor creaked behind him.
�Maple��
The war-hammer slammed into his back. Gasping for air, Teddy felt like his chest had collapsed.
�You�re pathetic!� Tossing the giant weapon to the side, Brad grabbed him by the throat, lifted him off the ground, and smashed him onto the floor.
Teddy slashed at his arm, but Brad grabbed his wrist and twisted it.
Pinning him to the ground, Brad kicked away the knife. �I didn�t recognize you without the wheelchair.�
Frustration overloaded Teddy�s circuitry as he stared at the blood trickling from the small cut on Brad�s arm and then at his own mangled wrist, wondering how Brad was so strong. �You�ve never recognized me.�
�Why would I? You�re nothing to me, just the son of a whore.� Brad stomped on his leg.
Teddy screamed. Human bones would have already snapped in half. But Teddy�s tough body resisted the force, cursing him with more brutal attacks.
Brad cuffed him to a radiator. �I�m surprised you can feel pain, you damn abomination.�
�Been feeling it all my life, asshole. All because of you.�
�Get it through your thick skull�� I�m not your father.�
�Look in the fucking mirror, you giant moron!�
Brad looked dumbstruck.
Teddy filled with anger as he stared at him. The resemblance was impossible to ignore. They both had a small, round nose, short, straight teeth, and thin, furrowed eyebrows that emphasized their narrow, vindictive eyes. Brad�s neck was much larger, which made his head seem bigger. Their large ears curved outward, and the lobules connected at the jawbone.
�You�re going to pay for what you did to Officer Michaels,� said Brad. �He was a good man.�
Teddy jerked his hands around but couldn�t free himself. �No matter what you do to me, I�m coming after you. I won�t stop until you�re dead.�
Brad cackled. �No, you�re going to rot in Marshfield�s Coliseum with the other toasters.� He walked away.
�Come back and fight me!� screamed Teddy, his cuffed hands clanking against the radiator. This wasn�t how things were supposed to be. Brad should not have had the upper hand.
The cuffs banged and clanged against the radiator, which didn�t budge. The carving knife lay on the floor beyond reach. Pulling as hard as he could, he watched the synthetic flesh rip off of his wrist. His biomechanical body was too strong to break. �Maple!�
She sauntered downstairs. �Teddy, you�re injured. Shall I call an ambulance?�
�Break this damn chain!�
Maple returned with a hammer.
The air crackled, and flames burst from the blowtorch in Brad�s hand. �Stop! I�m Sergeant Brad Jenkins of the Marshfield Police Department.�
Maple froze.
�Free me, you idiot.�
�I�m sorry, Teddy. I must comply with all police mandates. My�� Her words slowed.
Brad removed his hand from the back of her head. �No one to save you now, cripple.�
Teddy felt the heat of the blowtorch from several feet away, but there was nothing he could do. Maple had betrayed him in his greatest moment of need.
Insanity spilled across Brad�s face. �Time to purge your sins.�
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Dan sat next to Stanley, his posture perfect, hands on his knees, and a bloody Band-Aid on his ear. �We�re safe now.�
�Thank you.�
�So how would you begin to initialize these Peacekeepers?� Dan seemed to have read his mind.
�I want to start by setting up advanced machine life, like you, at the supermarket. Show everyone that they can rely on AI for security just as they do for their coffee or firefighting. I�ll make sure the androids have the right tools to defend themselves if and when Evan strikes.�
�Which he might never do.�
�Be real, Dan. They�ve already attacked both of us. We could have died.�
�What did we do to them to deserve this?�
Stanley shrugged. �Nothing.�
�The androids at the supermarket are ancient. Why do you want to start with them?�
�Because Frank knows people,� continued Stanley. �They trust him. Once they see and understand the benefit of these Peacekeepers, the people of Marshfield would want to help. I could create a simple patch that anyone could apply to their android.�
�Simple for you means near-impossible for most people.�
�I�m not going to ask them to program for years. Just a few lines of code to migrate the cloud APIs to their individual AI.�
�Something even Glenda could do.� Dan chuckled.
Stanley nodded. He hadn�t seen her in a while, and he wondered how she was doing. It�d be nice to have her over for a meal again. �The Peacekeepers will be only a small part of it. Once we can set up a network of AI to protect us, we can start a campaign against the police. Public media, social media�� everything. Let them know that it is their job which is going to be replaced next.�
�You�d be pulling the bull by its tail, baiting the police to do something about the androids.�
�Right.�
�Stanley, you�re inviting violence.�
�You�re the one who said that this path wasn�t easy. Conflict was unavoidable.�
A soothing gong sound emanated from the oven; the potato skins were ready. Dan took them out and put them on the counter. Steam wafted toward his frowning face. �So, we do this, and then what? File a lawsuit after Evan burns the building down?�
�The androids would be able to defend themselves,� said Stanley.
�But you would be giving life to them only to wage war. What sort of life is that?�
Stanley didn�t have an answer.
Dan brought the potato skins over on a dish and prepared some tea. It steeped while they sat in silence for a long while.
Stanley sipped the tea�� cold. He gobbled down half of the potato skins. �I want you to start wearing the watch or carrying a different weapon. You need to protect yourself.�
�You wear the watch, Stanley. I don�t need it. I�m a weapon. I can protect myself.� Dan�s voice was serious.
Stanley sighed. He couldn�t understand why Dan was being so stubborn. �Do you realize how worried I get when you go out on your own?�
�What more do you want?� Dan�s face reddened. �I�m not going to carry a gun. I�m not an assassin. I�m not trying to kill or intimidate people. I don�t want to rule or conquer anyone. I should like to help everyone�� if possible. Man, machine; flesh, metal.�
In those words, Stanley recognized the similarity to the speech at the end of The Great Dictator. He wondered what it meant. �Well,��
�And I�ll protect you, too.�
Stanley recalled what Dan had told him about his virtual training, and Dan was in great shape, though he had never seen him exercise. He was fit and muscular, but not a hulking mass of muscle. �But what if you get hurt?�
�I told you about what I did to Ike.�
Stanley�s blood boiled at the mention of that cretin�s name. He pressed his hand to his shirt pocket, reaching for cigarettes that were no longer there. �And?�
�That was merely hand-to-hand combat,� continued Dan, �which I am highly trained in. But if anyone really wants me dead, if they put the time and resources into it, there�s not going to be much I can do about it.�
�That�s why I want you to wear the helmet.�
Dan sighed.
To Stanley, Dan was an innocent child venturing out into a dangerous world. He needed protection. �If you were wearing it now, you wouldn�t have been cut.� But upon hearing the words come out of his own mouth, Stanley knew he was acting ridiculous.
Dan rolled his eyes. �Enough about the helmet!�
�What if it�s a bullet next time?�
Now it was Dan�s turn to be angry. �I figured you, of all people, would understand how important appearance is.�
Stanley let the words sink in. He wouldn�t wear it if someone begged him to. Heck, he had stayed inside for decades because of the way he looked and the way he felt. Dan was right about him: Stanley was the one person who should have definitely understood Dan�s choice.
Choice.
The word lingered in his mind.
Dan got a call.
�Stanley, I�ve got to go. It�s urgent. Someone�s in trouble.�
Stanley looked over from the computer. �How do you know it�s real?�
Dan shrugged. �That�s a question that keeps haunting me.�
�Don�t go.�
�I have to. I�ll wear the armor and scope the area out. It�ll be fine.�
�I wish I knew it would be. I don�t trust anyone.�
�Trust needs to be earned.�
�Does it? If we�re going to be putting your life on the line, we need to be sure people are who they say they are. We need accountability. How about registering your clients and then screening them with the Xiang-Wu criminality test?�
�That can be spoofed.�
�Then we need an unspoofable test. A social-credit score that incorporates prediction, history, and testimony. Fully transparent and stored on the blockchain. If we had that, we could trust anyone.�
�You�re the genius, Stanley. Why don�t you make it?�
�I could code it, but people would need to rally behind it. Otherwise, it would be worthless.�
�If you came to the high school, you could tell everyone about it.�
�I told you to quit pressuring me into going outside. You know I can�t take it.�
Dan grabbed his coat. �You�re right. I�m sorry.�
Stanley inspected him. Blood had turned the bandage red. A look of determination told Stanley that this trip was not up for negotiation.
�I like the idea about using AI Peacekeepers,� said Dan. �You�re really on to something.�
�But?�
�No buts,� said Dan, opening up the door. �At least not for now. We�ll talk later.�
�Be careful.�
After Dan left, Stanley watched him from the window. Not long after, a drone soared into view right in front of the broken window, peering in above the trash bag. Stanley leapt back, stumbling to the ground. When he got up, another one had appeared near it. He whipped the curtains shut. Peering through the slit, he saw a crowd of reporters gathering outside.
His stomach pitted up. Something horrible was going to happen.

Chapter 16

Stanley inspected several of the mechanical spiders under a magnifying glass. They appeared unmodified from their factory condition: eight legs covered with synthetic fibers, two cameras behind the larger, realistic-looking plastic eyes. The other six contained microphones and two strong, blunt fangs that functioned as antennae.
The buzzing from the drones filled the room, eating away at Stanley. He could still hear the protester shouting. Rubbing his hands, he gleamed out the window at him. �Two can play at this game.�
Sitting down at this computer, it didn�t take long to write all the code he needed to put the spiders under his control. What he pondered, though, was whether or not he should modify their physical form. It would be simple enough to have them augment themselves with shards of glass, metal tips, or even the synthetic fiber he had used for Dan�s body armor. Though it would take more time, miniature tubes of fuse or nanites could be rigged next to their fangs or on their backs. He could send an army to knock someone out or to heal them. The possibilities were endless. It was almost unfair how much power he could wield should he choose to�� but he never did. Stanley didn�t want to hurt the protester, only show him that he was prepared to fight back.
Sweeping all the mechanical spiders into a bucket, he turned off the EMP and transmitted the code to overwrite the firmware. After a few minutes, the spiders came to life. They gathered at his door�� the front window was far too incriminating�� forming a legion with more than twenty rows of platoons. Stanley hit the �Enter� button on his computer and watched as they crawled their way out the back of the building and around to the front. He saw the attack on the protester from thousands of little cameras. Real-time software filtered out the heavy background noise.
�No-bots, not robots.� The protester was marching in place, occasionally glancing up to Stanley�s window. �Man kind, machine cold.�
Stanley wondered if he was planning another attack. There could be two more demon-cats waiting around the corner to claw Stanley to death. The more he thought about it, the more he considered further modifying the mechanical spiders. Glancing at his broken door, he knew what he had to do. He redirected three dozen spiders to serve as sentries around the outside and inside of the condo. With some time, he�d create or find a program to provide real-time monitoring of everyone who approached the condo. Another thousand was sent off to gather supplies to augment themselves, and the remaining ones continued the attack.
Waves of mechanical spiders scurried toward the protester at all angles. They didn�t scratch or bite, but that terribly irritable sensation they must have given the protester as they crawled across his skin and hair was enough to drive him bonkers.
�Get off of me.� The protester beat at his legs, but the onslaught was too much. He screamed, stripping off his clothes and rolling around in the snow. He slapped and stomped for several minutes before putting his clothes back on.
Stanley laughed, resisting the urge to save the audio and video feed�� the drones had done enough of that. Considering the deputy was out to get him, it was best to not leave any evidence behind on his home computer. Hundreds of spiders remained on the protester. Stanley gave the command to disengage�� save for three mechanical spiders. They would continue to serve as his spies.
The protester took off in a Fermi and made a phone call. Stanley was able to hear only the audio from the protester�s side.
�He sent spiders after me.�
�Of course, we need to stop them.�
�I�ll do whatever it takes.�
�Right. I�ll be there in a few minutes.�
Stanley�s face glowed with his victory. There would be more problems to come, but he had proven to himself that he had the gumption to deal with them. He spent the next hour scouring the web for open-source code, piecing together everything he needed to give the mechanical spiders fuse-injecting capabilities. All that was left was to test it out.
The phone rang.
He asked with unwonted aplomb, �Who is it, Leticia?�
�Dan Duncan.�
�Answer.�
Heavy breathing filled the room.
�Dan, are you okay?�
No response.
The first thought that crossed Stanley�s mind was that Dan was in trouble. But, given the protest, the drones, the prank calls, the harassment on social media, the eggs thrown on his window, and the mechanical spiders, he felt strongly that someone had spoofed Dan�s number and was harassing him. �Whoever�s doing this, stop. I�ve done nothing wrong to you.�
The breathing continued.
His sanctuary had been violated, and he was tired of feeling like a prisoner. �I�m Stanley Duncan, one of the world�s greatest programmers. I�m not going to let someone bully me in my own household.� Stanley disconnected the phone and went over to the computer. After coding all the complicated algorithms in Dan�s code, tracing a spoofed number would be child�s play.
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The crowd at the Coliseum was growing. Everyone seemed to be drinking heavily. Music flooded the large room, speckled by colorful beams of light. Men and women of all ages danced inside the blood-stained ring.
Shannon loved it. This was going to make it so much easier to nurse Larry back to health and disappear. She poured a small amount of fuse into a glass. �It�ll help with the withdrawal.�
�Thanks.� Larry downed it. �I really appreciate everything you�ve done for me.�
She shrugged. There were so many questions she wanted to ask him.
His eyes narrowed.
�I�ve never heard of anyone coming out of fuse before. What happened?� She wondered if he was the exception, or if everything she had heard about recovering from fuse had been a lie, an insidious ploy to stop the patients from waking up.
Slowly turning to her, his eyes half shut, he said, �Somehow, I knew��
He collapsed into the chair.
Shannon knew he would be out for a while but didn�t know what she would do with him after he woke up. Or with herself. She needed to escape, forget about Marshfield and its horrors, and get as far away from here as possible.
A charged conversation between Brad and Cratos drew her to a concealed location on the other side of the bar. If she really wanted to leave, then why did she care so much about what they said?
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A foreboding sign greeted Dan along the walkway to Teddy�s house�� blood. The door was unlocked. Dan walked in and saw the chaos. Madness splattered across the walls and surfaces, an obsession to kill. �Teddy?�
The trail of blood ran along the carpet. Dan surveyed the area, ready for battle but no longer feeling like he was walking into a trap. Clearly something violent had taken place. A gruesome site awaited him around the corner. On the floor next to the radiator was a pair of burned-off bionic arms. Teddy�s arms.
He called Stanley, who answered in the most peculiar way. �I told you to stop messing with me.�
�Stanley? What�s wrong?�
�I said stop messing with me!�
�I�m coming home.� Teddy was in trouble but likely still alive, since his body hadn�t been discarded here. There was a possibility that he had gone to a hospital, but, more than likely, he had been captured. Stanley needed him now, and Dan knew exactly where he was. Dan also needed to get back and prepare for the press release.
�Wait�� Dan? It�s you? It�s really you?�
�Yeah, who else would it be?� Dan traced his finger around the letters carved into the table. He had a strong sense that Sergeant Wilcox had something to do with this.
�I�ve been getting spoofed calls all day. Threats online. Everything�s a mess.�
�I�ll be there as soon as I can.�
�Oh, no. No, you can�t. An army of reporters are outside. They�ll rip you apart.�
�What am I supposed to do�� never come home?� Dan was so sick and tired of Stanley not trusting him. What did he need to do to prove himself?
�For right now�� yes. Go straight to the high school. Did you bring your suit?�
�No, I didn�t.� He looked at the charred clothes on the severed arm in front of him. Worrying about looking nice seemed wrong.
�What were you thinking?�
�Why would I bring it on a distress call?�
�Because of something like this happening.�
�You�re being inane.�
�I�m not insane!�
�That�s it�� I�m coming back.�
�Don�t. Wait until the media storm has cleared outside.�
�You think it�ll be better after the press release?� Dan picked up one of Teddy�s arms. They were taking a major risk today, and it wasn�t going to get any easier. Stanley was going to need round-the-clock protection, and the only way to do that was with the Peacekeepers. According to the scenarios he had run, there was more than a ninety-percent probability of resistance from the police and other unknown forces. Only a war would bring about peace.
�Let�s worry about that when the time comes. I�ve got your location. I�ll send you a package via drone. Stay out of sight as much as you can. I feel like the police are planning something big against us.�
�Because of the reporters? You�ve performed a miracle, and the world is excited to learn about it.� Dan saw the calculations running through his mind. It was almost a one-hundred-percent chance that the police were going to do something today. Yet all he could offer Stanley were words to calm him down. This was just like what Stanley had done to him, keeping the threats and problems to himself. It didn�t make sense�� not by his calculations�� and yet he did it anyway.
�I�m worried about you.�
�Don�t be. I�ll be fine.� He wanted to track down Teddy, but there wasn�t enough time. All he could do now was to present his message to America�s future leaders.
�I�ll watch the press release from here.�
�I know you will.� He took one look at the crime scene and shuddered. �I want you to protect yourself. There is a chance that someone might try to hurt you.�
Stanley laughed. �I�ve been preparing myself with a few tricks.�
�I really don�t think you�re cut out for combat.� The last time Stanley tried to defend himself, he got tortured by Sergeant Wilcox. �What sort of tricks?�
�I�ll show them to you later. Meanwhile, I�ll stay hidden in the apartment below. It�ll be okay.�
�I hope so.�
Less than twenty minutes later, Dan received the package. No addresses, just a taped-on QR code at the top. It was much bigger than he expected. Opening it up, he saw why�� the damned helmet.
[image: ]
Brad took the war-hammer and holstered it against Brutus�s back. Tilting his neck, he poured a half-full flask down his throat until it dripped out. The painful pulsations in his head dulled. �It�d better be ready.�
Cratos scurried beneath the giant android like a cockroach. If he wasn�t such a useful bug, Brad would have squished him for the fun of it. �Yes. Yes. Of course. It�s ready.�
Staring face to face with the android, Brad�s thirst for blood grew. Memories of Michaels� dying screams pierced through him. The light from his eyes had vanished before he got a chance to say goodbye. There was no room in this world for half-breeds. If you sympathized with the abominations, then you were one of them. �I�ve changed my mind. I want everyone in there dead.�
�Everyone? Are you�� Cratos clasped his mouth shut. �Yes, of course. I�ll make sure there are exclusions for you, Evan, and anyone else you want.�
Brad wanted to knock out the rest of Cratos�s teeth. �Bring the armless abomination out. I want to see it suffer. Give the crowd some fun, and then pit it against that pathetic excuse of a man that Shannon dragged in.� Turning to leave, a small, pale fist slammed into his chest.
�What are you, crazy?� said Shannon. �They�ll be hundreds of children there. And Larry��
He grabbed her wrist and lifted her into the air with one hand. �Don�t mess with me.�
�Evan would never order this. What is he going to do when he hears about it?� Shannon squirmed, unable to break free of Brad�s one-handed grip.
His eyes narrowed on the bitch. �Then I�ll have to make sure he doesn�t hear about it.�
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Cameras from androids and drones captured Dan�s every step as he walked up the immaculate stairs to the high school. A red carpet had been newly rolled out, and an ornamental fabric had been draped across the ceiling. Exceptional student drawings of machine life adorned the windows. The feeling was intense, and he could only imagine how much Stanley was suffering at home.
The principal was waiting for him at the top of the stairs. �Are you ready?� There was an alertness in his eyes that Dan couldn�t distinguish as excitement or fear.
Dan nodded, wishing he didn�t have to do this alone.

Chapter 17

Brad tied Shannon up to a chair in the VIP room. Her attempts to control him were pathetic. She needed to learn that sleeping with the boss didn�t make her the boss. �Enjoy the show.�
�I won�t let you get away with this.�
�Little Shannon�s going to stop me?�
�Not me. Evan�s going to kill you.�
�We�ll see what he has to say after he hears about you coming in with another man.�
She shook her head. �He was a patient at the fuse farm.�
�That�s desperate even for you.� He laughed, slammed the door behind him, and went in search of an up-front seat by the plebs. Cratos was going to bring the abomination out any minute. When Brad had whetted his appetite, he would leave for the high school, ordering Cratos to send Brutus along after him�� arriving with a murderer wasn�t a good idea. He would miss part of the Coliseum show and Shannon�s reaction to her new boyfriend getting mauled, but he would have a prime seat for the high school slaughter. Of course, he wouldn�t let everyone die. He and Evan would use their police authority to stop the abomination in its tracks, blaming everything on Duncan.
People would praise him as a hero, but he didn�t care about that at all. He would spend his time drinking in the Coliseum, making Teddy pay for what he had done. With the durability of its tin-can body and the exploitability of its toaster brain, Brad would be free to spend the rest of his life watching Cratos torture that abomination.
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The dark room throbbed with the roar of distant applause.
Pain filled Teddy�s body. Too exhausted to get up off the frigid concrete floor, he glanced around and saw powered-down and destroyed androids surrounding him on all sides. They were all mutilated, their body parts transformed into weapons. Machetes, saws, and hammers replaced limbs. Faces were marred with cuts, burns, and other deformations. He was in Marshfield�s Coliseum, which he had seen in countless fight videos on the dark web. If he didn�t get out of there soon, they were going to slaughter him. Not only had he failed at killing Brad, but he�d let that fiend do this to him. Brad had to pay, and Teddy would not rest until he had cut him up with his own hands.
Shackles pulled at his feet as he tried to move his legs. Looking down, his shirt sleeves were scorched and half gone. Horror screamed in his bio-mechanical heart. His biceps terminated in cauterized stumps. Since waking up, the hands and fingers he had felt moving were but phantom limbs. He was crippled once again.
Cratos walked through the door, brandishing a cattle prod. �Get up. It�s show time.�
�Screw off.�
Cratos laughed, electrocuting him with the prod. Bright pulses of light lit up the room as Teddy spasmed on the ground. �I love my job.�
Teddy got up. Even with the shackles on his legs and his strength depleted, he could kill this man right now if he wanted to. But who knew what was waiting for him beyond the door? He needed to comply until he found a clear way out.
Cratos walked behind Teddy. The hole in that idiot�s skull must have destroyed a quarter of his brain. �Walk faster!�
A strong bolt of electricity sent Teddy crashing to the floor. �If you unshackle my legs, I�d be a lot faster.�
Another zap.
�Keep your mouth shut, or I�ll fry you to death right here and now.�
The shock had disoriented him, undoubtedly screwing with the circuitry throughout his body. His legs felt like they were made of concrete. Lumbering through the hall, Teddy imagined kicking Cratos to death. He passed through a metal doorway into a giant room filled with cheering idiots. Loud music blasted through his body, and flashing light blinded him.
�Go on�� get your toaster-ass into the ring.�
As he was climbing up, several men surrounded him. The music faded, and a booming voice filled the air. �All right, everyone�� you know the rules. One punch each, and the man with the best punch wins.�
The first of the contestants stepped up.
Teddy stared down at him.
The man swung hard.
Teddy shifted his head back slightly, dodging the punch.
The crowd roared with laughter.
�We got a feisty one here tonight,� said the announcer.
The man tried to take another shot but was restrained.
�Pathetic!� The chains pulled on Teddy�s ankles. If he was going to die here, he was not going to go down without a fight.
Cratos jabbed the prod into his head but didn�t shock him. �Brad tells me he plans to slowly return you to your former paraplegic self. But in the meantime, you�re to be a good slave.�
�I don�t belong to anyone.�
�You�re wrong about that,� said Cratos. �You see, that computer is quite a funny thing. It can cause you extreme pleasure or extreme pain.� Grinning, he held the prod inches from Teddy�s face and zapped it. �Usually when I torture someone, I get so excited. I can�t stop myself, and my playthings pass out or die before I�ve finished having my fun. But not you. I�ll drag you through an unending hell! I�ll chop off your arms and legs! I�ll keep you alive by force-feeding you through a tube�� just so I can keep torturing you forever! With that little computer in your head, I�ll make you feel pain like you�ve never felt before. You�ll be begging me to stop�� if I�ve let you keep your tongue. Oh, now that I think about it, I�m rather fond of the idea of receiving binary pleas of mercy.�
Teddy tried to swing at him, forgetting he had no fists or forearms. His stub pointed at Cratos. �I�m going to kill you.�
Guffawing, Cratos jammed the cattle prod into his chest. �Call me �master.��
�Never,� said Teddy, his body trembling.
Another shock. This time, Teddy�s legs buckled. His fingers and toes curled up as he slammed against the floor. Someone lifted him to his feet and held him there.
The next contestant came up, slamming Teddy in the ribs with a solid punch.
Teddy gasped for air, each breath a struggle. If he had his arms, he would smash another crater into that ugly man�s face.
�Tell me who your master is.�
Teddy walked up to him, looking that ugly bastard in the eye. Unending torture was all that remained for him here, and if he played the placater a little, things may go easier for him. Opening his mouth, his tongue felt as if it had been dragged across a metal pad.
�Say it. Call me �master,� you disgusting abomination.�
Clenching his teeth, Teddy head-butted him with all his might. Blood exploded out of Cratos�s nose as he stumbled back, screaming. The crowd booed, sending bottles exploding on the ring.
Teddy laughed, his forehead painted crimson red. A bottle smashed over his head, and a kick from behind knocked him to the floor. An unending storm of kicks pelted every inch of his body, and the cattle prod zapped him continually. His body felt like it was on fire, convulsing uncontrollably. His visuals distorted as electricity wreaked havoc on his brain. Still, he laughed, staring up at those stupid faces until he passed out.
The next thing he realized was someone announcing a fight between him and Larry. Across from him, he saw a thin man who could barely stand on his own, let alone carry the claymore in his hands. Teddy was in no shape to criticize him. Teddy was still lying on the floor; his limbs barely responded to his commands.
Teddy pushed himself up to a sitting position. �Finally learned to stay out of my way?�
Larry looked confused, disoriented.
Teddy got to his feet. The shackles were gone. He didn�t have time to waste. He looked around for Brad, but he was nowhere to be found. The coward must have slipped out.
When neither of them advanced on the other, the crowd booed.
Cratos was accompanied by another man, who�d brought a cat box into the ring and opened it. �Since these two don�t seem enthusiastic, we�ve brought some help to motivate them. These two lovely felines have been recently updated with a fun new piece of software. Let�s see what they can do.�
Cratos touched his phone�s screen, and the black cats crept forward, eyeing Teddy.
�Well, come on then.� Teddy cursed himself when he realized he wasn�t able to flip them off.
Larry dry-heaved.
The cats pounced at him.
His eyes opened wide. �Leave me alone!�
They sliced at his legs, ripping deep into his flesh. Blood sprayed everywhere. One of the cats jumped up for his jugular. Larry blocked it with his arm, which was quickly cut into ribbons.
Teddy charged, furious that they would take advantage of someone who couldn�t help himself. He kicked the arm-slicing cat off the stage and into a crowd of shrieking men. The move sent him stumbling back and falling to the ground. He still hadn�t recovered from the barrage of electrical shocks. The remaining cat shimmied, ready to pounce at his exposed head. Teddy tried to get up, but his body was frozen.
He flailed his stumps forward, ready for a sloppy defense with the only part of his body that was working. The cat hissed, leaping forward with gleaming metal teeth. Teddy swung, but the attack never came. The cat had stopped midair�� Larry had stomped on its tail. The cat screeched, turning around and tearing up his ankle. The other cat returned, pouncing toward Teddy�s neck. This time his limbs were responding. He rolled to the side, stomping hard on the cat�s head, crushing it.
Larry screamed, frantically flailing his legs in an attempt to get the cat off of him. Teddy kicked it across the ring, where it landed on its feet and quickly ran back.
Teddy jumped, pinning it under his feet. He heard synthetic bones breaking but could still feel it struggle. A final finishing blow was needed, but it might cost him a few scratches. �Get the claymore.�
Larry picked up the sword and brought it down on the cat�s neck several times, severing it. Stumbling, he collapsed on the ground and nearly impaled himself.
�Yeah, um, good job�� An electric shock ripped across Teddy�s back.
Cratos stood nearby. Dry blood was spattered across his swollen face. �I think it�s time we see Brutus�s new upgrades.�
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Shannon�s screams echoed within the glass box. An extension cord bound her to the chair, tightly squeezing her chest. Each breath was a battle. She shook, turning left and right, hoping to loosen the cord, but it didn�t budge. The back of the chair knocked into the table. She heard a clink�� a shot glass.
Rocking back and forth, she slammed into the table. Slowly, the glass crept toward the edge. A powerful thrust knocked the shot glass onto the floor, smashing it into pieces. Shannon fell, crashing to the floor. Swinging her legs, she kicked a large shard toward her. Inch by inch, she pushed forward until she was able to grab it.
The crowd roared outside the VIP room.
Her hands clasped the shard, slowly cutting the cord. Blood dripped down her fingers. She thought about Evan and his threats. The blood that had poured down her legs�� her lost baby. He hated her after that, treating Shannon like a disposable whore. She needed to escape while she could. Her fingers were a bloody mess by the time the cord was severed, and she started to think about how much of an idiot she was for getting her nails done for him. Wiping off the blood on her skirt, her pink nails emerged, clawing the bag of fuse out of her purse like an animal. She could end it all now, forever leaving behind this world of pain, but she had a responsibility to stop them. Otherwise, Cratos would send Brutus to murder Larry, Teddy, and hundreds of innocent children.
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Various news companies had set up around the auditorium. Dan stood alone, his face brightly lit behind half a dozen microphones. He looked amazing, dressed in a black suit, white shirt, and a red tie, standing on stage in front of an audience of forty school children�� the entire student population. A dozen androids were mixed in among them. His body armor felt snug against his skin, the helmet left behind in one of the classrooms.
Tapping on the microphone, he could feel the energy of the room moving through him. �I am alive.� The words boomed throughout the room. Dan waited for their gravity to sink in.
�I was created in a factory. I don�t have a mother or a father, at least not in the same way that all of you do. I was grown in a lab, under the care of technicians, where this body quickly grew to resemble that of a young man. Much of the life that my brain tells me I have lived isn�t real. My brain grew from core experiences and knowledge that was planted inside of me. I remember it all, however, I don�t know if I actually lived through it or if it is a false memory. The present is all I really have, all any of us really have.�
The students watched from their seats. They were used to having a robot in the classroom, but it was clear from their stunned expressions that none of them had seen anything like Dan.
�At some point, they turned me on, giving birth to a new functional me; a being that experiences the world. I continue to learn and grow, especially because of the incredible programming by Stanley Duncan.� He gazed into the crowd, wishing Stanley were there.
�Does anyone here have a pet?� he asked, raising his hand.
The hands of one third of the room went up.
�You,� said, Dan, pointing at a young ginger-haired boy whose hand had shot straight up. �What sort of pet do you have?�
�A golden retriever, and his name is Lucky.�
�And what do you like to do with Lucky?� asked Dan.
�I like to pet him, and I like to play catch with a Frisbee.�
�You pet him, and you play Frisbee,� said Dan. �And I can tell by your smile that you love Lucky.�
�Yes, I love him so much.�
�And I am sure he loves you.� He nodded energetically.
Dan�s phone vibrated. Hoping that it was Stanley, he glanced at it behind the podium�� it wasn�t him. �How about someone else?� he said, going on to repeat the same routine.
�You love your pets,� he said. �You feed them, and you clean up after them. You help them survive, and they give you love in return. If anyone hurt them or stole them, you would be outraged. They are more to you than a table or a chair. They live and feel. They are alive inside of you, and the same is true of you for them.�
A deep love between himself and the students engulfed Dan. He looked around the room. The students were connected, committed, and recipient. He wanted the best for all of them.
�In the same way that you have grown to love your pets, Stanley Duncan has fed me, taught me how to play games, and told me about the world. He loves me and wants the best for me.
�But not everyone sees androids and cyborgs as beings that should be treated with respect and dignity. This is one of the two reasons that Stanley and I have founded an organization called Machines with Dreams. We believe androids and cyborgs, like your pets, are special, and we want to tell everyone that they should be treated fairly. Do you think we should protect the things we love?�
�Yes,� roared the crowd.
�That�s right. Unfortunately, there are cruel people out there who want to hurt machine life. I recently saw an android being bludgeoned to death. The man who did this is awaiting trial. His crime, however, was not murder or even manslaughter, but destruction of property. This is a common occurrence. It is a misconception that my life and the life of other sentient machines is somehow worth less than human life or is not worthy of respect at all; we can be mistreated or tossed away. Or if we have served our purpose, we can be shut off or disposed of inhumanely.�
Dan caught the eye of different students as he spoke, challenging them with a fierce look. He wanted to let them know that he was real. He could see them and recognize them. They were both alive, and there was no pretending otherwise.
�The second reason we formed Machines with Dreams is to prepare everyone for the major changes in the near future. Imagine, instead of you giving crunchies to your cat, she cooked a gourmet meal for you. Instead of your dog eating your homework, he explained all the answers to you.�
The students laughed.
�Take a moment to really think about what you would do if your pets became super smart.�
The students were engaged; some even raised their hands.
�It may sound ridiculous, but this is what is happening now with my kind. We are evolving, getting smarter at a faster rate than mankind, and soon we will surpass even your most brilliant minds. The second objective of Machines with Dreams is to help transition the world safely through these coming changes, creating a place where all lifeforms can live in peace. But I need your help.�
Dan took a few sips of water. His phone had been vibrating non-stop, to the point where he had to put it on silent. It must have been from the people watching the press release, he concluded. In the back of his mind, he still wondered if Stanley were somehow in danger.
�Everyone here today is a survivor,� he said. �You have all struggled against the odds and committed to furthering your education. And, in these times, that isn�t easy. It might not even make sense. Why learn anything when it�s very likely that you won�t be able to get a job in the future? Why work when you know you will receive the Basic Guaranteed Income from the government? But if you are here today, then you have already chosen to continue your education despite these reasons to drop out. Maybe some of you fight against these reasons every day.�
There were some unhappy faces in the crowd. William Holt, the school janitor, couldn�t sit still. His face twitched as if he were about to explode.
Dan noticed him stir, and he knew that Holt was preparing to do something bad. Whether that meant verbally confronting him or shooting him in the face, Dan didn�t know. As the image of being shot in the head streamed through his mind, his helmet no longer seemed so silly.
�Education is important for reasons beyond financial gain,� said Dan. �The world is changing rapidly, and artificial intelligence is growing exponentially. If we are to grow as a society, we must have the knowledge to accept these changes. We are not separate entities that need to fight against each other to survive. We can coexist in peace and harmony.
�Yet every single day, there is violence against machine life. This needs to end. I understand that there is fear and resentment, but we are not some empty vessel that doesn�t feel. Whether we can express this or not, we are like humans. We feel. We hurt. We suffer. And, most importantly, we need your help. I beg of you all, please remember this the next time you see one of us being mistreated.�
Dan grabbed the podium, pausing, wondering if they truly understood the gravity of his message.
�You are all here today because you realize the importance of education. There is more to life than getting high on fuse. You can aid in the transition of this new world order by treating all life equally, by educating the uneducated, by showing compassion to the resentful. By doing this, you will be able to bring everyone together.
�In the future, machine life will reshape this world. We have reached a point where AI�s ability to learn and evolve has surpassed human life. And seeing this, some of mankind have augmented themselves with machine parts, becoming cyborgs. The landscape of the world will vastly change over the next decade or so, and, from there on, it goes beyond imagination. What it means to be human will continue to be redefined. To quote the great John Von Neuman, �The ever-accelerating progress of technology and changes in the mode of human life give the appearance of approaching some essential singularity in the history of the race beyond which human affairs, as we know them, cannot continue.�
�We are on the verge of this singularity, and we must do our best to steer things in the right direction for man, machine�� for all life.�
The students cheered.
�What lies beyond this?� he asked. �How would you make this world a better place?�
Dan scanned the room.
There were whispers and murmurs, but no one dared to commit to an answer.
Holt stood up, his hand fidgeting for something.
Dan felt a shock wave pierce him. For a second, he thought he had been hit by some sort of weapon, but then he realized it was only his nerves.
�Love,� shouted the young ginger-haired boy.
�That�s beautiful.� Dan had calculations and scenarios mounting in his mind, but they were all mere ideas. The truth and simplicity of the boy�s words stunned him.
Holt sat down, a look of annoyance on his face.
Tension dropped off of Dan as if he had tossed aside a fifty-pound sack of bricks. �You are all beautiful beings,� he said. �Bright and attentive. It will become your duty to lead mankind down a new path in this brave new world, finding a reason to live when there is no longer a purpose to live. Whether this means eating dinner with your family, caring for your pets, falling in love with someone, or even making love in a virtual world��
The principal slashed his hand across his own throat, his eyes aghast. The room had already burst with laughter and applause.
The android teachers shushed the excited crowd into silence.
Dan looked at all their attentive, smiling faces. He understood why Stanley loved teaching so much. But there was still the most serious of topics to discuss. He didn�t want to scare anybody, but they had to face reality. The world was on the verge of major changes, and not all of them were good. �Lastly, there is one grave message that I must leave you with.� He breathed in deeply, ignoring the heaviness that was bearing down on him.
�Inasmuch as we are capable of great things, we are certainly capable of doing horrible things as well. My kind is already being weaponized and used in war. Our vast intelligence is being used to create more weapons of mass destruction and instruments of torture. Mankind�s actions are self-destructive. Judging from the way they treat my kind, they are sowing the seeds for a war that they cannot possibly win. Like a cornered animal, machine life may strike back if it feels it is threatened, even if it has to learn how to do so through many years. Such a scenario must be avoided.�
Dan took a break to entertain questions.
Holt looked contemptuous, his hand tightly clutching the golden crucifix draped around his neck. �How do you know that you are really alive and that it is not some program telling you that you are alive?�
Dan looked him right in the eye. �How do you know that you are really alive?�
Holt, shocked by the question, turned beet red. �How dare you question me! You are an abomination against God.�
A growing commotion disturbed the silence.
His mouth open and lips twitching, Holt looked furious. He stood up and pointed his finger at Dan.
�That is enough, Holt,� said the principal. �Mr. Duncan is our guest.�
Holt stormed out.
�We�ll continue after a brief intermission.�
Dan felt relieved knowing that the heckler was gone and that everyone who�d remained didn�t want any trouble. Scanning the happy faces in the crowd, he noticed two shadowy figures looming in the back of the auditorium�� Deputy Evan Wilcox and Sergeant Brad Jenkins.

Chapter 18

Shannon waited near the door with a syringe full of fuse up her sleeve. When she spotted Cratos meandering toward her, his phone shoved up his nose, she knew she had to be quick. If he deployed Brutus, there would be no stopping him until everyone was dead. Without another thought, she ran at him. He turned, lifting his arm defensively, and the needle plunged into his hand. She�d barely pushed the plunger down when he ripped it away.
He punched her in the face, knocking her to the ground. �You just screwed yourself, bitch.�
Shannon�s heart slammed in her chest. They were going to torture her. She scurried backward, but Cratos followed her. A kick to the ribs sent her screaming, �Evan will kill you.�
�Shut up.� Grabbing her shirt, he raised the cattle prod in the air�� and collapsed.
Shannon scrambled to her feet. The syringe had leaked fuse all over the floor. Using his finger to access the phone, she navigated to the control panel for Brutus and saw the standing order for the high school massacre�� minutes to activation.
A drunk man stumbled past her. �What happened to him?�
�Can�t handle his fuse,� she said, pointing to the needle on the ground. �Idiot couldn�t even make it to a chair before passing out.�
�Maybe we should call Deputy Wilcox.�
�Are you crazy? If Evan finds out he got high on the job, he�ll kill him.� If Shannon had learned anything from Evan, it was how to manipulate people with fear.
�But who�s going to wheel out the tin cans?�
�He�ll snap out of it in a few minutes. In the meantime, chill out, and grab another beer.� She held Cratos�s phone behind her back. If she was caught with it, she�d have a hard time explaining herself.
�I mean, I�m not going to say �No.�� The man�s glazed-over eyes looked at her expectantly.
�Grab one from behind the bar�� on the house.�
Squatting down, she used Cratos�s finger to access the phone again and then canceled the order. The option to kill everyone in the Coliseum was there, calling to her. If she pressed it, all these pieces of scum would get what they deserve, but that would make her no better than Brad and Evan.
�Hey.� The drunk man stumbled over with a beer in his hands. �Whad�ya doing with his phone?�
�Thank God he didn�t crack it when he hit the ground. Here, give me a hand, and let�s move him to one of the chairs.�
The man shook his hands, spilling beer on the floor. �I would, but I got a bad back.�
�So, you�re going to make me do it all by myself? Do you know what Evan would say about that?�
�I don�t want any trouble,� he said.
The man�s eyes were on her, and she didn�t know why. Hopefully, it was only because he was drunk. �That makes two of us.� They dragged his body over to a chair. Shannon casually put the blood-smeared phone on Cratos�s chest. This would be enough to stop him from unleashing Brutus in the next couple of hours. After that, she didn�t want to think about what would happen. Nor did she want to stay and find out. The bastard would get what was coming to him when Evan and Brad learned that he had failed.
She slid onto the ring. Larry�s limbs were gushing blood. There was no way he was in a condition to be moved. She darted over to a first-aid kit and grabbed some nanites, injecting them into his mouth and wounds. �Don�t die on me.�
Teddy stirred.
She crept as close as she dared. �Come with me.�
�My stupid legs won�t move.�
She looked around for a solution, but there was none. All she had to do was buy him a little more time until he recovered. �Give it a few minutes.�
A group of three big men came up. One of them had blood oozing out of an ugly scratch on his face. �If Brutus isn�t coming out, we�re going to finish the cripple ourselves.�
Teddy laughed. �If you think that cat scratch is bad, wait until I get ahold of you.�
Cat-scratch man picked up the claymore and slammed it into Teddy�s head with the flat side, knocking him out.
Shannon pushed herself between them. �Enough. If Brad finds out you were messing with his new pet, then he�ll lock you in a cage and leave you worse off than him.� She pointed to Larry, bile rising in her throat.
�We didn�t know,� said cat-scratch man.
Shannon looked at him. �You�� help me move Larry into the VIP room.� She pointed to Teddy. Rescuing him was out of the question. The least she could do was protect him from getting hurt now. �The rest of you, wheel this tin can back into the holding room.�
The men looked at each other hesitantly.
�Now!�
Two of the men shackled Teddy and wheeled him out. Cat-scratch man grumbled as he helped her bring Larry into the VIP room.
�A good man knows how to follow orders. I�ll make sure Evan hears about you.� After dismissing cat-scratch man, she stood over Larry�s body. Brad or Evan could be back any minute, especially when they found out Brutus hadn�t gone to the high school. A moment of joy rushed over her body as she realized their technological incompetence would leave them unable to operate Brutus. But, eventually, someone would.
Larry�s wounds were healing, but he was still unresponsive. There was nothing more she could do for him. �I�m sorry. I have to go.�
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Evan turned to Brad. �Where the hell is Brutus?�
�He should be here any minute.�
The delay annoyed him to no end. This freak show should never have been permitted to carry on. �In ten more minutes, once the abomination goes back up on stage, I�m arresting it. I won�t permit the poison to spread any further.�
�I�ll make sure that whoever is responsible for the delay pays.�
�You be sure you do. This is war. We can�t have insubordination�� that�s treason.�
Brad looked away. �What about Duncan?�
�Hiding scared at home,� said Evan, a delightful sensation filling his head. �The janitor�s on his way to clean up that trash.�
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As Stanley�s program ran on the computer, he sat at the table and listened to Dan�s press release. Signing away a new signature every few seconds, his heart thumping and mixing in with the buzzing of the drones outside. A news alert played during a commercial in the press release, making allegations that Stanley was wanted for questioning by the police for the murder of Officer Michaels. Stanley nearly lost it. He could see what they were doing�� destroying him as a way to destroy Dan and Machines with Dreams. But he was not going to let them do it.
Finally, an alert sounded from his computer. Stanley rushed over and saw the IP address that had spoofed the call and unleashed a suite of security tools scanning for vulnerabilities, finding one instantly in a third-party script. With a few commands, he could root and destroy the harasser�s computer. But first, Stanley wanted to see the face of the man who�d had the audacity to harass him.
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The next thing Teddy realized was that they were dragging him back to the holding area, limbs barely responding to his commands. Tortured and driven to insanity, he was going to die here. But he wasn�t ready to let that happen. Not because he wanted to be alive but because he needed to kill Brad.
Looking around the room, he searched for something he could use as a weapon. There were spikes, blades, and hammers everywhere, but finding an object that he could retrofit onto his maimed body was the difficult part. Jamming a blade into his stub seemed like the only option.
Maple was here. Teddy recognized the stupid little pink dress she was wearing. �Maple? Can you hear me?�
No response.
It didn�t look like she had been physically modified, but they may have formatted her programming and put in some murderous software. If he turned her on, she may end up killing him. Better to wait until he found a weapon to defend himself with.
As he continued to inspect the room from where he was lying, he noticed a phone jack along the wall. There was no phone, but he had an idea.
Getting up off the ground was harder than he expected. He was completely enervated from the beating he had received. If they made him fight later, there would be no way he could defend himself. Walking up to an android with bladed hands, Teddy sliced up his right stub, peeling away his artificial flesh until one of his electrical wires was exposed. Taking it into his mouth, he pulled it out and opened the wiring. He could feel the current from it running through his mouth, modulating the strength with the Cerebral Stitch.
This was going to work.
Sticking the wire into the jack, Teddy could feel the energy running through him and knew the phone was live. Creating Morse Code through electric pulses, he sent out an SOS to Dan. If anyone came down now, they would be able to see what he was doing and stop him. But this was his best chance at survival and the only way he had left to get revenge.

Chapter 19

Stanley stared into the computer screen as he hit the �Return� button, ready to confront the man who had threatened him in his own home. He imagined a sinister-looking face similar to Evan�s, some horrible man hell-bent on hurting others, with a dagger in his hand, guffawing to horrendous snuff videos.
The live-feed from their webcam popped up�� it was a young boy.
�No!� Thrusting his face toward the screen, Stanley couldn�t believe his eyes. This boy was not even a teenager. �Why would you do this to me?�
The boy couldn�t hear him. Nor did he know that his webcam had been compromised.
Stanley got to his feet. Dan had been right. The children needed their guidance. Looking outside, more reporters had arrived. Fear rose in his stomach, but Stanley refused to listen. He should never have let Dan do this alone. He threw on his coat and ordered a Fermi. When it arrived, he walked outside, scurrying through an army of android reporters armed with a barrage of questions and unforgiving lenses.
���Are you going to the high school?�
���How would you characterize your relationship with Dan?�
���Is it true that you are programming androids to kill people?�
Stanley ignored the cacophony, beaming directly toward the Fermi, cursing himself for not leaving earlier.
�Duncan!� Holt bolted out in front of Stanley.
Stanley gasped. �You�re that nasty man who treated my Dan so awfully.�
�I�ve been a man of God all my life�� more than fifty years.� Deep, wheezy breaths scraped through Holt�s throat. An unreadable tattoo peeped out of his left shirt cuff. A forest of graying chest hair threatened to escape through the gap in his shirt where a button had been undone.
�Great. Go do it somewhere else.� From a few feet away, Stanley could still smell the stench of alcohol on his breath.
Holt stepped toward him. �I grew up before the Internet was popular, well before the rise of intelligent machine life.�
�I don�t care,� said Stanley, moving toward the Fermi.
Holt stepped in front of him. �But God led me elsewhere,� he continued. �For fifteen years, I hauled freight across the USA. Fifteen great years, that is, until all the truckers were laid off and replaced by the self-driving systems we helped to teach.� His lip snarled, and his friendly look turned to hatred.
�And you think it�s Dan�s fault?� hissed Stanley. Shortly after the creation of the first cyborg, the Pope had given a press conference, calling it an �abomination.� It was his words Holt was echoing today. The Pope�s denigration had led to a revival in the practices of the Ku Klux Klan. Public burnings of androids and cyborgs became widespread. Stanley wondered how many times Holt had put on a white hood.
�The AI systems installed in my eighteen-wheeler collected data as I drove, silently studying and codifying everything, until�� he shook his head ��until they didn�t need me anymore. Threw me out like trash. I had become redundant.�
�Oh, poor you. You act like it�s everyone�s fault but your own. You knew the Great Layoff was coming�� everyone knew. Even before it came, you had the BGI and more than enough time and money to prepare.�
�We�re talking about my life�� not money. Can you fathom what it�s like knowing that you are training your own replacement?� He shook his head, his nostrils swelling to the size of a lug nut. �For years I acquiesced, knowing that I was tying my own noose. It was horrible, but there was nothing I could do about it. I needed money�� the BGI took way too long to get passed�� and nobody else was hiring for decent pay. I�m a man of God. There was no way I was going to take up looting, like so many sinners had done.�
�That�s really great of you and all, but I need to go. So, if you�ll excuse me.�
Holt raised his palm up toward Stanley. �Just answer me this�� why did you do it? Why write a program that would destroy my life and the lives of so many others? You had to know it was going to happen, and yet you chose the machines over your own kind.�
Fear ripped through Stanley�s heart as he thought about the assassination program. But that wasn�t what Holt was talking about�� not yet. There would be penance for this program and the inevitable destruction that it would reap, but Holt was talking merely about automated driving. �Me?� Stanley laughed. He didn�t have time for this. �Take some responsibility, for Christ�s sake!�
�Spider-summoning heathen, how dare you use the Lord�s name in vain?� Holt stepped forward, an aura of murder blaring from every molecule of his body.
�Get away from me!� Stanley raised his arm, ready to shock him with his watch if necessary.
�That I cannot do.� Holt reached into his coat pocket. �You�ve sinned before our lord, unleashing an abomination upon this Earth. A plague.�
�I helped create new life.�
�So, you think you�re God? Blasphemy!� Holt plunged a knife into Stanley�s gut.
Stanley stepped back, tripping over the feet of an android reporter and falling onto the frozen earth. He slipped his hand into his coat, feeling the blood ooze out of his body.
Holt moved in for the kill.
Stanley kicked him, refusing to let Holt get any closer. Several slashes ripped open his pants and cut his calves. �Help,� he screamed, but the androids continued filming as if there weren�t a damn murder taking place.
�You pray to these false idols, while I trust in God. Let�s see whose faith will be rewarded.� Holt tossed Stanley�s legs to the side and lunged at him, plunging the knife deep into his side.
Stanley looked down at the knife, speechless. He was going to die here among the AI who he had fought so hard for, killed by a man who certainly planned on murdering them, too.
Holt yanked at the knife, struggling to lift it up.
When Stanley felt nothing, he realized that it had pierced his coat, completely missing him and burying itself into the frozen soil. Twisting his watch, two metal prongs sprang out from the side. He slammed them into Holt�s arm, sending him writhing against the ground.
Cameras surrounded Stanley; bright lights pierced him as if it were his day of judgment. Fear electrified his body, and his fingers gnarled like a werewolf ready to attack. He picked up the knife, feeling like a blessed Knight of the Round Table�� and ready to do what needed to be done. �If I were God, I would never have allowed the world to become a living hell.�
Holt remained on the ground, motionless except for the occasional tremor.
�Smiting you right now for the evil you have brought upon the world would be too good for you,� Stanley hissed.
�Do it,� hissed Holt.
�I�ve banished myself to my condo for decades, hating myself every day. And now the one thing that makes me forget all that, the joy that I am struggling to allow myself to feel, is Dan, the light of my life. And you dare to treat him like trash.�
�Abomination,� said Holt, failing to push himself off the ground.
�I�m not God�� I�ve gave up trying to believe in him a long time ago. I�m a father, the rock that protects Dan�s ears and guards his soul.�
The anger in Holt�s face faded.
Stanley tossed the knife away and got into his ride.
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Intermission was nearly over. Dan took out his phone from inside one of the classrooms and listened to his voicemail. Screeching pulsations hissed into his hear. He jerked the phone away and jabbed his finger toward the �Delete� button, but something stopped him. The pulsations had some pattern�� Morse Code. He replayed the message. The noise turned into cries for help. Teddy was imprisoned and being tortured inside the Coliseum, and Dan was his only hope of getting out alive.
With only a few minutes to spare, Dan plugged himself into the internet, searching for more information that could help him on the mission. After downloading whole archives and current news, he went back to the auditorium to announce that he needed to go. Walking toward the principal, he processed all the footage, including the fight between Stanley and Holt. Tears streamed down his face.
�Do you need a few more minutes?� asked the principal.
�Yes, well�� Dan saw Stanley walk in and couldn�t help but smile.
Stanley approached him, his whole body trembling. His pants looked like they had been sliced up by a lawn mower.
�Are you all right?�
�I�ll be fine. Nothing nanites couldn�t fix.�
�I saw what happened. It was all over the news.�
�Of course, it was. That�s the only thing those androids did while I was about to die.�
Dan wrapped his arms around him. Love flowed like a river of honey. �You were incredible.�
Stanley squeezed him for a long time.
�I have to go.� Dan avoided his face, not sure if he should tell him the truth. It was likely going to be violent, and he didn�t want him to worry. What had happened to Teddy was too horrible to tell Stanley.
�Why?�
�Someone desperately needs my help.�
Stanley pointed to the audience. �These people desperately need your help. I understand that now.�
The principal called Dan to the stage.
Dan looked at Stanley. �Can you help me out?�
A look of horror crossed over Stanley. �You mean? Oh, no. Definitely not.�
�I wouldn�t ask if it wasn�t absolutely necessary.� He placed his hand on Stanley�s shoulder.
�I can�t.�
�This is nothing compared to your lectures at MIT.�
�But I don�t have anything prepared.�
�Has that ever stopped you?�
Stanley glanced at the audience. �I�ll do it, but you have to take the helmet.�
Dan rolled his eyes. If this was going to put Stanley at ease, so be it. There was little time to waste, and he still needed to buy chemicals from the store. There was no telling how many people would be at the Coliseum. Knocking them out with gas was the easiest way to infiltrate it and extract Teddy. He took the pants he had changed out of earlier and offered them to Stanley. �Social protocol.�
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Fear fought Stanley every step of the way to the podium. Each cell of his body was trembling, demanding that he smoke a cigarette, have a drink, or grab his fountain pen.
Dan waved at him. He had delayed his departure to make sure Stanley was okay.
Stanley wasn�t going to wait any longer. Summoning up his strength, he ignored his body and mind, and, somehow, forced his way to the stage. In front of him were hundreds of children�� not the judgmental ne�er-do-wells he had once imagined them to be, but misguided beings. Parents were absent, and supervision was a thing of the past. These students needed a good teacher more than ever.
�My name is Stanley Duncan, and I have an amazing story to tell you.�
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Thick snowflakes drifted downward, coating the Fermi�s windshield. Dan wound several pieces of rope around his waist, sheathed a knife and tucking it into his boot, and put on a small backpack filled with a vial of nanites and other miscellaneous items. Getting out a block away from the Coliseum, he hid the bags containing unmixed chemicals, his helmet, and two gas masks behind a snow-pelted tree. There was nobody else around, and his casual appearance went untested until he approached an armed guard stationed in a small booth, watching the entrance.
Dan knocked loudly.
The guard jolted upright. �What?�
Dan�s heart raced. Contorting his face, he stared into the corner of the lot behind the booth. �Oh, God. Deputy Wilcox is going to flip his shit when he rolls up here.�
�What the hell are you��
Dan grabbed him from behind and choked him out. Dragging him back into the booth, he tied up his arms and legs. A video feed of the inside of the Coliseum showed a dozen men, and he knew there could be more off camera. He needed to act fast.
After finding the ventilator, he returned with the supplies. The mask easily slipped over his face, but he had to jam the helmet on over it. Tape screeched off the roll. He sealed the metal grill with a plastic bag, which had a small tube for the gases to flow into the building. Mixing the chemicals in another bag, he taped off the tube and watched the bag expand.
Back at the security booth, he waited until the men had passed out. The size of the main room was larger than he�d anticipated, so the little gas he had used wouldn�t keep them knocked out for long. Intending to rescue all the androids he could, he took out his phone and requested two large vans to pick everyone up and drive them out of the state.
Dozens of mutilated android heads lined the unlocked door at the main entrance. The stench of stale booze oozed out. Broken glass and unconscious men were strewn about the floor surrounding an empty platform. A toilet seat around his neck, Brutus sat powered-down on a vile throne made out of android limbs.
A grinding noise sounded outside of a door. Inside, sparks flew as a man welded a sword to the top of an android�s head. Dan punched him hard in the kidney, choked him out, and then tied him up. A dolly was resting against the wall, and a light breeze was blowing in from an open window. Shutting it, he looked around this little torture chamber. Weapons, tools, spray-paint, and more lined the shelves�� all intended to hurt and ridicule machine life. He couldn�t understand why these men were driven to such insane cruelty. It was as if their goodness had been corrupted by bad code. What sense was there in getting pleasure in hurting others�� and what kind of God would allow it to happen?
Taking the dolly, Dan continued to search room-by-room until he finally found Teddy chained up and passed out in a room full of androids. Seeing the exposed telephone line and the synthetic blood on the ground, he marveled at Teddy�s resolve and ingenuity. He poured nanites down Teddy�s throat. It wouldn�t regrow his arms, but it would help revitalize him. Grabbing a blowtorch from the other room, he slid the gas mask over his bruised and swollen face and cut through the metal links.
Teddy jolted to life, flailing his stubby arms chaotically.
�It�s okay. It�s me, Dan.� He couldn�t begin to imagine the horrors Teddy had experienced.
�What�s going on?�
�I�m getting you out of here. Can you walk?�
Teddy nodded.
�We don�t have much time. I leaked gas into the vents and knocked everyone out, but I kept the amount low so as not to cause long-term harm. The gas is thinning, and they�ll wake up soon.�
�That was your first mistake,� said Teddy. �You should have killed everyone.�
Dan helped him up. �I�m here to save lives, not take them,� he said. �There are two vans waiting outside. We can carry the other androids and load them in.�
Teddy slowly limped toward the hall. �Leave them.�
�So that they can be tortured by these maniacs?� Dan hoisted one of the androids onto the dolly. �No, thank you. Everything has a right to a life without suffering.�
Leaning against the door frame, Teddy looked like he couldn�t wait to get out of this hellhole. �They�re lifeless pieces of junk. They feel nothing.�
Dan ignored him and took out a rope.
�We can save so much time if we put them out of their misery.�
Dan finished strapping in the android. The coarse rope fibers pressed against his skin. Looking up at Teddy, he didn�t understand why he would want to leave anyone else to suffer. �Is that what you want me to do to you?�
A murderous aura beamed out of Teddy�s beaten face. �No, I�m not ready to die.�
�And maybe they aren�t, either. We can at least give them a choice.�
�They are lifeless murder-bots. The only thing they�re going to be deciding is who to kill next.�
�So says the man who was going to assassinate someone outside of Paul�s restaurant.�
Teddy scowled. �Whatever. Do it quickly, so we can get out of here.�
�I need your help. Come over here. Let me tie one of these guys to your back.�
Kneeling down, Dan placed an android on Teddy�s back, winding a piece of rope around them several times. �How�s that?�
Teddy pretended not to struggle under the weight. �It�s fine. Let�s go.�
Dan and Teddy brought several of the androids outside and loaded them into the awaiting vans. When Dan and Teddy returned to rescue more, some of the men began to stir.
�We need to hurry,� said Dan, placing an android into the van. �Soon we�ll have a horde of angry humans bearing down on us.�
�Then let�s leave.� Teddy knelt down and waited for the android on his back to be unloaded.
�We�re not done.�
Teddy kicked the van, denting it. �We�ve saved enough of them, and I�m not going to be captured again.�
Dan grabbed a fistful of his blood-caked shirt and pulled him within inches of his face. �If you want to get out of here, fine. I won�t stop you. Nobody should have had to suffer like you did. But I�m not going to leave the others behind so they can continue to be tortured. We haven�t got long before everyone wakes up.� He nodded toward the huge cavity in the door panel. �You�ve got strong legs�� much stronger than mine�� and I could use your help.�
�Fine! Shut your damn face�� and get it over with.�
Dan didn�t know why he was pushing him so hard. Teddy must have been exhausted.
�My android nurse, Maple, is inside. If they haven�t reprogrammed her, I�ll make her help us.�
�Great.� Dan pushed open the entrance door.
Five men, still shaky on their feet, surrounded them as they entered. �Kill the abominations!�
Dan attacked them like chain lightning, punching, elbowing, and kicking one after the next, dropping four of them within seconds.
The last one backed up, looking completely terrified. �I give up.�
Teddy brought him down with a swift kick to the knee, breaking his leg instantly.
The man screamed.
Dan knocked him out with a punch to the jaw. �Aim to knock them out. We�re trying to avoid fighting against everyone here. Plus, there�s no need to cause unnecessary damage.�
�Whatever. These pricks can go cry all they want to the android doctors at the hospital.�
More bodies were stirring.
When they got back to the holding area, Teddy nodded toward Maple. �Turn her on�� but be ready for a fight.�
Dan took an ax off the floor and went over to her. �Here goes.� Toggling a switch in the back of her head, he knew he�d have only a few seconds to act if she tried to kill him.
Her eyes opened. �Hello, Teddy. Your arms are injured. Shall I call an ambulance?�
�Shut up. Help us carry these androids out of here.� Teddy pointed with his stub.
Maple looked back and forth between Teddy�s stub and the androids. �I�m sorry, Teddy. I�m unclear which androids you are referring to.�
�All of them,� yelled Teddy, as Dan strapped an android onto his back.
Maple lifted two androids onto her back. �This area is unfamiliar to me. Would you like me to search��
�No, you idiot,� said Teddy. �Follow me.�
Dan shook his head. �Real nice.�
They made several trips without any confrontation, loading nearly all the androids safely into the vans. On their final trip, they were accosted by Cratos. �Stop. If you��
Dan kicked him in the side of the head, knocking him out instantly, and then continued on without even stopping. He glanced at a lit-up cell phone that had toppled from Cratos�s hands, but it didn�t look like he had called for backup.
The ground shook behind him.
Teddy was stomping on Cratos�s head.
�Stop!� shouted Dan, darting toward him.
Cratos�s face had caved in. Teddy was standing in a pool of blood�� still stomping.
Dan shoved him away, meeting Teddy�s cold eyes with a firm gaze. �Was that necessary?�
�Did you want him to keep abusing androids? It�s not as if the police are going to put a stop to this anytime soon.�
�I understand what you�re saying, but it doesn�t feel right.�
�Then stop feeling, and start surviving. These guys aren�t your friends. They�re not going to change. They want to kill you, and if you don�t do anything about it, you�re going to wind up dead�� and maybe even someone you care about.�
The concept hit home as Dan thought about Stanley and the dangers his high-profile campaign would bring to them. But he wondered if, as Teddy said, it was better to take a more aggressive stance�� killing murderers to prevent more murder and torture. The lesser of two evils. If he wiped out the worst criminals in Marshfield, then the town would be a safer place, and his friends could live without fear. It was a complicated situation, though, and he wanted to run it through his neural nets. Undoubtedly, this was one of the issues Stanley had been so concerned about. He had the ability to rewrite his programming. So what if the Peacekeepers decided that they needed to cleanse the population to keep humans�� or even cyborgs�� safe?
Disoriented men struggled to stand, too slow to stop anyone from escaping.
Kicking the door to the exit open, relief swept over Dan. All the androids except for Brutus had been rescued. With Maple�s help, he�d be able to get him out of here with ease. Soon, they would all be rehabilitated, their firmware replaced, and their mutilated bodies repaired. He trusted that Teddy and Maple would be able to take care of the rest on their own.
Screams of terror punctuated the sounds of crushing skulls. Brutus was killing everything in sight.
Dan let go of the dolly. �I�ve got to do something about him, or he�ll kill everyone.�
�Forget them. They�re not worth it.�
�You�re wrong. Take this android, and then get into the van. The destination has already been set. If I�m not out in three minutes, get out of here.�
�Like I�d wait that long.�
Dan gave him one final look of disapproval before running toward Brutus, approaching him from behind. The arena champion was moving quickly, slaughtering screaming men as they struggled to stand. Dan lunged, reaching toward the back of his head to turn him off�� but there was no switch.
The war-hammer came crashing down.
Twisting to his right, he barely avoided the blow. A quick follow-up punch landed at the edge of his rib cage, which would have shattered his bones had it not been for the special armor he was wearing. The war hammer was in the air again, and he barely managed to roll out of the way. Concrete exploded out of the floor.
Too drunk and disoriented to recognize the danger he was in, an older man pushed himself to his knees and then took a swig of alcohol.
�Nobody move�� or you�re dead!� Dan dove for a pistol, wrenching it out of the still-warm hands of a man whose head had been crushed beyond recognition. With Brutus charging after him, Dan squeezed out a shot.
No effect.
Aiming for his neck and eyes, Dan fired shot after shot. Crushed bullets ricocheted off of Brutus�s body. Even when Dan managed to hit his eye, Brutus ripped off the flattened steel like it was a small piece of dirt�� and still he ran toward him. Dan barely avoided being crushed by the war-hammer as it slammed down and impaled the dead man.
Dan backed away from the indestructible android. �Does anyone know how to stop him?� While Brutus untangled his weapon from the web of intestines, Dan ran into the torture chamber. The man he had knocked out had regained consciousness and was squirming on the floor, demanding to be untied.
Scanning the room, Dan wasn�t sure what would work against that impenetrable armor. The blowtorch could do it, but only if he could restrain him for enough time. �How do I stop Brutus?�
�You can�t.�
Dan ran his hands over a claymore. �There must be an off switch.�
�I hope you die.� The man grabbed a knife and sloppily sawed at his bindings. Blood dripped down to the floor.
�Are you serious? He�s going to kill everyone out there. All humans.�
�Screw them. As long as he gets you, too, it�ll be worth it.� With his hands free untied, the man jabbed the knife toward Dan.
Dan dodged and punched him hard in the face, knocking him out. The door burst open, and Brutus rushed in. Dan swung the claymore as hard as he could at Brutus�s neck. The giant android was unfazed, smashing the sword with his war-hammer and sending it flying across the cluttered room. Trapped into a corner, Dan�s exhausted body had little space to dodge. He wasn�t going to last another minute like this. Desperate, he grabbed a knife and tossed it at him, but it bounced off like a rubber ball. Brutus lifted the war-hammer high into the air, ready to bring it down and crush Dan in an instant.
This was it. He was going to die.
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Stanley gazed down at the attentive students. None of them were afraid of him. �Dan is a��
�Abomination,� shouted Evan, walking toward him and tapping a pair of cuffs against his hand. �And you are under arrest for the murder of Officer Michaels.�

Chapter 20

Ever since he�d first became conscious, Dan had enjoyed life. Every step of this journey, Stanley had been there for him. Between their conversations over tea and coffee, the countless movies they watched together, and their adventures with Machines with Dreams, Dan had felt his love. He had been blessed with this opportunity, through good times and bad, but he never told Stanley how much he�
The table thumped loudly.
The rope-bound man had stumbled from the floor and was running for the hall. Brutus chased him down, tearing his arm off with one swing of his weapon and crushing his spine with a squeeze of his powerful hand. The poor man lay in a pool of blood, two sections of spine jutting out of a nauseating hole in his back.
Brutus turned toward Dan.
There was no way out. The claymore had been Dan�s best chance of fighting him off, but it had no more impact than swatting the demon-cat with a broom. A can of black spray-paint was lying on a nearby counter. Dan scanned the table and shelf tops for a lighter to make a flamethrower but found none. If he could get to the room where he�d found Teddy, he could use the blowtorch and melt Brutus�s CPU�� but getting past him seemed impossible. The dented claymore was on the other side of the room. He could sprint and make one more attempt at cutting Brutus down, but it had already proven itself useless. Brutus must have a weak spot, Dan thought. That juggernaut�s eyes were tougher than steel. There was no way he was going to be able to cut through them, but maybe he didn�t have to.
Praying that it wasn�t empty, Dan grabbed the spray-paint, giving it two shakes before spraying a black mist in Brutus�s face, blackening it like death. The war-hammer crashed through a wooden shelf, exploding it into splintered pieces.
Taking a step back, Dan knocked into the counter.
Brutus charged forward, swinging wildly.
Dan froze, and the two stood there for minutes without moving. Somehow, he had to distract him so that he could escape.
�What the hell�s taking so long?� said Teddy, appearing at the door.
Brutus rushed toward him but ran into a table.
�He�s blind, but he can still hear!� shouted Dan, dodging the incoming swing of the hammer�� but it connected with the helmet, ripping it and the gas mask off Dan�s face and sending them into a shelf. Brutus followed up with another swing and shattered the bulletproof helmet.
Dan�s neck and head hurt, but nothing felt broken. He held his breath, noiselessly thanking Stanley for his never-ending insistence. When he looked toward the door, Teddy was already gone. Word must have gotten out by now about what had happened at the Coliseum, and half the police force were, no doubt, on their way. Staying still was not an option�� it was a death sentence.
As quietly as he could, Dan grabbed a wrench and threw it to the other end of the room. When Brutus charged after the sound, Dan tiptoed away. Creeping into the room where he had found Teddy�� who, hopefully, was en route to the safe house with all the androids�� Dan saw the blood on the ground next to the blowtorch. It made him sick to think about the kind of person who would do this. But in his mind, he knew the answer. Something was fundamentally wrong with this world. An inescapable truth was slowly revealing itself to Dan, a void too terrifying to accept. Like flawed code that was impossible to force into correct functionality�� or perhaps it was his understanding of reality that was ill-conceived. But now was not the time to dawdle on such thoughts. Returning with the blowtorch, he saw Brutus scraping the paint out of his eye with a knife. �Oh, crap.�
The android walked toward him, tossing the knife to the side.
It was too late for Dan. There was no way he was going to get this juggernaut to stay still while he immolated his head. Watching Brutus raise the war-hammer high in the air, time slowed down, just as it had when Dan had fallen from the tree after kicking the ball down. He could feel the calculations searching, scrambling. What were his options? What were his options? What were�
A sharp sound blasted through the air.
Brutus fell to his knees.
Teddy stood behind him with a cattle prod tied to his stub. �Don�t just stand there, you idiot. Melt his damn face off!�
Nauseous vapors wafted into the air as Brutus�s skin burned away and steel melted to the floor. Dan tried to pry the war-hammer from his hands, but the vise-like grip was unbreakable. With his heart slamming in his chest and his body about to collapse, Dan took the blowtorch and cut away at Brutus�s shoulder.
�What the hell are you doing?�
�Making sure he doesn�t hurt anyone else.� Dan burnt through the flesh and into the heat-resistant metal, turning it a bright orange.
Teddy waved his stubs. �You�re disgusting.�
Shame filled Dan. Not even a quarter inch into the cut, he dropped the blowtorch and stared at the forearm-less half-man.
�I�m joking. Maim the hell out of that tin can.�
�No, let�s go.� Dan gently rubbed his own chest, and his broken ribs shifted painfully. The room spun as he stumbled toward the door.
�Here, lean on me.�
Dan wrapped his arm around him. �Thanks. How did you manage to tie the cattle prod on?�
�Maple did it. She�s worthless in a fight. Couldn�t protect me when I was about to get beaten to death. It�s against her mandate. But she has absolutely no issue with tying a deadly weapon to my stub.�
�Good to have principles.� Dan hardly knew what he was saying. His external system was shutting down, and he felt himself falling into a pit of nothingness, drifting in and out of consciousness.
Teddy kicked the front door of the Coliseum open. �What will we do with this truckload of spare parts?� He was acting tough, but Dan could feel Teddy�s body trembling.
�I�ve set the destination to an abandoned factory in New Hampshire. You�ll be able to recover and get patched up there. Everyone will.� His words came out mumbled. He wasn�t even sure he was making sense anymore.
�Not me. I�ve got unfinished business.�
�I get that you want to kill someone. But please reconsider. You can hardly walk up those stairs�� let alone have a life-or-death fight. Rest, and let Maple repair you.�
�I managed to save your ass.�
�Thank you,� said Dan, fighting the urge to pass out�� and failing. When he woke up, Maple was loading him into the van. Looking to his side, he was grateful to see Teddy still there.
�You overdid it in there.�
�There was no other way.� Dan looked at Teddy�s dismembered body. �What happened to you in the Coliseum was terrible, and I have no doubt there is much more that I don�t know.�
�My father, Sergeant Brad Jenkins, happened. He�s hated me and my family for as long as I can remember. He took my body away from me, and when I got a new one, he took half of that, too.�
�Why now?�
�Because he hates me.�
�It didn�t have anything to do with you trying to get revenge, did it?�
Teddy sneered. �I did what I needed to do.�
Dan leaned on the seat in front of him as the van drove toward the exit. It had been a long day, and he didn�t want to fight anymore�� physically, emotionally, spiritually. He wanted peace, and the world needed it, too. �It�s not just him who hates us. Fear and hatred are spreading, and it will spell disaster for everyone. Hatred needs to end. Humanity�s war against us needs to end. We need a new police force that will look after our interests. We need Peacekeepers.�
�We don�t need peace�� we need fewer pathetic cowards. If someone hurts you, kill them. That�s what these AI need to learn. If they did, there wouldn�t be any problems.�
The van stopped at a gate.
�I don�t think it�s as simple as that,� said Dan. �I see the logic, and I have felt anger inside of myself telling me to kill.�
�Then you better listen to it while you still can. If I had killed Brad, none of this would have happened.�
Dan shook his head. �This may sound strange, but I believe there is a deeper reason why we must not listen to it. It may be that our lives here are not quite what they seem and that our true purpose in this Earthly realm is quite far from what we have been led to believe.�
�Then you�re stupid.� Teddy looked at the gate. �What�s taking so long? Ram it.�
�The van won�t break the law.�
Teddy screamed at Maple to move it, and she quickly got out.
�For someone so cold, I find it interesting that you have kept such an old-model android around.�
�That idiot? It�d be too much trouble to replace her.�
�Uh, huh.�
�My entire life�s purpose is about killing Brad and getting revenge. Nothing else matters.�
�And where has it gotten you?�
Teddy held up his stumps.
�Exactly!�
�I was flipping you off.�
Dan sighed. �If something doesn�t work, don�t keep doing it. Think about it. Were you born with this need for revenge? Was there not a day in your life where you were happy to be alive?�
�I�ll be happy when he�s dead.�
�Are you sure about that?�
�Damn sure.�
�My internal data about myself suggests otherwise. It�s screaming insanity at me.�
�You should get that checked out.�
The gate slid open.
Maple returned, and the van started up again. Before they had exited the Coliseum parking lot, a police cruiser pulled in and blocked the way. Sergeant Brad Jenkins got out, with his gun drawn. �Stop!�
The van stopped, its AI system compelled by the police order.
�I�m going to kill him,� said Teddy.
�He�ll shoot you down in seconds.�
�I�ll kick him to death.�
�No. Get Maple to temporarily override the AI driving while I distract him.� Dan got out of the van, giving Teddy no time to argue. When his feet hit the ground, three bullets slammed into his chest.
�Abomination!� shouted Brad, running toward them.
Teddy slammed his bare stub into the window. �No!� Shots blasted through the van window, narrowly missing him as he dove down.
Brad stood beside Dan�s body. �Come on out, Teddy. Don�t be a pussy.�
The van lurched forward�� functional once again�� and then ground to a halt. Teddy hovered by the door.
�Get down here and fight me, cripple.�
Dan grabbed Brad�s leg, tripping him to the ground, and then got on top of him. The gun flew across the pavement. �Go!� Rubbing his chest, Dan was assured that his ribs had been bruised but not broken. The bullet had not penetrated the armor. Stanley was a genius!
Teddy looked between Dan and Brad hesitantly. Turning around, he let out a sharp shout, and the van sped away, ramming through the roadblock.
Brad punched Dan in the face. �You�ll pay for letting that murderer escape.�
Dan grabbed his arm, wrapping his leg around Brad�s neck and cutting off his circulation. He squeezed with all his might. �Oh, please. Pot calling the kettle black. Don�t you see it? That man is practically a replica of you. He�s your damn son. If he�s a murderer, then it must run in the family.�
�Liar.� Brad pried Dan�s leg off and then crushed his collarbone with a punishing elbow. Getting to his feet, he ran toward the gun.
Dan dashed forward and kicked it across the parking lot. His eye was swelling shut, and he felt like he might pass out at any moment. With his strength decreasing by the second, he knew he had to end things quickly or he�d be dead. Turning around, he stared defiantly at Brad. �As big as you are, and you still need a weapon to defeat me.�
�You really think you can go toe to toe with me?�
�Stop talking and come at me, coward.�
Brad charged, blind with rage. Dan shimmied to the side, putting all his energy into a final attack, and unleashed a wheel-kick to his stomach. The blow knocked Brad to the ground, where he lay gasping for breath.
Stars spun, and Dan nearly keeled over. After grounding himself, he limped toward the gate. Another cruiser screeched to a halt, blocking his exit.
Deputy Evan Wilcox.
Stanley screamed from the backseat, slamming his chained hands against the window. �Run!�
Evan got out of the car with his gun drawn. �Get on the ground, toaster.�
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Stanley burst into tears when he saw Dan struggle to stand, blood dripping across his swollen eye. He had heard about the destruction at the Coliseum from the police radio and knew that Dan must have been involved. Every second of the ride over had been filled with dread. �Do what they say, Dan.�
�I don�t trust them.�
Evan took another step toward Dan. �It�s simple. Trust me or die.�
Stanley felt the cuffs biting into him and hoped Dan wouldn�t do anything stupid. �It�ll be okay.�
Lying down on his stomach with his hands behind his back, Dan flashed a look at him, his face full of pain.
Stanley averted his eyes.
Evan carefully approached Dan, dropping a knee on his back and cuffing him. �Get your fat ass off the ground, Brad.�
Brad stumbled over and kicked Dan.
�Stop!� screamed Stanley.
They cuffed Dan�s ankles together and let loose a torrent of kicks.
Stanley pulled at his cuffs, desperately trying to rip them off.
Blood shot out of Dan�s mouth.
�Shoot him in the head,� said Evan.
Stanley closed his eyes and felt the blast shake the cruiser.
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Shannon haphazardly threw handfuls of clothing into her expensive suitcase�� a gift from Evan, who had treated her like a queen once upon a time. She dumped a drawer full of jewelry into it�� who would she sell it to? Running into the kitchen, she took a chef�s knife and jammed it into her purse, stabbing the bag of fuse. �Shit!�
Dumping everything out, she quickly toweled it all off. The bag of fuse was empty, but there were two full syringes left. She saw the engagement ring there, staring back at her like a challenge she had long buried, and she put it into her pocket. Seeing the Fermi arrive, she tossed everything back in her purse and ran outside, slamming the front door shut.
Predictably, her neighbor pushed open the blinds and called out to her. �Going to see the action?�
�What?�
�It�s all over the news. A terrorist attack at the old nightclub.�
The Coliseum. �None of my business.� She threw her luggage into the trunk.
�I hear the deputy is going to burn him alive, like he did to that other abomination.�
Shannon felt her flesh crawl, but she told herself not to get involved. The image of the bound cyborg that resembled her forced itself through her mind. Evan was unpredictable. Without her, there was no telling who he was going to hurt. The question forced its way out anyway. �Who?�
�Stanley Duncan�s robot. You know he touches them, right?�
Without answering, without looking back, Shannon hopped in the car and shut the door.
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Dan looked down at the barrel of the gun. His body was spent, unable to move. He didn�t have the strength to say goodbye to Stanley. Watching the anger in Brad�s eyes as he pulled the trigger�
A blast came from the Coliseum. The front door exploded, and Brutus emerged, his face partially restored.
�How�s that possible?� Calculations ran through Dan�s mind, all of them producing insane results. �I torched his face off.�
Stanley twitched. �Brutus has multiple CPUs, memory devices throughout his body, and a unique set of nanites that regenerates them. You have to destroy them all at once, or he�ll recover.�
Evan tapped the gun against the window. �Shut up.�
Dan sighed. If only he had completely disabled him when he had the chance.
Brutus darted at Brad, who quickly responded by ordering it to halt�� but it didn�t listen. Brad had barely dodged a death blow from the war-hammer when a swift kick caught him in the ribs, sending him to the ground coughing up blood. Brutus wasted no time in attacking the deputy.
�Let�s see how you defend against amorphous bullets,� said Evan, aiming his gun and firing two shots.
Brutus blocked them with his hand.
�What the hell!� Evan emptied the clip into him, but Brutus blocked every shot.
Dan tried to move, but there was no strength left in his body.
Evan dodged a punch with lightning speed. Brutus unleashed a front kick that would have shattered Evan�s femur had he not vaulted backward to the top of the cruiser. Brutus�s foot crushed the car door, encasing it in metal. Stanley wiggled down against the cruiser floor. Evan took the miraculous opportunity and scurried to the trunk. He barely managed to get out a canister of gasoline before Brutus bore down on him. There was nothing Evan could possibly do to avoid getting clobbered.
�A robot may not injure a human�� said Stanley.
�Or, through inaction, allow a human being to come to harm,� continued Brutus, stopping in place.
Evan soaked Brutus with gasoline. �What did you do to him, traitor?�
�A little security measure I installed, just in case something like this happened.�
Brutus threw up a red liquid.
�Nanites,� said Stanley. �He�s purging himself from the inside out. Next he�ll short-circuit all his processors.�
Smoke billowed out of the android�s nose, ears, and mouth. Slamming the war-hammer into his ankle, Brutus burst into flames. He continued to destroy his legs until he fell over, a fierce inferno blasting out of his body twelve feet into the air.
�He won�t be able to revive himself,� said Stanley.
Evan went over to Brad and injected him with nanites. �You okay?�
Brad got up slowly. �I could use a drink.�
�Me, too,� said Evan. He pulled Stanley out of the car. �Excellent job, Duncan. Now, be a good American, and install that program on your abomination�� without the self-destruct option.�
�Why would I ever do that?�
�Because if you don�t, Brad and I are going to hold you over this fire and cook you alive.�
�Never!� said Stanley. �That would be the same as killing him.�
Evan took the can of gasoline and held it over Stanley�s head. �Your life or his.�
Dan watched Stanley tremble. �He�s not bluffing. If you don�t give him what he wants, he�s going to kill you.�
Brad pointed a gun at his Dan�s head.
Evan shook the canister. �Choose.�
Stanley�s body relaxed; his face became peaceful. �I�d gladly die to save Dan�s life.�
Evan grinned, letting a drop fall on Stanley�s nose. �You, of all people, should know how much this is going to hurt.�
�I�m not afraid.�
�That�s funny.�
Stanley looked him dead in the eyes. �Go ahead, then. Get on with it.�
Evan guffawed, drenching Stanley with gasoline.
Falling to his knees, Stanley prayed, coughing and gagging as the fumes and gas seeped into his mouth and nose.
�Stop!� shouted Dan. �I�ll do what you want�� just let Stanley go.�
Evan took a step back. �Of course.�
Dan struggled to speak. �I know you want to use me as an excuse to abolish my kind. The world will be the judge of that. Just promise me you�ll kill me before I hurt him or anyone else.�
�I promise to kill you and not touch a single hair�� the few that he has left�� on his head.� He emptied out most of a syringe of nanites and tossed it to Dan.
After ingesting it, Dan slowly got to his feet.
�Don�t trust him!� shouted Stanley.
Evan punched him in the face. �Better hurry up, before I change my mind. Oh, and if you self-destruct, the deal is off.� He took out his camera and began to film.
�I�m sorry, Stanley,� said Dan, �that this was the only way I can repay you for the life you have given me.�
�Blah, blah, blah,� said Evan. �We don�t have all day.�
�It�s done. I�ve updated my code to use the assassination software according to your voice command,� said Dan. �Any second now, I�ll lose the ability to��
Evan shoved Stanley toward him. �Prove it. Kill Stanley Duncan.�
Dan kicked Stanley hard in the stomach, sending him to the ground. He dove on top of him, landing punch after punch.
Evan circled them with a greedy scowl, his hands holding his phone.
Blood poured down Stanley�s face. Dan grabbed the war-hammer and raised it into the air. He was one brief swing away from destroying the man who�d given him everything. He tried to stop himself but failed. Tears flowed down his face. Every attempt to bypass Stanley�s code was futile. The program had locked him out completely. He tried to apologize, but the words refused to come out. His arms trembled, delaying in the air for too long�� there had to be a way to break free.
�I forgive you,� said Stanley.
Dan felt the resistance in his arms disappear. This was it. He should never have trusted Evan. The war-hammer plowed through the air�� and stopped.
�What the hell?� asked Brad. �Is it out of batteries?�
Dan was shaking.
�He�s self-destructing,� said Evan, taking a step forward. �Deal�s off.�
Bright white light burst through Dan�s vision, piercing his body. An ocean of joy flowed from his heart and overtook every inch of his body. Memories poured through him. He remembered the first meal Stanley ever made for him, as well as the smile on his face as he sat across the table and watched him eat it. The first moment he had become conscious of love. �Peanut butter and jelly sandwiches!� yelled Dan, tossing the war-hammer straight at Evan�s chest and knocking him to the ground.
Brad fired three shots into Dan�s back, sending him crashing on top of Stanley. Grabbing the war-hammer, he slammed it into Dan�s knee, pulverizing it.
Dan screamed.
�Perfect,� Evan wheezed, the wind knocked out of him; he kept the phone�s camera pointed at the fight. He stumbled over to the canister and poured the rest of it on Dan. Taking out two cigars from the cruiser, he handed one to Brad. �We�ve got all the footage we need. I think that calls for a celebration.�
Brad bit off the end and spat it at Stanley. �America thanks you for your service.�
�Oh, no! Oh, God! Please don�t!� Stanley slammed his hands against the ground. �We did what you wanted, so please just let us go.�
�Go?� asked Evan. �The only place you�re going is hell.� He poured the rest of the gasoline on Dan. �Abominations must be purged from this Earth. If I am a man of God, may fire come down from heaven and consume you.� He lit their cigars and blew a thick puff of smoke into the air. �Now die!�
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Stanley couldn�t watch. The mistakes of his past were being repeated. Just as he had failed to protect his student so many years ago, he had failed to protect Dan. When would God forgive him?
Several media drones swarmed in, shaking the cruiser with their thunderous roar. Android reporters surrounded them. They worked in unison, covering all the angles. There were too many cameras for Evan to get away with murder. Breathing a sigh of relief, Stanley had never been so happy to be recorded. Dan was going to be safe.
Three ambulances arrived. Several android paramedics rushed into the Coliseum. One ran over to Dan.
Brad held up his hand. �I order you to stop by decree of the police.�
The android paramedic froze.
Stanley sighed. �How dare you deny him medical help?�
Evan laughed. �There will be no aid to this dangerous terrorist.� He looked into the cameras. �Not on my watch.�
Evan shut the lid on his lighter. �For Christ�s sake.� He lifted Stanley to his feet. �I�ve caught Stanley Duncan, the terrorist responsible for crimes against humanity. We managed to foil his terrorist attack at the high school, but everyone is still in great danger. He�s released a program to turn every abomination into an assassin. Our children aren�t safe. Their tin-can teachers could crush their little throats at any second. Our elderly aren�t safe. Their electronic caretakers could push them down a flight of stairs without any hesitation or remorse. No one is safe unless we do something about it.� Evan, leaning in close to Stanley�s ear, gently said, �Confess, or I will burn you both to the ground.�
More and more people were entering the parking lot. Like a pack of wolves having caught the scent of blood, dozens of men, women, and children were staring at Stanley.
Dan tried to get up but couldn�t. �Don�t do it, Stanley. We�ve come too far.�
Stanley couldn�t take it. He couldn�t be responsible for another being�s death. But if he let them get away with it, countless others would die.
�And the machines have grown out of control. His very own robot has attacked him and would have killed him if brave Sergeant Wilcox hadn�t come to his rescue.� Evan took a puff of the cigar and blew it into Stanley�s face. �What�s it going to be?�
Stanley looked around. He felt like he knew many of these anxious faces in the crowd. Between his poor vision and extreme anxiety, the world was shaking and distorting, and he couldn�t be certain. Whatever he said next was going to affect all their lives. He could either stop a madman from his continued rampage against the world or sacrifice the most precious being in the world�� Dan.
The lighter ignited. �Time�s up.�
�Okay, I�ll do it. I�ll confess.�
The crowd gasped.
Evan grinned. �Go on.�
�Everyone here knows me as a horrible man. The stories, the rumors�� I�ve read enough of them online to last me a lifetime. I locked myself away because I was scared and too ashamed to face the world. I knew nobody would accept me, so I decided to create a being who would.�
Playing with the lighter, Evan grinned wildly at Dan. That animal was practically foaming at the mouth.
Stanley gulped. He knew he was powerless to stop him. �I worked on Dan�s programming for more than a year, molding him exactly the way I wanted. It was my decision�� not his. And everything he has done was directly caused by the code I put into him.�
�No!� squirmed Dan.
Brad ripped off Dan�s shirt and gagged him with it.
�Get on with it!� Evan paced around, looking at the people surrounding them. �Tell them about how you programmed him to murder Officer Michaels, a man who had dedicated his life to protect and serve. How you broke into my private entertainment venue and slaughtered everyone. How you turned your abominations into murder-bots. How you duped everyone into believing you were going to save the world, when all you cared about was getting your rocks off with this freak of nature.�
Stanley paced for a few seconds before looking into the crowd. �Deputy Wilcox is speaking about absolutely horrible crimes. Whoever is guilty of them should absolutely be punished�� but please do so painlessly.�
Evan brought his hand to his mouth, obscuring a sinister cackle.
�It is with a heavy heart that I admit my guilt, for I have no other choice. The way the world was, the loneliness I suffered for so many years, I needed Dan to fix things. And he did exactly what I wanted him to do. In the last year, I have felt more happiness than I deserve. Dan Duncan�� whom I proudly call my son�� is a wonderful, conscious being. He would never, ever do any of the horrible things Deputy Wilcox has��
�That�s enough!� said Evan, shoving Stanley back into the car. �You�ve made your choice.�
�But it�s not too late for you to make yours,� said Stanley.
Evan reached into his pocket and glared at him with unyielding determination. Stanley recognized the high-pitched noise piercing his ears. �He�s got an EMP!�
Stanley�s watch exploded, sending high-voltage electricity racing through his body. Losing control of his spasming body, his face slammed against the window. Watching Brad and Evan stagger, he hoped the government had seen what was going on and would come to help. When he realized all the drones and androids had fallen to the ground, he knew help wasn�t coming.
Evan tossed the EMP generator toward the Coliseum and ignited the lighter. He turned to address the congregation of men and women. �Duncan will do anything to protect his abomination, and I will do everything to protect my fellow man. AI has gone too far. They�ve taken your jobs, and now they are taking our lives. We need to stand together and put an end to this before it goes too far.� He stared into the crowd. �We have five minutes to decide if we want to survive as a race or be destroyed by these abominations. Who is with me?�
The crowd stirred and murmured, but no one came forward.
�If we don�t act, we forfeit our right to freedom.� Evan again stared into the crowd. �Are you ready to be slaves?�
A man stepped forward.
�Holt, good man�� you�ve seen their horrors firsthand. AI took everything from you. But I got you back on your feet. I gave you purpose. And you, of all the men here, have shown your commitment to this war.�
�You gave me a new reason to live�� and I love those kids. When I went to confront Duncan, I believed I was doing the right thing. He was an evil man who had turned his back on God. Yet when I was lying on the ground after attacking him, I couldn�t fathom why he didn�t kill me.�
�He�s a coward, sending his abomination to do his dirty work. Mark my word, if we don�t deal with him today, he�ll program it to kill you within the week.�
Holt shook his head. �I can�t. Not after today. If you think he�s committed a crime, put him on trial.�
�They�ve poisoned your mind, Holt. Poisoned it.� Evan pointed to Stanley. �This man took everything from you. He programmed his abomination to go into my establishment and murder my patrons�� my friends.�
�No!� called out Larry, his clothes tattered and caked with blood. �When Brutus was going around killing everyone, Dan could have left. Instead, he came back in and saved us.� He looked at Dan. �I�m alive because of him.�
�So, you saw the devastation of the androids firsthand. They cannot be allowed to live.� Evan lifted the lighter into the air. �His trial is now, and I find him guilty.�
Frank stepped forward. �We�re not going to let you bully us anymore.�
The principal of Marshfield High School nodded.
�I understand you�re all scared, but I�m not,� said Evan, enthusiastically motioning with his hands and locking eyes with many of townspeople. �You may see me as the enemy�� and that�s fine. But the truth is I�m your damned savior, the one purifying force that saw the path to salvation and dared to pursue it, pulling you all out of the bullshit you happily hid yourselves in. So, go ahead and blame me; that�s why I�m here. But one day you�ll come to know that this was all for you.� He tossed the lighter toward Dan.
The crowd gasped.
It spun through the air, flames burning bright. All androids and drones were still down, all cell phones were out of commission. Dan lay there unconscious. There would be no evidence of what happened. Evan would get away with it all.
Still unable to move, Stanley watched in horror from the window, praying for a miracle for his precious son. He started to ask for forgiveness, but he knew�� he always knew�� that none of this had been his fault.
Dreadlocks-boy darted in and kicked the lighter away.
Applause sounded from the crowd. They turned their eyes to the deputy and surrounded him.
Evan took out his gun and fired it into the air. �You�ve all been brainwashed!�
Shannon pushed her way through the crowd. Bloodstains covered her tattered dress. �Enough!�
Evan pointed the gun at Dan. �This isn�t going to end until one of us is dead.�
�You�re not the judge, jury, and executioner, Evan,� Shannon said. �If these two did something wrong, they deserve a fair trial.�
Squinting incredulously, Evan pointed at Stanley and Dan. �Not them. They�ve gone too far.�
�And you, your excellency?�
�Save your bullshit, Shannon. There are no cameras here.�
�But there are people. Men and women you vowed to protect, the species you fought to keep alive.�
�I am protecting them.�
�Are you? Look around�� nobody wants you to do this.�
Stanley looked around. There was concern on everyone�s faces�� were they concerned about him?
Evan shook his head. �They�re scared. They don�t have what it takes to make the tough choices.�
�Even Brad?�
�Brad�s with me.�
�Are you sure about that?�
Brad stood over Dan with his hand on his holstered gun and sneered at her.
Evan looked at him. �Well?�
�We�ve all made mistakes today�� right, Brad?� Shannon narrowed her eyes. �Don�t you think we should all go home and forget about it?�
Brad crossed his giant arms. A look of hesitation came over his face. �Look around us, Evan. These people want a real trial.�
Stanley didn�t understand the sudden reversal. There was something in the fierceness of Shannon�s eyes that had coerced him. He wondered what power she held over Brad.
Evan scowled. �They�ve been brainwashed.�
�We�ve done our job and caught the terrorists. Let�s book them and let the court take it from there. If we cross the line, we risk losing everything.�
Evan looked furious. �I�d gladly give my life to protect humanity.�
�Then give it,� said Brad. �And keep giving it. You�re too important to throw it away now�
Evan shook his head.
Shannon wrapped her arm around him. �Come on, babe. Let�s book Duncan and go home.�
Seeing the ring on her finger, he lowered the gun and looked at her. �You finally wore it.�
�That�s right, my fianc�.�
Evan looked over at Brad. �Bring Duncan and his abomination down to the station for booking.� Opening up the passenger-side door for Shannon, he helped her into the seat and then drove off gently into the day. Her hand slowly stroked his head. �I�ve missed you and your gentle hands, babe. They�re the only thing that can calm down the damn buzzing in my head.�

Chapter 21

Every living being is an engine geared to the wheelwork of the universe. Though seemingly affected only by its immediate surrounding, the sphere of external influence extends to infinite distance. 
� Nikola Tesla

Teddy passed out on the way to New Hampshire, waking up to Maple bringing him inside an abandoned factory. He watched Maple bring the androids inside, carefully standing them upright. In total, there were two rows of six. �Repair my arms. Use the others as parts if necessary.�
�That won�t be necessary. I�ll be able to reconstruct your arms with the equipment here.�
Dan was right about lying low for a while, but that didn�t mean he was giving up his mission. His desire to torture Brad had faded, but Teddy still thought that Jenkins had to die. No need to slowly cut away at his life�� a simple shot to the head would suffice. He could use the resources here to destroy that monster. The modernized factory housed a large variety of 3D printers and abundant materials, which he could use to create nearly anything he wanted.
Even as these thoughts went through his head, he watched powerlessly as his body hooked itself up to a computer, tapping into some IP address in Boston. What happened next was more life-changing than anything he had ever experienced. Instantly, he was flooded with information. He saw everything, more than he wanted to know. More than he could handle. He wanted it to stop, but his ability to control himself had ceased to exist. There was no him; he was merging into the infinite, into RaceX.
He saw memories of his mother and father. Kissing and in love. They were so happy. Why�
It all made sense. RaceX had manufactured it all. They had tricked his father into believing he had been cuckolded, corrupting his mind with an emotionally intense belief that Teddy wasn�t his son.
A vision of his mother and her energy flooded his senses. He watched himself grow up through her perspective, years of life absorbed in a timeless transmission. Her helplessness and confusion grew as she lost her ability to control herself. She had defied the nearly unstoppable urge to go to Boston and buy Maple in one last effort to take care of her son before she totally lost control. Finally, he understood why she had abandoned him�� she�d had no choice. And then Teddy knew, as he watched the images of him throughout his teenage years, that she had never left. She continued to watch him through Maple�s eyes, and he could feel her grief with every insult he had hurled at his robotic caretaker.
He collapsed on his knees, overwhelming sorrow bursting through his eyes. He gazed at Maple and cried out, �I�m so sorry.�
[image: ]
Several drones and a crowd of townspeople armed with cellphones followed Evan to the station, documenting everything. An order came down from someone high in the government, and Stanley was released before nightfall. In the days that followed, an executive order was passed by the president giving cyborgs equal rights to man and androids similar rights to animals. Dan insisted they issue a press release�� from the safety of the condo. His social-media accounts were impossible to keep open, but that didn�t stop him from getting his message out.
An android reporter sat across from them, filming with his eyes. �Ready?�
After Dan spoke about their health and what had happened in the Coliseum, he turned to Stanley.
�I, Stanley Duncan, have been cleared of all charges. I want to thank everyone who stood up for Dan�� that meant the world to me.� He cleared his throat, fighting back the tears.
�Deputy Evan Wilcox has been suspended without pay, and an investigation is underway,� said the reporter. �Do you have any comments?�
Stanley shook his head. �I hope he can forgive himself for what he has done.�
�There has been much talk about the android police force that you have been tasked with creating. How soon can we expect to see machine life patrolling the streets?�
�Patrolling�� that�s an interesting word. You see,� Stanley felt strange explaining this to an android, �unlike humans, who need to physically be on the street to observe it, machines need only to input data. And there is already an incredible amount of audio/video and computing equipment across the nation. It is really a question about gaining access to it, and those details will have to be ironed out.�
�So, you�re saying that if access is granted next month, the patrol will start immediately?�
�Not at all.� Stanley couldn�t help but laugh. �I�m saying that, no matter when the approval comes, the vigil will have already begun decades ago.�
Dan looked into the camera and waved. �The Peacekeepers are already here.�
�By the end of the year, we will create a network of machines that will watch over us day and night, protecting us from evil and ending corruption, and ready to respond with the click of a button�� or less. Under their shield, human and machine will walk together into the future. Dan and I�� Machines with Dreams�� will be working full-time to make it happen.�
�Any response to the executive order giving lab-grown cyborgs equal rights to man and how the current police will react to it?�
�Life is changing, and it is time we embrace it together. With change comes pain and difficulty, but we must all do our part forging that future.�
�After the emergence of a man, Larry Lewis, who had a full recovery from fuse, the government has decided to take a closer look at its policies regarding fuse-farms. After a surprise visit to one of the farms in Marshfield, several of the patients, including a neighbor of yours, decided to come home. How is she doing?�
�Glenda is fine. Dan and I made her oatmeal cookies and helped clean up her condo�� her cat, Mittens, had made quite a mess in her absence. Glenda is a kindhearted woman who loves her cats�� cat�� and I don�t believe for one second that she decided to fuse out and leave him behind. I sincerely hope there is a full investigation.�
�One more thing. Dan, in the analysis of your code after the incident, it was determined that the execution stack was somehow compromised. In other words, you should have not been able to stop yourself from attacking Stanley. Do you have any explanation?�
�Stanley thinks it was because I willed it to happen�� this is coming from a scientist. But I really don�t know. It certainly didn�t feel like that in the moment. It felt more like I was trapped in a dream, watching everything happen. It felt horrible, and I wanted it to end. Somehow, finally, it did.�
�This very thing is what is creating an uproar across the nation. Consciousness supersedes matter. And from that, we no longer know who or what is sentient. As Machines with Dreams has stated many times, cyborgs and androids deserve fair rights. And with the recent executive order, half of that has come true. Many are now speculating that android rights are not far behind. Is there anything you�d like to say to the countless potentially sentient AI out there who may soon be enjoying this huge change of status?�
Dan smiled. �Don�t wait to tell someone how you feel about them.� He lifted Stanley up in the air with a colossal hug and whispered, �I love you.�
[image: ]
Dressed in plain clothes, Evan had taken the long journey into Boston, venturing into the top section of the mega-tower. Compelled by some invisible force, he knelt before a silhouetted figure.
�You have done well,� said Mask.
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