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CHAPTER ONE




LOS ANGELES, 2084. 

TEN YEARS BEFORE THE EVENTS OF SILICON MAN.




The San Francisco Spaceport bustled with activity. Two spaceplanes had arrived in quick succession, one from the Luna colonies and another from the IMS space station, and weary passengers thronged the arrival hall. Sunlight streamed through the large, oblong windows, and the space travelers basked in the welcoming heat. Feeling the sun on their faces signaled that they were back on the homeworld. The outer colonies had their charms, but nothing beat good old Mother Earth. 

Among the new arrivals was someone who’d never before visited the birthplace of humanity. He wore a gray suit and a fedora, the brim of the hat cloaking much of his face in shadow. The look had been popular in the first half of the twentieth century and was in vogue again. 

As the man in gray waited his turn in the long line snaking its way toward the security portals, he studied his surroundings. Most of his fellow travelers were barely awake, their slightly atrophied muscles still readjusting to Earth’s gravity, but the man in gray was fully alert. The arrivals area energized him with a sense of wonder. Everything seemed new and different somehow. 

Exciting. 

He couldn’t quite put his finger on why he felt this way. Maybe it was the sunlight shafting through the windows and the glimpses of azure sky. Or perhaps there was a different energy here on Earth, a confidence and carefree attitude that came with the awareness of being home. 

Earth gave life, space claimed it. 

One false move or malfunctioning system could easily become the difference between living and dying. Out in the colonies, mankind struggled to carve out a home for itself in an environment seemingly designed to eradicate life at every turn.

The man in gray took note of another detail—mechs were everywhere. For every human servicing the spaceport floors, there were two synthetics. They worked mostly as bag checkers and sanitation workers. These animated mannequins went about their routine, mundane duties in what seemed like a trancelike stupor. They might move like humans, but their frozen features were lifeless, plastic. They were second generation X-2000s, and unlike the first generation, boasted synthetic skin. 

As he moved past them, the androids halted their workflow, blank gazes trailing after him. His presence stirred something in them—was it curiosity? Surprise?

The travelers continued their patience-testing journey through an endless series of security checkpoints. A female customs agent divided her attention between the incessant stream of data on her 3-D holo-screen and the flow of humanity before her. When the man in gray’s turn arrived, she said in a perfunctory voice, ”Hmm, the Luna colonies. First time on Earth?”

“Yes,” he answered.

The woman returned the I.D. 

“I hope you enjoy your...”

She broke off, eyes filling with disbelief as she caught a better look at him. Before she could say anything else, he’d pocketed his card and was on his way. 

He’d been forewarned that he might encounter such a reaction upon his arrival. People would treat him differently on the homeworld than on Luna, but he was steeled for the worst. At least he hoped he was.

Once cleared through customs, the man in gray headed for the spaceport’s nearest exit. Unlike the other travelers, he didn’t carry any luggage. Walking briskly, he stepped through the sliding doors and eyed a nearby cab. 

As he approached the vehicle, the cabby kept checking the TV monitor on his dashboard, entranced by some sporting event. The man’s attention barely wavered as the door opened and the man in gray slid into the back.

“To the city, please.”

“You got it,” the cabby replied, barely looking up from the screen. Like the woman in the terminal, he was just another human being dulled by his robotic routine.

The cab glided into traffic. The football game played in the background as the driver guided the cab out of the spaceport. To the cabby’s dismay, a flashing news bulletin interrupted the sporting event. Images of a monolithic industrial complex flashed onscreen. Police hoverships and security drones circled the jagged factory buildings. The voice of a news anchor grew audible.

“In late breaking news, a group of terrorists have seized control of one of Synthetika mech manufacturing plants. Police are already on the scene, ready to deal with the situation. This is the latest escalation in a series of hate crimes directed against Synthetika. It follows the recent announcement that production on the new line of X-3000 models is scheduled to expand later this year.” 

The footage showed a mob protesting in front of the sleek corporate headquarters of Synthetika. With fists held high, they brandished placards with anti-mech slogans. A ring of cops tried to keep the crowd in check.

“The X-3000s have met with great success throughout the colonies, and Synthetika feels the new model will prove just as popular here on Earth…” 

Images of the X-3000 appeared, driving home the difference between the earlier AI models. These synthetics looked for all intents and purposes human. Only when they tilted their heads did their true nature become apparent. Power bars embedded in the back of their necks sparked with electronic life. A subtle but unmistakable distinction between man and machine. 

“Atari Raspell, head of the HDL, had the following comments...”

The Human Defense League’s magnetic leader appeared on-screen. His height, weight, and features seemed average, even plain, but the fierce firebrand conviction of his words wove a hypnotic spell. 

“Every day, about three hundred Americans lose their jobs to androids,” Atari explained. “As we speak, there are a million mechs operational in San Francisco alone. Synthetika’s slave race of machines already make up twenty percent of this city's population. What do you think will happen once the X-3000s hit the market? The time has come to stand up for our human rights.”

The cabby nodded his head in vigorous agreement.

“Damn straight. If ya ask me, I think we should just scrap `em all.”

The cabby fired a backward glance at the man in gray, seeking approval and…froze. His passenger wasn’t a man but the spitting image of the X-3000 model showcased in the news bulletin. Shimmering red-green light emanated from the back of the android’s neck, exposing his true nature in the dimly lit cab.	 

The cab swerved, nearly veering onto the shoulder, and the man in grey said, “You better keep an eye on the road,” 

The cabby's attention jerked back to traffic as the self-driving system kicked in, straightening the weaving vehicle. 

His creators had named him Adam, being one of the first of his kind. He had expected to encounter intolerance on the homeworld, but not quite so soon after his arrival. He remembered a line from the classic twentieth century movie The Wizard of Oz. 

You’re not in Kansas anymore… 

Well, he wasn’t on the colonies any longer. Earth suddenly seemed a lot less appealing, and he wished he could tell the cabby to take him back to the spaceport.

Adam studied his reflection in the cab’s rear-view mirror. He could definitely pass as human especially if one didn’t pay too close attention. Unlike the X-2000s back at the arrival terminal, his features were animated, lifelike. Synthetic skin had given way to an organic bioshell grown in amniotic tanks, which perfectly hid the steel endoskeleton and sophisticated electronics underneath. 

Synthetika could’ve easily perfected the illusion, but the exposed power bars in the back of his neck served a distinct purpose. It wasn’t a flaw in his design but a conscious choice on his creator’s part to differentiate him from humans. They wanted a machine that was able to appear human but could still be identified as a machine. 

Fortunately, it was a difference that could easily be downplayed in social interactions. Adam pulled up the collar of his trench coat, hoping that by obscuring his electronics it might put his driver at ease. He didn’t want to end up in a car accident on his first day. 

Synthetika had assigned him to Earth to be an ambassador for a new generation of mechs. In the near future, the X-3000s would be as prevalent here as they were out in the colonies.

An incoming message from his superiors pulled him out of his thoughts. He was receiving new instructions to proceed to the manufacturing plant. 

“There’s been a change in plans. I won’t be headed to the city after all.” 

The cabby stole a cautious look at him in his rear-view mirror. 

“Don't worry,” Adam said. “This won't affect your tip.” 




















CHAPTER TWO




SYNTHETIKA’S MECH MANUFACTURING plant resembled a warzone. Police cars surrounded the industrial complex while choppers buzzed overhead, the thump of rotors infusing the air. 

Near the factory’s main entrance, a mobile command unit had set up shop. 3-D drone footage shimmered like ghosts in the shadowy tent, distorting the faces of the police officers analyzing the incoming data stream. The crackle of voices emanated from the various comm channels. Cops were rapidly suiting up for the impending assault on the factory building, donning tactical body armor and checking weapons. 

One of them was Inspector Jane Malveaux. She was a tall woman at five-foot-nine, especially considering her Italian-French heritage. She stifled a yawn. She’d been finishing up a grueling twelve-hour night shift when the call came in instructing all available officers to head to the factory. Terrorists had seized control of the facility and were threatening to execute a worker every hour until their demands were met. 

Taking a deep breath, Malveaux snapped a magazine into her handgun and smoothly slipped it into her holster. Layers of arachnofiber armor encased her body, designed to stop even a high-caliber bullet at close range. As she scooped up her shiny black helmet, she felt invincible and ready to take on the world. 

“Figures I'd find you here,” a voice said behind her.

“You know me, always at the center of the shitstorm,” Malveaux said as she turned toward her partner with a grin. 

Robert Neeson was in his late forties, six-foot-one without a hint of a paunch and only a touch of gray in his beard. His eyes shone with good humor.

She’d worked with Neeson for five years now. Next to her father, she’d probably never been closer to another man that she hadn’t slept with. Over the years there had been a few moments of temptation, the stress of their tough jobs creating an intimacy between them but nothing ever happened beyond that. Neeson was happily married with two daughters and Malveaux was no homewrecker.	

Neeson bleakly regarded the mech plant. “I guess Synthetika's latest announcement didn't go over well.”

“Big surprise,” Malveaux said and concentrated on the tactical readouts in the command tent. Footage from inside the mech factory was being streamed simultaneously to the command post and all the major news outlets. Millions of viewers now had front row seats to the dark tragedy unfolding within the walls of the Synthetika plant. The HDL fanatics didn’t want them to miss a single moment of the bloody spectacle. 

One of the terrorists turned the camera toward a downed factory employee. A pool of blood framed blank features, empty eyes aimed at the world that was watching. 

The cam pulled back, revealing a maze of conveyor belts and assembly lines. The terrorist leader, who had identified himself as Silas, strode into frame. He was dressed in the blue worker overalls of a Synthetika factory employee-the terrorists had entered the facility disguised as workers. The only signs of his true affiliation were the machine pistol in his hand and a red armband inspired by the Nazi aesthetic. Instead of a swastika, it featured a white circle with a black DNA helix at its center-the symbol of the Human Defense League. None of the terrorist wore masks. Masks dehumanized, turned men into machines. The HDL never wanted the world to forget that their members were men and women fighting for their human rights. 

Silas circled a group of hostages who cowered next to the dead worker in petrified silence. His voice shook with raw anger as he addressed the camera. “Our work won't be done until every mech in this city has been destroyed. Synthetika is the enemy.”

Malveaux balled her gloved hands into fists and pursed her lips, feeling helpless rage. Why don’t you pick on someone who can fight back?

From the corner of her eye, Malveaux suddenly caught sight of a newcomer on the scene. The tall man approaching the command tent wore a sharp suit, a trench coat with the collar raised, and a fedora, his attire making him stand out in the sea of beetle-black combat armor. Taking the newcomer for a Synthetika executive, she snapped, “Sir, you can't be in here…” 

“I'd be damned... Adam,” Neeson said.

She paused, having spotted the look of recognition in Neeson‘s face. Did her partner know this man?

Adam tilted his head toward Neeson. “It's good to see you again, sir.”

Neeson gave Adam a quick, warm hug. “What are you doing here?”

“I’m on an Earth assignment for the next six months.” 

Malveaux flashed Neeson a questioning look. “You two know each other?” 

“This is Adam, the detective who helped me track down the Mandel gang a few months back on the Luna colonies.” 

Malveaux remembered the case well. Ten months ago, she and Neeson had been investigating a series of murders linked to an offworld contraband ring. Drugs and guns were flooding the Luna colonies, and all the evidence had pointed toward a grade-A sleazeball by the name of Mandel. During their investigation, one of Mandel’s cronies had taken a shot at her. The flesh wound had forced her to sit out the rest of the case while Neeson headed out to Luna to track down the perp. 

“Sorry,” Malveaux said and flashed Adam a sheepish grin. “Didn't know you were a cop. You picked a hell of a time for a reunion.” She offered Adam her hand. “My name is Jane Malveaux.”

“A pleasure. Neeson has told me a lot about you, Inspector Malveaux.” 

“Really now?”

He failed to mention you, she thought. 

New 3-D images of Silas filled the command center, bringing an end to their conversation. 

“Synthetika thinks it can get away with anything in the name of profit. We won't tolerate this wide-scale mech infiltration any longer.” As if to prove his point, Silas brought up a machine pistol and targeted the line of X-2 androids dangling from the ceiling on steel hooks. Squeezing the trigger, he unleashed a volley of bullets into the robot bodies. Metal pinged on metal in a furious rain of sparks, and one of the robots came crashing down to the factory floor. The sharp impact popped off its head, sending it rolling across the floor. 

The terrorist’s camera zoomed in as the severed robot head smacked into a wall. Lifeless features filled the screen. A wild growth of cables and circuitry protruded from its sizzling neck. For a crazed second, Malveaux thought she was looking at a human head and had to remind herself otherwise. 

The screen went dark.

Malveaux turned toward Adam. There was dark humor in her voice as she said, “Welcome to Earth…” 

She broke off. 

Adam had vanished. 




















CHAPTER THREE




TWO ARMED TERRORISTS stood guard atop the roof of the main factory building. One of them scanned the night sky with a pair of electro-binoculars. He shifted his attention from one of the circling police hoverships toward the nearest web of catwalks that linked the various structures of the plant. 

The air pulsed and crackled with sudden flashes of electricity. Shock rippled over the terrorist’s face as reality warped and shimmered, shadows coalescing into the silhouette of a man. Adam’s fist snapped out and the terrorist went down. 

A second sentry spun, gun up, as Adam's legs swept out. The sentry was sent flying before he ever got a chance to squeeze off a round. 

Two men down, Adam thought. So far, so good.

Back in the command tent, he’d received new orders instructing him to engage the enemy. His orders were clear: disable the threat without jeopardizing the safety of the hostages. He would do his best to justify the trust his makers had put in him.

Adam knew Synthetika saw the incident as a way to showcase his abilities and prove the viability of the new line to the world. There were a number of vocal critics among the various law enforcement agencies who questioned the wisdom of introducing X-3000s into the force. Synthetika hoped to prove them wrong. 

With panther-like grace, Adam sprinted toward the large skylight at the center of the roof. He’d left his trench coat and hat back at the command center and the electronics visible in the back of his neck sparkled in the sunlight. Leaning over the skylight, he activated his sensors. With rapid-fire speed and precision, his enhanced vision zoomed in, magnifying the hostage scenario below. Seven terrorists jumped into view, and Silas’ voice grew audible. “... This time our message will be heard loud and clear...”

Adam activated his thermo-optic camouflage again, becoming one with his surroundings.

Below on the factory floor, Silas scanned his watch and nodded at his men. 

One of the armed terrorists strode up to the huddled, terrified hostages. The muzzle of his machine gun hovered menacingly before their faces. The terrorist was about to select his next victim when a pneumatic groan reverberated through the mech plant. Almost immediately, the line of mechs hanging from the ceiling began to move.

Paranoia slashed across Silas’ features. “What’s going on?” Before his men could respond, the air rippled and Adam materialized out of nowhere, pistol blazing. 

Kneecaps shattered, arms exploded. 

Each bullet hit its target in a mist of red. 

Each bullet disabled a terrorist without killing them.

Within seconds, the gunfire died down. Silas was now surrounded by a ring of fallen, moaning men. He swiveled his machine pistol and fired at the horrified hostages. 

Bullets pinged and ricochetted over Adam’s form as he stepped into the hail of lead. Each time a bullet slammed into his armored body, he grew visible for a split second.

Barrel still smoking, Silas snapped a fresh magazine into his machine pistol. 

I have to draw his attention away from the hostages, Adam thought and turned invisible again. 

An eerie silence descended over the factory. 

Silas’ eyes ticked back and forth with nervous energy, searching the factory floors. Panicky, he snatched one of the hostages. “You better fucking show yourself...” 

A sound to his right. 

Silas spun and sprayed the wall, chopping mortar. 

The smoke cleared. Nothing. 

His head pivoted just as reality warped behind him. Adam's outline grew visible, gun up. He drilled a bullet into Silas’ arm and the terrorist dropped the gun with a scream.	

As an X-3000, Adam was permitted to use lethal force but only as a last resort. Three more camouflaged punches followed, his outline popping into visibility each time a blow connected. A final, devastating kick sent Silas sprawling. 

With a renewed sizzle of electricity, Adam etched back into reality. He studied the mech factory, now carpeted with groaning terrorists and activated his comlink: “Crime scene has been neutralized.”	

The hostages gawked at Adam as his internal sensors ran a quick self-diagnostic. He’d been hit by a number of Silas’ bullets, but the damage appeared to be only cosmetic. 

“Is anyone hurt?” Adam asked.

The factory workers shook their heads one by one, still in shock. 

Footsteps grew audible outside the mech plant. A steel door was pulled back with a clang. Armored cops spilled into the mech factory, the overhead lights glittering over helmets. Neeson was among them and approached with quick strides. His helmet’s visor slid back, his brows creased with concern. “You all right?” he asked.

Adam nodded. 

Malveaux joined them, gun in hand. She was taking in the wounded terrorists and the grateful hostages and let out a low, appreciative whistle. “Not bad...”

Her words broke off. She must’ve spotted the flashing electronics in the back of his neck and the pulsating circuitry poking from his bloody shoulder wound. “Jesus. You're a mech!”

Her voice echoed in the vast factory hall, drawing everyone’s attention—the officers, the hostages, even the downed terrorists. Everyone was staring at Adam now, faces mirroring Malveaux’s surprise.

Adam evenly regarded her. “Please don't call me that, Inspector Malveaux. I have a name.”




















CHAPTER FOUR




ADAM RESTED ON a sleek operating table inside the crime lab of the San Francisco Police Department. Cyberneticists and X-2000 medical assistant mechs were fixing the surface damage Adam had sustained during the hostage rescue. 

Malveaux and Neeson fronted an observation window that overlooked the room and followed Adam’s surgery in silence. They had both traded assault combat gear for plain clothes. Malveaux was outfitted in a brown leather jacket and a pair of black slacks, while Neeson wore a rumpled suit and a loose tie, his idea of balancing formal with casual.

Malveaux still couldn’t believe it. She’d mistaken a mech for a human, and a part of her was gripped by a twinge of unease. Scientists had discussed the problem of the uncanny valley—and their efforts to bridge it—for decades. They postulated that when artificial features moved almost, but not exactly, like humans, the sight could trigger revulsion and discomfort in some people. For years cyberneticists had tried to perfect a mech that could pass as human. Adam signaled they’d successfully overcome this final hurdle. The next milestone in mech evolution had been reached. “You never mentioned that you worked with a robot back on Luna,” she said.

“Maybe I didn’t think it mattered. Adam isn’t like other androids.”

“I noticed. He wears a suit and can shoot people. I feel safer already.”

Neeson had to grin despite himself.

A door hissed open and Captain Ron Sadao joined them in the observation room. The man was Japanese-American, still trim and athletic at fifty-five, and wore a jet-black military style uniform. He was all business as he regarded them for a beat. “I see you’ve met our latest addition to the force.”

“So we’re going to be working with X-3s now?” Malveaux said.

“The colonies have been field-testing Adam for the last year,” Sadao explained. “Adam is the most advanced model in operation.”

“There’s no comparison with the X-2000 series,” Neeson added. “His outstanding arrest record on the colonies speaks for itself.”

“Hate to break this to you, gentlemen, but how do you think the fanatics downstairs will react when they realize X-3s are working law enforcement? They’re already blowing up Synthetika factories as it is.” 

“Change is never easy,” Sadao said. “I expect you and Neeson to show Adam around. Get him acclimated.”

Great, thought Malveaux. Playing tour guide for a mech.

“Dispatch just called in a homicide in Sector Five. Sounds like the perfect place to get started.”

With these words, Sadao left the observation chamber. Once again Malveaux’s attention turned toward the mech in the operating room. Adam had just finished buttoning up his shirt and rose from the table. For one second, the android seemed to stare right back at her, almost as if he sensed he was being observed. Who was she kidding? He probably could see through the glass. She reminded herself that those weren’t eyes but sophisticated sensors, a soulless machine hiding behind the mask of a man.




















CHAPTER FIVE




ADAM JOINED MALVEAUX and Neeson as they headed for the elevators that would take them to the department’s underground motor pool. Malveaux’s guard went up, her easygoing conversation with Neeson becoming forced and self-conscious. 

How can Neeson be so relaxed around this robot? 

They stepped into the lift, the doors zooming shut behind them. Neeson smiled warmly at Adam. “Hell of a job you did back at the factory.” 

“Thank you, Inspector Neeson. I do my best.”

“Looks like they fixed you up pretty good.”

“The damage was minimal.”

“So you're bulletproof too?” Malveaux was being snarky, but it was tempered by genuine curiosity.

 “Not exactly. My endoskeleton is made of titanium with a Kevlar lining. Certain calibers can damage me. A direct hit to the head would undoubtedly destroy my personality matrix.”

“I’ll keep that in mind if you start to malfuction.”

The elevator doors split open, and Malveaux was the first to step out. She immediately made a go for her coupe. The door scissored open and she slipped behind the wheel. Neeson opted for the passenger seat and Adam got in the back. 

“Ignition.” 

The coupe hummed to life. Moments later, they were on their way, hurtling down city streets slick with new rainfall and awash in bleeding neon. For a long stretch of time, the only sound in the car was the swish-swish of the windshield wipers battling the elements. Splotches of red-blue lights bled from the oversized, omnipresent electronic holo-billboards. 

The respectable section of the city soon gave way to more-run down and desolate areas as they headed further north. Homeless people camped out in small tents along garbage-strewn sidewalks. There was no need to double-check the address as a large tenement jumped into view. Police officers in full combat regalia guarded the crumbling structure. An angry mob had gathered around the cops and hard faces eyed the officers with raw emotion. These desperate souls shared little love for the men in blue. 

Or mechs, for that matter. 

Malveaux took in the hate graffiti which scarred the neglected twentieth century buildings: MECHS STEAL JOBS, SUCK LIVES. It provided a glimpse into the minds of the local population. 

Bringing a mech along probably wasn’t such a hot idea, she thought. 	 

They got out of the vehicle and headed for the oppressive structure. They’d almost reached the front entrance when a bottle flew at them from the crowd. It exploded against the wall next to Adam’s head. A snarl erupted from the throng. 

“Get the fuck out of here, Tin Man!”

Sometimes Malveaux hated to be right. She understood the underlying rage fueling the harsh words. People were fed up. Androids had flooded the workforce and changed the world they lived in. In the beginning mechs had been a godsend, filling much needed positions left vacant by the Omega Virus. As their numbers kept rising, though, their growing presence began to feel like an invasion by a new species.

Ignoring the stares from the crowd, they stepped into the building and continued down a series of barren, ill-maintained hallways. Nosy neighbors poked from doors, their suspicion palpable.

The trio reached a contingent of cops clustered in front of the victim's apartment. One officer was talking to a middle-aged man who was shooting daggers at the invaders in blue. “How many fucking times do I have to tell you? I didn’t see shit.” The man stopped, having spotted Adam. His snarl deepened. “What the fuck is a mech doing here?”

Neeson turned toward the man, his voice icy. “This mech is a police officer. So watch your mouth.”

The man grew livid. “Fucking mechs! Those goddamn machines stole my job!” 

One of the officers shoved the angry man back, allowing Adam, Malveaux and Neeson to explore the crime scene.

Guess I'm not the only one who's narrow-minded, Malveaux thought.	

“What have we got here?” Neeson asked one of the officers.	Adam scanned the apartment number on the door. “The resident's name is Daniel Gold, age thirty-nine.” There was a moment of hesitation before he added, “He was formerly employed by Synthetika as a cyberneticist.”

“What’s a cyberneticist doing in a dump like this?” Malveaux said.

“He’s been unemployed for over a year,” Adam explained. “According to his data profile, he suffered from substance abuse problems.” 

He’s been here less than a day and already has everyone in this city on file, Malveaux thought.

They passed through the unit’s open doorway and stepped into a penthouse suite with all the trimmings. The change from the rundown hallway was jarring. Snow-white leather couches faced a spectacular, sun-drenched view of the Golden Gate Bridge. 

Malveaux intellectually knew it was an illusion conjured by a virtual home-enhancement unit, but it still took her breath away. Holo-generators didn’t come cheap. Probably one of the victim’s old toys from before he lost his lucrative Synthetika gig. 

Malveaux choked on a heavy whiff of decomposition as she approached the naked body strung up from one of the ceiling’s light fixtures. Steel wire was wrapped around both hands, legs dangling a good foot off the floor. About two dozen cuts marked the blood-drenched body. Some tiny, some larger. Ears, nose, and lips were missing, the face reduced to a gory, unrecognizable mess. There was no blood anywhere in the apartment, all forensic traces of the murder obscured by the holographic system. The skin’s bluish, bloated appearance suggested the man had rotted away in his home for weeks.

Their surroundings changed, and the penthouse was replaced with an old-style country house. Only the corpse dangling from the ceiling served as a reminder that they were still in the same apartment. Neeson took note of the transformation with interest. “The home enhancement program was set on a continuous loop.”

“Pretty amazing how people use technology to live a lie,” Malveaux commented.

“Sometimes they don’t have a choice,” Adam said.

The android’s insight surprised Malveaux. 

The environment transformed again. For a split second, the real apartment stood revealed as a shabby, rundown dump. And there was something unusual on the wall. Before she could fully process the sight, the surroundings changed again, transmuting into an airy pad with a view of the beach. Seagulls sailed past the window, and Malveaux could almost hear their squalls in her mind. The audio portion of the holo-generator had either not been turned on or was broken. 

“Did you see that?” Malveaux asked Neeson.

“See what?”

“A second ago. There’s something on the apartment’s wall.” 

She stepped up to a black box next to the door. Tiny lights blinked furiously on the surface of the holo-generator. 

“Have you guys tried turning this thing off?” 

Almost as if to mock her, the illusion rippled and shimmered, the unit turning into a Mediterranean-style mansion. 

“We tried but the killer must’ve hacked the system,” one of the cops explained sheepishly. 

“I could help with that,” Adam offered.

Malveaux hesitated but stepped aside, giving Adam full access to the holo-generator. The android cop faced the black box and wirelessly interfaced with the device. 

Seconds later, the holo-environment distorted and shattered. Reality took over: shabby, gray, drab. At the same time, the cops on the scene froze, realizing that the homicide detective was a mech. 

They studied Malveaux, searching for an explanation, but she was too distracted to bring them up to speed. Her full attention riveted on a series of letters scrawled on the wall. The scraggly message read, “Man is God’s highest present development.” Judging from the dark color of the message, it was written in the victim’s blood.

Studying the cryptic words, Malveaux didn’t quite know what to make of it. “What do you think?” she asked Neeson. Her partner shrugged. He was as confounded by all this as she was.

Adam walked up to the victim. The awed yet weary expressions of cops in the apartment trailed him. “A mech shouldn't be handling the body,” one of them said.

“Don’t worry, I won't contaminate the crime scene. I don't leave fingerprints.”

Was the mech trying to be funny? Malveaux wondered.

Adam touched the body, analyzing the cuts. Malveaux assumed built-in sensors were scouring the scene for forensic evidence invisible to the naked eye. A walking, talking crime lab.

“Find anything?” Neeson asked. 

“No. All the prints here belong to the victim. Based on the degree of lividity, this man has been dead for about a month. The body shows a total of a twenty-nine incisions. The killer was familiar with anatomy. He started with the fleshy parts—thighs, calves, chest—working his way to the face.” 

Adam nodded at one of the larger cuts, which seemed to have been burned at the edges. “A number of the wounds were cauterized to prevent excessive blood loss.” 

“He didn't want the guy to bleed out before he was done,” Malveaux said grimly. “The bastard was torturing him.”

“There’s something else.” Adam pointed at the dead man’s eyes, which were rimmed with gore. “Those aren’t his eyes.”

“What are you talking about?” 

Adam leaned closer and carefully extricated one of the eyeballs. Holding it up, its robotic nature became apparent. “These belonged to an X-2000 model.”	

“You’re saying the killer took his eyes and replaced them with those of a mech?” Neeson said. 

“Correct.”	

“A symbolic act of some kind,” Malveaux speculated.

Neeson frowned. “Symbolic of what?”	

No one laid forth a theory, still thrown by this latest revelation.

Adam zeroed in on the wall-sized media center. From the top of the screen, a small camera pointed at the body. Shimmering holo-video filled the apartment as Adam wirelessly activated the media center.

In the holo-video, the dead man was still alive, a ghost back from the dead, his face quivering with agonizing pain. One gloved hand held his head in place, forcing him to stare up at the camera as he was being methodically sliced apart. The sound of steel scraping against flesh made Malveaux’s stomach turn. A part of her felt like reaching out to the lifelike 3-D footage, almost as if she could still save the man.	

“The killer made him watch his own murder,” Adam said.

“The bastard didn’t want him to miss a thing,” Malveaux added, her voice a brittle whisper. 

Onscreen, the man continued to beg for his life: ”Oh God…please, help me…”

Judging by the mutilated corpse, God had remained deaf to his desperate pleas. 




















CHAPTER SIX




ADAM AND NEESON waited near the building’s dilapidated elevator while Malveaux questioned some of the victim’s neighbors. 

Adam had read reports about human poverty, but this was his first direct experience of such squalor. Most of the humans on the colonies were highly trained and educated specialists, and a minimum standard of comfort was provided to all working personnel. Sanitation robots made sure to keep the colony domes clean. All living quarters were well maintained, unlike these crumbling, forsaken structures. How could these people live in such abysmal conditions?	

A bouncing ball thrust Adam out of his musings. At the end of the corridor, three kids were playing a game of soccer with a ragged tennis ball, oblivious to the sorry state of their surroundings. One of humanity’s greatest assets was its ability to adapt to any environment, no matter how harrowing. These kids exemplified this truism. They paid Adam and Neeson no mind, lost to the simple pleasure of their game. 

Adam turned toward a pale looking Neeson with concern. “Sir, are you alright?”

“Yes. I'll be okay.”

The thump-thump of the bouncing ball grew louder. 

“Is there anything I can do to make you feel better?”

The question earned Adam a smile from Neeson. “Fact you asked is enough.”

“This city... It's different from what I expected,” he said.

“Sometimes I don't recognize it myself.”

Adam nodded at Neeson. “Your partner doesn’t like me too much.”

“Don’t take it personally. Malveaux is like a lot of people out there. She sees a machine doing her job, a machine that might replace her in the future. The thought scares her.” 	

Adam considered this for a beat and said, ”Why aren’t you scared?”

“Who said I wasn’t?” Neeson’s lips curled into a weary smile.

Adam was still mulling this over when Malveaux joined them. She didn’t look too happy. The female inspector was perplexing. On one hand, her record indicated that she was a highly decorated, capable police officer. Why was her reaction so different from Neeson’s? Did she truly feel threatened by him?”

“Any luck?” Neeson asked Malveaux.

“Apparently, the sadistic fucker just waltzed into a crowded building to torture and kill a man and no one saw or heard a god damn thing.”

The incessant bouncing of the ball stopped.

Adam saw the tennis ball roll toward him. He bent over and scooped up the ball. One of the kids approached warily, his lips pressed into a thin line of suspicion. Hoping to lighten the mood, Adam smiled at the boy as he handed him the ball. 

The kid’s tough exterior cracked and a ghost of a smile bent his lips. As he accepted the ball, the door of one of the nearby apartment units was kicked open with a loud bang. The angry neighbor emerged and pointed a gun at Adam and Neeson. The resounding crack that followed drowned out all other sounds. Bullets rained down on Adam and Neeson. 	

The projectiles bounced off Adam but flung Neeson back. Malveaux went for her pistol and so did Adam. First priority was disabling the shooter. The man managed to squeeze off two more shots before a volley of lead cut him down. 

Malveaux kept her gun up while she kneeled before Neeson who had slumped to the ground in a pool of red. Blood bubbled from his mouth in thick strands, and his torso hemorrhaged crimson. His gaze was already growing distant. Neeson was going into shock. Each second had become precious. 

Malveaux spun toward the stunned cops in the hallway. “Officer down. Get a medic!” She snatched Neeson's hand, which was slick with gore. Her voice cracked with emotion. “Hang in there. Help is on the way.”

Adam crouched over Neeson. “I'm capable of performing first aid,“ he explained. Adam sensed her mistrust and unwillingness to let him touch her partner. But she was desperate and knew that time was running out for Neeson. After a tense beat, Malveaux finally nodded at him to proceed. Adam gently unbuttoned Neeson's blood-soaked shirt while a compartment in his wrist snapped open, revealing a basic emergency kit. Medical program activated, he extricated a syringe and injected Neeson with a dose of painkillers. An X-ray of Neeson's pulsating internal organs replaced surface reality. His scrolling readouts showed that a bullet had punctured a heart valve. Fortunately, Neeson was beginning to relax as the drugs took effect. 

“How bad?” Malveaux asked.

He won’t make it, Adam thought but experience had taught him such a blunt response would not go over well. With a grave expression, he shook his head. 

Neeson started to go into a final seizure. His right hand weakly tightened around Malveaux’s wrist before all life left his features. Cursing, she jumped to her feet and stormed off, shaking with helpless fury. 

Neeson can’t be gone, Adam thought.

An unfamiliar, paralyzing sensation gripped him. Was this his first experience of grief? His programming was designed to process reality on an emotional level. New experiences could expose him to new feelings, his emotional make-up a work in progress. For the first time since being activated, Adam fully grasped the concept of mortality. A good man had died and nothing would ever bring him back. A spark of life lost for all eternity. It seemed like such a colossal waste on an evolutionary level. How did humans go about their everyday lives knowing a mere whim of fate could undermine all their efforts for the future?	

A moan interrupted his thoughts. Neeson’s killer was still alive. Adam rose and rushed toward the downed man. 	

“What are you doing?” Malveaux said.

“I'm programmed to preserve human life. All human life.” Moving swiftly, Adam stripped off the shooter’s shirt. He tore off the sleeve and used it as a compress. The shooter recoiled. “Don't fucking touch me, mech!” With his last ounce of strength, the man spat at Adam. Bloody saliva hit him, but he continued helping the hateful man. Officers followed the unfolding drama in stunned silence. The intermittent crackles of their comlinks echoed eerily in the hallway as Adam went about saving the life of Neeson’s murderer.

By the time Adam turned away from the shooter, convinced that the man would live, his grief had given way for another emotion—anger. Malveaux’s earlier words rang through his mind:	

Welcome to Earth.























CHAPTER SEVEN




“ENGAGE TARGET SYSTEM,” Malveaux said and the hologram of a black-clad burglar flashed into existence about twenty yards ahead of her. 

Malveaux stood at the center of the police combat simulator, a chamber the size of a small basketball court, gun up and sighted on the fast approaching virtual assailant. A brief flicker around the edges was the only subtle indicator of her sim-target’s true nature. 

Malveaux pumped a full magazine into the incoming assailant. The hologram sizzled with crackling electricity each time a bullet made contact. A digital counter around Malveaux’s wrist kept track of the hits, numbers ticking up furiously. 

She emptied the first magazine and snapped in another one. Tapping a button on her wrist-pad, she raised the simulation’s difficulty level.

The burglar morphed into four opponents. 

They all closed in with increased speed and drew their own weapons in mid-sprint. Beams of light speared the battle room. 

Malveaux jumped into motion, firing away while doing her best to avoid being hit by the flashing pulses of non-lethal energy charges. Getting hit would sting while a lethal shot would end the simulation. 

Malveaux dropped the empty mag and jammed in a fresh one. This wasn’t a simple training exercise any longer. She was unleashing all her pent-up anger and rage. In her mind she wasn’t destroying digital targets but pretending she had Neeson’s killer in her sights. 

God, she still couldn’t believe he was gone. As a homicide detective, she accepted the risks of her profession—or so she’d thought. But Neeson had been larger than life to her, a true force of nature. He’d taken her under his wing when she was first promoted to Homicide. He’d been her mentor, her partner. 

Her friend. 

More shots rang out, and the horde of virtual assailants rushed at her from every possible angle, intent on getting a drop on her. 

Malveaux dodged their shots, moving with the grace of a ballet dancer as she kept blasting away. She embraced the grueling pace of the combat simulation. Needed to punish herself. The responsibility for Neeson’s death rested squarely on her shoulders. Maybe if she’d acted faster, been more alert, she could’ve stopped the shooter. And what about the goddamn mech that had triggered the violent incident? The machine should’ve never been there in the first place. 

Her mind flashed back to her last exchange with the unit. As the shrouded gurney with Neeson’s body had vanished inside an ambulance, the robot had just stood there in the rainy night, water pooling on the brim of his hat. “Did they identify the killer?” Adam had asked.

“The shooter was a card-carrying member of the Human Defense League. One thing’s certain, he wasn’t aiming for Neeson.”

The mech looked gut-punched. Had this machine been grieving for Neeson? But that was impossible, wasn’t it?

Sensing rapid movement behind her, Malveaux whirled, gun blazing, her fusillade finding the two remaining attackers. Her bullets hit them both dead center, flipping them backward as they shattered in an electronic haze of dispersing light. From experience she knew the program would keep raising the difficulty level until one of the virtual criminals got lucky and found their target. 

“Terminate program.” 

Malveaux was breathing heavily, and she tasted the salt of her own perspiration. She’d hoped the physical exertion would ease the boiling rage and provide an escape from her own thoughts, but no such luck.

As she grabbed a towel and wiped off the film of sweat, she spotted a familiar figure standing at the far end of the battle room. It was Captain Sadao. How long had he been watching her? More importantly, what had motivated him to venture down here into the basement? Normally the brass stayed clear of anything that resembled fieldwork. 

She took a deep swig from her water bottle and headed toward the captain. Might as well get this over with, whatever it was. 

Sadao nodded a curt hello and said, “I’m sorry about what happened to Neeson. He was a good man.”

“He was,” Malveaux said with heavy emotion. 

“Do you think Neeson’s shooter could be the same guy who offed the cyberneticist?” 

“No, our guy is different, a sadistic super-freak. He tortured the victim. Neeson’s shooting was a crime of opportunity. An angry bum lashing out at a mech and hitting an innocent bystander in the process.” 

“This isn’t going to be a one-shot deal, is it?”

Malveaux shook her head. She stared at Sadao and knew the small talk was leading up to the real reason for his presence. “Is there something else?” 

“Synthetika wants Adam to stay on the case. That means I need you pick up where Neeson left off.”

“I don’t think that’s a good idea.” Did Sadao truly believe that partnering her up with the mech who got Neeson killed was a smart move? 

”Malveaux, do you have any idea how many police officers were murdered last year in the line of duty?”

Anger coiled up her throat. How insensitive could the captain be to ask that question at a time like this? 

“I try not to keep track,” Malveaux replied tightly.

“Well, let me educate you. The number of fatalities was ninety-nine for San Francisco alone, and that is not counting your partner. Man’s a frail construct, and this city likes to chew up cops and spit them out in body bags.”

Malveaux swallowed back her anger and digested this bit of information. “What’s your point?” she asked.

“My point is, the council has noticed that blood’s sticking to their shoes. They’re the squeamish sort. Their solution is to get officers who don’t have the audacity to die on us.”

“Mechs,” Malveaux said.

“Adam is just the beginning.”

“That’s a pretty damn good idea. Especially since the public hates mechs even more than cops.”

“Yourself included?” Sadao asked.

Malveaux refused to be baited. “It’s going to take more than a machine to catch this sick fuck,” Malveaux said.

“That’s where you come into play.” A chill note crept into Sadao’s voice. “This test run is vitally important for Synthetika and for the department. I expect your full co-operation, Malveaux. Are we clear?” 

Malveaux was tempted to say more, but she stopped herself. Being political didn’t come easy, but she knew this wasn’t a fight she could win.

“Good. Looks like we’re on the same page.” With these words, Sadao stepped out of the battle room. 

Malveaux clenched her jaw. This day was getting off to a great start.























CHAPTER EIGHT




ADAM RETURNED TO the police precinct, the shooting still haunting him. It was past midnight by the time he arrived. 

Androids didn’t require sleep the way humans did, but Synthetika expected a daily upload of all his memory files for further review and analysis. The video and audio recordings of his experiences would allow them to refine his programming based on how he responded to various situations and stimuli. They’d pore over the data and crunch the numbers, drawing the necessary conclusions that would help their cyberneticists perfect the next generation of mechs. Without a doubt, Synthetika would take the X-4000 to new technological heights that would put his current performance to shame. 

As Adam walked through the precinct, he debated where he should spend the night. He considered the mech storage chamber located in the precinct’s basement, but one look at the rows of coffin-like charging units changed his mind. He felt out of place among the X-2 models powering up their batteries and updating their operating systems. On the colonies, he’d grown accustomed to having his own quarters. He craved a private, quiet place where he could contemplate and process the tragic, turbulent events of the day. He knew most respectable establishments wouldn’t allow a mech to book a room. The moment they realized he was an android, they’d be on the phone with Synethika, reporting a malfunctioning unit. 

He needed to find a dwelling where they wouldn’t care as long as he could pay for the room. A quick search of the webs gave him the address for the Lincoln, a rundown, crumbling motel in a not-so-desirable part of the city. For his purposes, it sounded perfect. Allowing him to travel on his own and make such decisions was all part of Synthetika’s test phase. They wanted X-3s to think for themselves, to a degree, while carrying out their duties.

An hour later, Adam stepped through the Lincoln’s revolving brass doors. Faded carpet and flaking walls greeted him, the lobby mirroring the hopeless exterior. Once upon a time the Lincoln had been a hotspot, but little remained of its former glory. The decay extended to the motel’s denizens. Aging prostitutes and men on disability pensions occupied a fraying couch near the check-in desk. They appeared to have become a permanent fixture with the desolate surroundings. This dump was their home. They barely glanced up from the lobby’s media screen as Adam walked past them. 

The Arab behind the reception desk felt only slightly more put-together than the sad residents. After a brief exchange, he slid Adam a plastic key card, his gaze lingering perhaps a moment too long. 

The room wasn’t much better than the lobby, but it beat spending the night in the precinct’s mech storage facility. Adam approached the bed and tried not to pay much attention to the sweat-stained sheets. Muffled sounds emanated from outside, honking cars interspersed with occasional shouts. The steady pulse of the city. 

Adam interfaced with the webs and found the latest news feed on the shooting. “Homicide detective Robert Neeson was gunned down earlier today in the line of duty. The shooter—a member of the HDL—is in stable condition. Detective Neeson is survived by his wife and two children. Our heart goes out to the family…”

Adam killed the feed, wondering why he’d accessed it in the first place. He’d rather not relive the memory. A Bible rested on the nightstand and caught his interest. He could’ve interfaced with a number of religious texts, but there was something about holding the book in his hands. For centuries mankind had stored knowledge in physical books, and they gave him a tactile sense of history. Giving in to curiosity, he turned the pages. 

Neeson had tried to tell him about God back on Luna. Adam had found it difficult to wrap his head around the notion of an invisible creator when the men and women who’d engineered him were such a tangible part of his life. Adam understood his place in the world and grasped his purpose. He was an X-3000, a law-enforcement unit designed to preserve human life and uphold the law. The meaning of his existence beyond his primary function didn’t factor into his thinking too much. At least it never had in the past.

Adam took a seat on the bed, and having nothing better to do, he began to read. By the time early dawnlight streamed into the motel room, he’d read the book twice. The events described seemed to go against the laws of known science and were based exclusively on verbal accounts. How could humanity draw comfort from these words? Nevertheless, there was a nobility and graciousness in the ideas and stories. 

He pushed all philosophical thoughts aside and headed back to the precinct. At this early hour, the lobby of the Lincoln seemed even more like a storehouse of lost souls, and Adam felt glad to be on his way. As soon as he stepped into the bustling police headquarters, Malveaux sidled up to him. “It’s your lucky day. The captain wants us to work this case together. Let’s go.”

Five minutes later, they were both seated inside Malveaux’s coupe. This time Adam rode shotgun. Malveaux didn’t look thrilled to have him take Neeson’s place and he didn’t blame her. She switched on an array of navigational screens, and the coupe peeled out of the garage with a loud screech of rubber.

They drove in silence. 

At a loss for suitable conversational material, Adam studied the cityscape as it streaked past his window. The urban canyons seemed different during the daylight, less menacing somehow. Seeing the sun and feeling its heat, being able to peer up at the sky—these were all new experiences for someone who had spent his entire existence surrounded by the darkness of space and the artificial lights of the Luna habitats.

A few minutes into the ride, Malveaux finally spoke. “So, this your first time on Earth?”

“Yes. I was manufactured on Luna.”

“Colonists tend to be more tolerant of mechs?”

“They respect the role we played in the colonization process.” 

“Doesn't mean they all love you, does it?” 

Adam didn’t respond because he knew Malveaux was right. 

“So where did you spend the night?” Malveaux asked.

“I checked in at the Lincoln.”

Malveaux cocked an eyebrow. “Wow. You couldn't have picked a lovelier place.” 

“My options were limited.”

“Mechs aren't good for business?”

“Unless they're working the factory floors.”

A new silence reigned between them. This time Adam spoke first. “Inspector, I'm sorry about your loss. I know Neeson was a close friend.”

The reaction that followed wasn’t exactly what Adam had hoped for.

“How nice. You come with grief counseling software.” 

Adam paused before he said, “Neeson was my friend too. He treated me like his equal. He was...unique.” Adam looked Malveaux straight in the eye. “I’m not here to take his place.” 

Malveaux studied him for a beat, her thoughts a mystery to him as she made a sharp right and floored the accelerator.




















CHAPTER NINE




TWENTY MINUTES LATER they pulled into the red zone district. Rows of bars, VR parlors, and nightclubs formed an alley of smut. Being only around noon, the clubs weren’t packed but a small, eager crowd was already gathering outside the larger establishments. There were tourists out for a cheap thrill, trust fund babies hungry for a kick, executives taking long lunch breaks. 

Everywhere Adam turned, he could see men and women hawking their wares, working out deals, cash exchanging hands. The oldest profession known to man with a new twist: The tricks scoping for marks were X-2s, their blank features buried under heavy layers of makeup, mannequins come to life. He knew the pleasure mechs were merely following their programming. Their purpose was to provide sexual gratification, the same way his purpose was to uphold the law. So why did part of him disapprove? 

As Malveaux parked the coupe, Adam wondered why men would want to copulate with machines. It served no biological function. He concluded that these pleasure models were pitching the illusion of humanity, satiating appetites that couldn’t be met elsewhere. 

“What are we doing here?” Adam asked.

“There aren’t too many options for an unemployed cyberneticist to make a living,” she said.

“You believe Dr. Gold was maintaining the mech population in one of these clubs?”

“He was paying the rent somehow. This is the quickest way for a man with his background to make some fast cash.” 

They got out of the vehicle and headed for the largest club on the strip. Malveaux flashed her badge, and the bouncer granted them quick access.

Inside the club, a world of electric euphoria awaited. A sensory assault of pounding techno, writhing bodies, and pulsating lights. Sweat, skin, and sex defined the dance floor with half-naked pleasure mechs at its vibrating center. All shapes, sexes, and ethnicities were represented—equal opportunity decadence. Humans dressed as robots and robots that could pass for human. Beneath the dance floor, a gigantic aquarium contained mermaid mechs who mirrored the dancing bodies, moving in rhythm to the hammering beats. 

The decor was equally fantastical. Giant holo-screens showed footage captured by space probes: black holes vied with the rings of Saturn and gave way to sweeping pans through asteroid fields. Gutted computers and mosaics of circuit boards tattooed the walls. Mech endoskeletons hugged stone columns in S&M poses. One of the robot skeletons was mounted on a cross. Neeson would have disapproved of this blatant act of blasphemy. 

As they fought their way to the back of the club, hungry looks followed him. To the clubgoers, a human-looking mech must represent the next visceral thrill. 

Picking up on the interest, Malveaux flashed Adam a grin. “You’re a hit.” Adam refused to comment, feeling uncomfortable from all the hungry attention. 

They reached the entrance to the VIP area, where a muscular black albino decided to cop an attitude and deny them access despite the badge. A glimpse at Malveaux’s gun silenced any further protests. The guard glared at them as they advanced into the club’s inner sanctum. 

Smoke wafted around plush couches while the exclusive clientele received private dances from gorgeous pleasure mechs. At the center of the hedonism, one man reigned over this synthetic flesh empire. He was in the midst of receiving a massage from two stunning pleasure mechs. A quick facial scan identified the club owner as Core Monsol. The man had an arrest record a mile long but had managed to operate within the shady area of the law in recent years. 

“Doing your own quality control?” Malveaux inquired with a humorless grin.

Core studied Malveaux with dead eyes. Years on the street had eroded the man until only a stone-cold predator remained. “And you are?” he asked.

Malveaux showed Core her badge and said, “We want to ask you a couple of questions. If you cooperate, we’ll be out of this fine establishment in no time.”

Core waved the two pleasure mechs away and said, “I run a legitimate business. I don't hurt nobody. That's why I use mechs, not real bitches.” He licked his lips, mentally undressing Malveaux.

“Funny,” Malveaux said. “I thought it was because they can work 24/7 and you don’t have to buy them lunch.”

”How can I help you today, Inspector?” Core asked in a flat voice

Adam opened the palm of his hand, projecting a holo-image of the murdered cyberneticist. Core stared at the shimmering image, more intrigued by Adam than the hologram.

“You're a mech? Un-fucking-believable. A real beauty, too. Who designed your shell?”

“Save the art criticism for your girlfriends,” Malveaux interrupted. “Don’t want them to get jealous.” 

“I see they're making you pigs work with mechs now. How long before they replace your sorry asses?”

“I'm running out of patience here.” She nodded at the hologram. “Does this man look familiar?”

“No idea,” Core said with defiance. 

Adam stepped right into Core’s face and said, “It would be unfortunate if we had to confiscate all your pleasure models because we suspected illegal modifications.” 

“Most unfortunate,” Malveaux echoed with a cold grin and Adam thought he spotted approval in her eyes.




















CHAPTER TEN




CORE TURNED OUT to be a dead end. Dr. Gold did odd jobs for the sleaze peddler, but Core had been using him less and less nowadays. Gold’s habit made him a liability and there were plenty of young, starving robotics students out there eager to complement their meager income with freelance work. 

As Malveaux navigated the coupe through the traffic, her wristcomm crackled to life. It was central command. There’d been a second murder. The victim’s name was Dr. Ron Shoji, another cyberneticist, confirming Malveaux’s fears that they might be up against a serial killer. Central fed her GPS system Dr. Shoji’s address, and they were on their way. 

They reached the victim’s home around two o’clock. The sleek mansion was located outside the city, the elegant glass and steel structure surrounded by lush vegetation. Unlike the last crime scene, this felt like the residence of a cyberneticist. 

Interrogating Core had put Malveaux in a sour mood and the media circus that awaited her at the victim’s house did little to lift her spirits. One murder was an obituary, but two dead cyberneticists was a story waiting to go nuclear. 

Malveaux and Adam climbed the staircase that led to the front door, a number of flying newsbots trailing them. The faces of reporters flickered on the drones’ small screens. “Inspector, could we have a few words?”

Malveaux wordlessly continued walking toward the building, Adam keeping pace beside her. The newsbots followed them. “Do you believe the murder of cyberneticist Dr. Stephen Shoji is in any way connected to the latest string of anti-mech violence?“

Malveaux never answered the question. Instead, she vanished inside the building and slammed the door shut behind her. 

“Is this how you always deal with the media?” Adam asked.

“Only on my good days.”

They moved deeper into the house. 

The cops made for a surreal addition among the collection of sleek furniture and hip art. The home reeked of wealth. No surprise—the growing mech population had put cyberneticists at the top of the economic food chain. 

Cops were everywhere, and Maleavux exchanged greetings with the men she knew. “Where's the body?” Malveaux asked.

A second officer simply said, “Upstairs.” Malveaux wondered how many rooms were in this place. Her two-bedroom apartment, which she shared with her sister, seemed suddenly tiny and cramped. 

They finally arrived inside a large living area where she spotted the victim almost immediately. The corpse reclined on the large couch, displaying no signs of the butchery found at the last crime scene. His features were set in an almost angelic expression as he peered emptily at a media-screen. There were no wounds or other surface indicators of how he died. Were they even dealing with the same killer?

Malveaux approached the body and did her best to ignore the rank stench of decomposition polluting the air. 

“Jesus…”

“Forensics estimates the victim was killed about a month ago.”

Malveaux wondered how many more victims might be wasting away in their homes across the city. And it led to another question. Why hadn’t there been any more recent killings?

“How come no one reported him missing?” she asked.

“Dr. Shoji retired from Synthetika about a year ago. He’s divorced, and the daughter is going to school in LA. She hadn’t heard from her dad for a few weeks and became worried. When the story of the other dead cyberneticist hit the news, she called up a friend to check on him. We figured he was killed around the same time as our first guy.”

Malveaux leaned closer and let out a gasp as another detail snapped into focus. The body reclined on the couch was human, but the head resting atop the torso belonged to an X-2. Upon closer inspection, she saw a fine line of red under the neckline where the killer had mounted the robot head on the flesh-and-blood torso. From a distance or in low lighting conditions, the servant mech’s head could easily be mistaken for human, but the illusion didn’t hold up under close scrutiny. 

One of the detectives on the scene sidled up to her. “Nasty piece of business.”

“Where is the vic’s head?”

The officer shrugged. “We’re still looking. So far, zip.” 

Malveaux tightened her jaw as a shiver ran down her scalp. This wasn’t like any case she’d ever worked before. In more ways than one. Once again the killer had slaughtered a cyberneticist and stripped him of his humanity in death. What was the killer trying to communicate? Was he saying these cyberneticists weren’t quite human anymore? That they’d sold out their own species? 

“Any idea what we’re up against here?” the detective asked.

Good question. Malveaux’s first instinct was to blame some member of the Human Defense League, but these crimes didn’t seem like their style. The HDL generally took hostages and blew up Synthetika property. They didn’t target individuals. Or pull a Jack the Ripper.

She had inched closer to the victim when, without warning, the robot head burst to life. The blank gaze flickered, lips twitching, creating the terrifying illusion that the victim had returned from the dead. 

Startled, Malveaux jumped back as the robot spoke in a chilling, mechanical monotone. "And God said, let us make man in our image, after our likeness: and let them have dominion over the fish of the sea and over the fowl of the air, and the cattle, and over all the Earth..." 

Shit, she must’ve triggered some type of sensor. A freaky parting gift from the killer. 

The moment the head finished reciting the Bible passage, the media screen crackled to life. Everyone whirled around as eerie holo-images invaded the living room. An oversized alien head lined with veined albino skin pulsating in a sea of red—a developing fetus suspended in amniotic fluid. Evolving from embryo to fetus within seconds, organs becoming visible, eyes growing prominent. The eerie time-lapse holo-video played over and over again, set on a continuous loop.

“What is he trying to tell us?” Malveaux asked.

Before anyone could answer, a shocked cry cut through the living room. A young woman had stumbled into the living room. Her thin frame shook, racked by violent sobs. “Oh my God, oh my God...”	

“Someone get her out of here!” Malveaux shouted.

The woman's legs gave out, but Adam caught her. Gently, he helped her walk away from the place of death. “Come, let's go outside. You don't have to witness this.”

Malveaux and the other cops peered after them, stunned into collective silence by the android's simple act of kindness. An apologetic cop offered up a sheepish smile. “The daughter. She just showed up. I guess she got on the first plane after the news hit. I tried to stop her...”

“It’s okay,” Malveaux said as another holographic embryo began to form in the living room. 

What were they up against here? 





























CHAPTER ELEVEN




ADAM SAT ACROSS from Shoji’s daughter, Helen, in the downstairs dining area. She was sobbing but struggling to keep it together. Grief had been an abstract concept to Adam, grasped on a purely intellectual level without an emotional reference point. Now, with Neeson’s passing, he understood what the poor woman was going through. 

Adam handed Helen a cup of coffee, which she gratefully accepted. 

“Thank you.” Helen wiped away her tears, collecting herself to the best of her abilities. “Who could… What kind of monster could—?” She broke off. 

“That's what we're trying to find out.” Adam paused for a moment, and then added, “I want you to know that everything I see and hear is recorded. Are you fine with that?”

Helen studied Adam, a sense of wonder edging out her grief. “You're an android?”

“Yes. I’d understand if you would rather talk to another human being.”

“No. That's all right. I grew up around androids. They always listened to me.”

New tears welled up as Helen began to speak, the words flowing easily.	

Malveaux was carefully following the exchange. Did she disapprove of him questioning a potential witness? He almost expected her to interject herself into his line of questioning, but she continued to observe from the sidelines. 

A few minutes later, Helen was done talking. Adam thanked her for her time and turned toward his partner. “I’m surprised you didn’t join us.”

“I didn’t want to interrupt,” Malveaux said. “She seemed to trust you.” 

“I think she spent more time with her X-2000s than her parents.”

“What do you think about her story?” 

“According to Helen, her father had been acting strangely for the last few weeks, drinking too much and having problems sleeping.”	

Malveaux arched her eyebrows. “You’re saying Shoji knew this was going to happen? That someone was after him?”

“That’s what his daughter believes. Could the killer be a member of the Human Defense League?” 

“Doubt it. The HDL isn’t shy about claiming credit for their acts of terror.” 

Adam nodded; Malveaux had a point. Another question occurred to him. “Any thoughts on this latest message? Why is the killer quoting Genesis 1:26?”

Malveaux paused, surprised by his knowledge of the Bible. “Psycho killers have a thing for the Bible, go figure. The messages glorify mankind but the murders are about stripping the victim’s of their humanity. Deconstructing them, in a way. It’s like he’s turning them into mechs, at least on a symbolic level.”

“I don’t understand.”

“I don’t expect you too.”

“What do you mean?”

“You’re still trying to figure out regular people, much less the crazies.”

He couldn’t argue with Malveaux’s logic. “You believe I’m incapable of understanding human nature?”

“I’d say you have a small disadvantage.”

Adam pondered Malveaux’s words as they drove back to the precinct. She was right. If the behavior of rational humans represented an enigma, how could he expect to understand an irrational, deranged mind? Human nature could be puzzling and human madness might be the hardest puzzle of them all.

According to the files he’d studied, the best profilers and detectives possessed a quality that allowed them to think like the killers and criminals they hunted. Solving such cases required imagination and the ability to project oneself into the killer’s mind. A capacity for visualizing savagery coupled with empathy. The ability to access every crime database on the planet within seconds would only take him so far. He’d need to learn more about the dark psychological forces shaping serial killers. 

While Malveaux fought traffic, Adam interfaced with every crime database on Earth. The vacant-faced glares of murderers and their grisly crimes became his new reality. He scanned interviews, case reports, autopsy pictures—a history of savage, sickening violence. Psychologists elaborated on the factors that produced human monsters. Neurologists speculated about brain abnormalities found during the autopsies of deceased pattern killers. The experts all agreed that childhood abuse, both physical and mental, was the key factor shaping the pathology of such murderers. 

Adam never had parents or a childhood, and he found the mechanics of abuse difficult to grasp. His programming was designed to mainly detect patterns and details, to solve problems on a forensic level. This represented unchartered territory for his mind.

Malveaux’s words had planted the seed of doubt, and now it was bearing fruit. She believed he wasn’t qualified to work this case, and he was quickly coming to the same conclusion. A word with the captain was in order. He would simply ask to be reassigned. Sadao should find it easy to put him on a case better suited to his abilities. 

As soon as they reached the precinct, Adam headed to the captain’s office. Sadao was busy fielding holo-calls when Adam arrived. Sadao quickly hung up and waved Adam inside. “How are things going with your new partner?”

“That’s actually why I came to see you, Captain. I believe I should work a different case.”

Sadao frowned as he asked, “What makes you say that? Is Malveaux putting ideas in your head?” 

“I've read every text on serial killers I could find on the webs. I know all the facts, but it still defies my understanding. What could motivate men to commit such violent crimes? To inflict such pain?” 

Sadao flashed him an understanding smile and said, ”It isn't something you can read up on in a book. Experience will be your best teacher.”

“What do I do in the meantime?”

“Use the tools at your disposal.”

A pensive Adam considered Sadao’s words long after he left the office

Use the tools at your disposal.

After some consideration, Adam planned to follow Sadao’s advice. Adam knew that humanity was driven more by emotion than intellect, but the opposite was true of him. The dark emotions fueling these murders might be beyond his comprehension, but perhaps he could locate other patterns. With a renewed sense of resolve, he began to dig deeper into the backgrounds of the two murder victims.























CHAPTER TWELVE




ADAM HAD ASKED Malveaux to join him in the main conference room, and she now faced him from across the large oval table. Apparently Adam had found a new connection between the two dead cyberneticists. 

She’d spent the last few hours interviewing the neighbors back at the Dr. Gold’s building, hoping a witness might crawl out of the woodwork. She talked to dealers who hawked chemical bliss in poorly lit hallways and gangbangers whittling their days away playing hoops. It turned out to be an exercise in frustration. No one had heard or seen anything…or at least they weren’t talking. She hoped Adam’s day had been more productive. 

“All right, so what ya got?”

Adam launched straight into his findings. “As you know, both Shoji and Gold had stopped working for Synthetika. Six months ago, they each received a money transfer in the amount of six million dollars from M-Tech, an Australian based mining company.”

Malveaux let out a low whistle. “Now why does a mining company hire two cyberneticists?”

“According to the documents I accessed, our victims were supposed to upgrade the computer systems of their mining equipment. The idea was to give M-Tech’s mining machinery a technological overhaul. Ensure their line was up to date. Pretty standard work for retired cyberneticists…”

When they’re not fixing up pleasure mechs for sleazeballs like Core, Malveaux thought. She picked up the hesitation in Adam’s voice. “Something about it doesn’t feel right, though?”

“The work wasn’t exactly challenging,” Adam said. “Most companies could hire specialists for a fraction of the money M-Tech paid the two victims.”

“So why does a company struggling to stay afloat throw that much money around?”

“My thoughts exactly.” 

Malveaux chewed it over for another moment and said, “Maybe Shoji and Gold weren’t merely upgrading their workforce. Maybe they were doing something more risky.”

“You mean like something illegal?”

Malveaux nodded. “Keep digging into M-Tech. See what else you can find. Anything else?”

“Yes. I crosschecked all banks for any other cyberneticists who might have received a similar payment from M-Tech. I discovered one more name.”

The holo-image of a bald man materialized over the table. Hyper-intelligent eyes dominated ascetic features. 

“Dr. Malcolm Cain, one of the top cyberneticists at Synthetika. He resigned a year ago, reasons unknown.” 

Malveaux studied the man. There was an intensity to the lean face, a cold and laser-like intelligence. “Let’s pay the good doctor a visit and see what he has to say.”

Energized by the new lead, they rode the elevator down to the parking structure. As Malveaux maneuvered through traffic, she pondered what Adam had told her. They had three cyberneticists who had clearly collaborated on a project for this mining company. On paper, everything looked legit. A foreign corporation going after talent. Only problem was they were paying top dollar for a routine service. Under normal circumstances no one would give it much thought—but these murders were anything but normal.

A half hour later, they pulled into the parking area of the gated community where Dr. Cain lived. Malveaux took the lead as they entered the complex and passed through a sterile, quiet corridor. There was no sign of a living soul. 

Guards up, they approached Cain’s unit, which was located at the end of the empty hallway. For a moment, Malveaux wondered if anyone actually lived in this pristine yet forlorn building. She enjoyed hearing signs of life near her home. Traffic, neighbors cranking up their music, couples fighting. A human heartbeat. This luxury building with its soundproof units made her think of a high-tech tomb. 

She knocked on the door. There was no answer.

Malveaux drew her weapon and nodded at Adam. “How about you interface with the unit’s locking system?”

Adam accessed the security system and produced immediate results. As the door zoomed open, Malveaux realized with growing disbelief that they were working together like real partners.	 

Weapon out, she entered Dr. Cain’s apartment. A few steps in, she gagged as a powerful stench of decay assaulted her nostrils. Fortunately a half-eaten, mold-covered meal was the cause for the bad smell and not Cain’s decaying body. Closer investigation of the place confirmed another growing suspicion—no one had set foot in the apartment in weeks. A mountain of unwashed dishes sat in the sink, and a thick layer of dust caked the furniture. 

Malveaux stepped up to the cyberneticist’s computer workstation. She holstered her weapon and slipped on a pair of forensic gloves. No point in contaminating a potential crime scene. Dr. Cain’s absence and the sorry state of his home didn’t bode well. It appeared the killer might’ve gotten to him first, confirming that the M-Tech payday might be the link to these murders. A link that Adam had unearthed, she reminded herself. His ability to access and hack hundred of databases and streams of data was paying off big time. 

Gloves snuggly fitted, she rummaged through Dr. Cain’s desk and papers. As she inspected the contents of Cain’s work station, she uncovered a collection of pamphlets. Her confusion grew as she studied the printed material more closely.

Noticing Adam’s interest, she held up one of the small booklets. Her partner showed no emotion as he studied the cover, which featured a smiling family gathered around a bonfire of burning mech bodies. The innocent, cartoony artwork highlighted the family’s exaggerated bright smiles and stood in sharp contrast with the literature’s message. The headline read: HDL—WORKING FOR A BETTER FUTURE. 

Adam regarded the pamphlet, visibly fascinated. “The Human Defense League. Founded five years ago by Atari Raspell, a real estate tycoon convinced that androids threatened the future of mankind. The organization has ballooned in numbers since its inception and counts over a million members in the U.S. alone. The organization is suspected of financing some of the recent terrorist attacks, but there hasn’t been enough evidence to shut them down.” He paused and asked, “Why would a former top cyberneticist be holding on to android hate literature?” 

Malveaux shrugged and studied a holo-picture hovering next to the computer. It showed a pretty woman in her early thirties leaning against Cain. Their arms were around each other, clearly in love to judge from their smiles. “Looks like Cain had a sweetheart,” she said.

“I detect two sets of fingerprints all over the apartment. I’m cross-checking print databases,” Adam noted. A moment later, he said, “Her name is Dr. Aria Del. A cyberneticist who worked closely with Dr. Malcolm Cain. She got engaged to him over a year ago.” 

“So both Cain and his fiancée are missing.” Malveaux frowned, thinking. “Let’s see what we can find on Cain’s computer.”

Malveaux tapped the keypad and then jerked back, stifling a cry. A hideous wax figure glared back at them. This was a twisted funhouse mirror version of the vibrant woman in the holo-picture frame. The features were sunken in and emaciated, skin stretched taut against the skull. Sores pockmarked the shriveled skin.

“What the fuck?” Malveaux leaned closer and the figure’s eyes snapped open, sending a renewed shiver through her. The pitiful creature shot her a pleading look, and Malveaux sensed the madness and fear behind the wide-eyed gaze. The figure’s bleached lips distorted into a scream and a voice burst from the computer’s speakers, a broken screech which seemed to emanate from beyond the grave: “Help me!”

Malveaux regarded the terminal’s blinking camera. Jesus Christ, this was happening in real time.

“These images are currently being streamed,” Adam confirmed.

In a voice bereft of emotion, Malveaux said, “Track down the signal.”























CHAPTER THIRTEEN




FORKS OF LIGHTNING speared the dark sky followed by booming thunder. Furious gusts of rain lashed the San Francisco Bay as a jet-black police hovercraft hung suspended over the foaming water's surface, its engines drowned out by the raging elements. The thrumming rain blended with the ghostly crackle and hiss of voices popping from Adam and Malveaux’s comlinks. 

They stood on the vessel’s command deck. Malveaux had slipped into a skin-tight wetsuit and was checking the readings on her scuba equipment. Three other police divers were following her example, making final preparations for the impending dive.	

After Adam had run a trace on the video transmission on Cain’s computer, he’d narrowed down the source signal to their current location. 

The middle of the Bay, Malveaux thought. What the fuck is going on?

Adam leaned against the craft's railing, face tilted up at the rain.

“Doesn’t rain too much on the colonies, does it?” Malveaux said.

Adam shook his head.

“What's it like out there?”	

“You’ve never been off-world?” Adam sounded surprised.

Malveaux smiled. The mech didn’t realize that space travel was an experience reserved for a privileged class of specialists at this point in the colonization process. “I don’t even like to fly.”

“You're missing out. Earth is quite beautiful from space.”	

“Kinda deceptive, isn't it?”

Adam turned away, falling back into silence. Malveaux scolded herself. Adam had a knack for bringing out her sarcastic side. She still wasn’t crazy about this partnership, but she was beginning to accept the AI. To a degree. She hated to admit it but this humanlike machine was proving himself—itself, she corrected—in the field. She knew she’d been hard on him, but she had good reasons for disliking mechs. Personal reasons.

A gust of wet air reminded her why they were here, and she donned her diving helmet. As it snapped into her suit, she flashed Adam a quick smile from behind the faceplate. Following the other police divers, she hurled herself backward into the churning water. 

A world of silence and darkness awaited. The freezing cold water seemed to penetrate her insulated suit, and she was gripped with a cloying sense of claustrophobia. The crushing weight of the river pressed down on her sinus cavities and her breath snagged. It took a concentrated effort to stave off the feeling of panic fraying her awareness, and she suddenly questioned the wisdom of having volunteered for the dive. 

Malveaux mentally counted to ten and focused on her breathing. 

In and out, in and out. 

The nauseating plastic taste of her breather wasn’t helping, but within thirty seconds she began to adjust and her training kicked in. Her handheld flashlight knifed the thick, oily brew, and she followed the finger of light as it raked the river-bed. Jagged, algae-encrusted rocks grew visible in the blackness as she dove deeper. There was something reassuring about the ghostly, electronically distorted voices crackling over her diving helmet’s comm system. They served as a reminder that she wasn’t completely cut off from all humanity down here in the dark. 

An object suddenly grew visible in the near distance. She whirled and waved at the other divers. Apparently they'd seen it too. Looming before them was an ominous metal coffin lodged between two large rocks. 

Malveaux spoke into the helmet comm. “We got something!”

Without waiting for a response, she swam toward the strange tube, her fins cutting through the water with powerful strokes. As she drew closer, details jumped into focus. The tube appeared to be an escape pod of some kind, most likely from a colony vessel. Algae encased its metal skin. It must’ve been down here for weeks if not months.

Malveaux leaned against the object as she waited for the other divers to arrive. Dreading what she might find but unable to stop herself, she wiped off the thick film of crud from escape pod and directed her flashlight at the lid. Her heart jumped into her throat. Staring back at her in the spectral light was the living corpse from the holo-feed at Dr. Cain’s apartment. 




















CHAPTER FOURTEEN




SEARCHLIGHTS SLID OVER the Bay’s boiling surface. A ring of divers clustered around the bobbing escape pod in the water below. The hovership’s crane whirred to life and the chains attached to the pod creaked and groaned. The crane was working at full capacity, the straining motor audible over the incessant wind as it hoisted the pod into the air. 

A half hour later, the escape pod had been successfully lowered to the deck, now ringed by Adam and a few other officers. Adam caught glimpses of the terrified woman inside the mud-covered capsule. Her lips worked spastically but no sound could be heard, at least not by any human ears. Adam’s enhanced senses managed to pick up the woman’s choked words loud and clear. She kept repeating one phrase. 

“Kill me.”	

Malveaux, still wearing her scuba suit, sidled up to him. As she closed in on the metal sarcophagus, her features softened, offering Adam a glimpse of the woman under the armor. 

“You're safe now,” Malveaux whispered to the hapless victim in the tube even though Adam was pretty sure she couldn’t hear her. The words were meant as much for herself as the pitiful victim. “Everything will be alright,” Malveaux continued as she tilted her head at the other cops. “Get her out of that fucking contraption.”

An officer tapped a combination into a phosphorescent keypad and the lid whirred open with a pneumatic hiss, revealing the creepy wax figure. Her skin had turned a ghastly white from a lack of sun exposure. She gasped, choking, and the emergency medical team went to work. Moving swiftly, they commenced the delicate process of removing the capsule’s feeding tubes from Dr. Aria Del's body and administering a series of shots. Adam’s sensors analyzed Dr. Del’s life-signs and concluded that her chances of survival were less than ten percent at this point. 

Malveaux eyed one of the paramedics who were studying the woman. “How long has she been down there?”

“My guess is over a month. Maybe longer.”

The same timeline as the other two victims, Adam thought.

Rounding the capsule, Adam turned his focus to the black letters etched on the side the steel coffin. They spelled out Phoenix-5E. “It appears to be an escape pod from a colony vessel,” he said. “Normally it puts you in hypersleep, slowing down your bodily functions. In this case the occupant was conscious while only the most basic life support systems remained active.”

“What do you mean?” Malveaux asked. 

“It was recycling carbon dioxide into oxygen and supplying her with fluids…but no nourishment.”

Malveaux's face flooded with a dark realization. “He was starving her to death.” 

The paramedic nodded bleakly. “Imagine it. You're trapped at the bottom of the river. Disorientated. Alone. Each day filled with terrible suffering as you feel yourself wearing away. You can’t die because you’re hooked up to a machine designed to keep you alive. And as the days turn into weeks, and experience is reduced to pure agony, your only company is the voice of the man who’s killing you.”

“Why keep her alive all this time?” Malveaux said, the full extent of the horror sinking in. “Why film and broadcast her images to Cain’s apartment?”

Adam had wondered about that too. “Maybe the killer wanted someone else to see her suffer.” 

Recognizing the AI’s logic, Malveaux said, “Murder isn't enough for this sick fuck. He needs to torture them. Punish them.”

“Punish them for what?” Once again Adam struggled to grasp the malevolent, sadistic nature of these murders. 

Malveaux grew quiet, unable or unwilling to provide an answer to his question. 

One of the EMTs jerked back as a camera inside the capsule flashed to life. Malveaux was the first one to take note. “Shit. He's filming us,” she said. “Bastard is doing it right as we speak.” 

The camera whirred toward Malveaux, following her voice. It lingered for a beat before the escape pod resealed itself, encasing the terrified cyberneticist once again and forcing the EMTs to jump back. A small monitor ignited with data as a mechanically amplified voice began to recite a countdown in Latin. “Dies... Novem...” 

Adam scanned the booby-trapped iron coffin. Dr. Aria Del's terrified features seemed to grow smaller inside the pod, almost as if her fear had deflated what little was left of her. “The escape pod is rigged with explosives. Officer Murphy must have set off the timer.”

“Octo...”

“We have eight seconds.”

“Jesus. We gotta get her out of that thing.”

Adam’s sensors confirmed that the situation was hopeless. “I won’t be able to disarm this explosive device in time. We need to evacuate the bridge.” 

“Quinque...” 

“No fucking way I'm going to leave her!” Malveaux said.

“Quattor...” 

“We have no choice. There's not enough time.”

“Tres...” 

Adam grabbed Malveaux’s arm. “It’s too late.”	

Malveaux pulled away from him but finally retreated from the flashing escape pod. The eerie countdown continued unabated as they ran. 

They were halfway across the deck when the air distorted and grew hot. Adam slammed Malveaux to the deck, shielding her best he could as a deadly hail of debris whistled over them. A blinding dust cloud devoured the hovercraft. Followed by a stunned moment of silence. 	

Slowly, the smoke cleared and the shouts of the other officers cut through the rainy night. Malveaux rose to her feet. Blood oozed from numerous cuts on her face, but she hadn’t sustained any serious injuries. Adam’s partner was safe. 

Scanning the deck, Adam spotted the shredded escape pod, now a warped mass of melted metal fragments. Debris lay stretched along the deck but fortunately the vessel’s superstructure remained mostly undamaged by the explosion. There didn’t seem to be any casualties...other than the original occupant.

The killer had not wanted them to question Dr. Aria Del. Nevertheless, he’d given them enough of a warning to save their lives. He could’ve easily triggered the explosion once they popped open the pod. Considering the force of the blast, Adam doubted Synthetika would’ve been able to repair him. Malveaux and some of the divers wouldn’t have survived. Which raised one important question: 

Why had the killer spared them?




***

	

The police hovership shot over the Bay on its way back to the pier. Fog blanketed the Golden Gate bridge.

We should be docking soon, Malveaux thought as an EMT ran a few quick scans on her. She was banged up, but otherwise in good shape. 

“Do I get a clean bill of health, doc?” she asked.

“You’re a lucky woman.”

She had to agree.

Still a bit unsteady on her feet, she got up and crossed the main deck, blinking away the drizzle. She stepped into the hovership’s command center. Holo-terminals bathed the officers’ faces in splashes of eerie red-blue light. Adam manned one of the terminals, busy checking some data. Noticing her approach, he said, “How are you feeling?” 

“Alive.” Malveaux rubbed her still pounding head. For a moment she stared at Adam.

“Is something wrong?” Adam asked.

“This isn’t easy for me,” she said. “I…wanted to thank you for what you did back there. You saved my life.”

“I was protecting my partner.”

Merely following your programming, right?	

Sarcasm was her shield against the world, but Adam deserved better. In the end, wasn’t everyone following some form of programming? Social engineering and genetics shaped her behavior as much as Adam’s coded program parameters did his.

Recalling Dr. Aria Del’s helpless expression, anger coiled up her throat. “I can't shake the look on the poor woman’s face. It's like we let her die.”

“There was nothing we could do,” Adam said.

His calm, rational tone offered some comfort. 

Malveaux’s thoughts turned back to the case. Where did they go from here? One more person who could’ve shed some light on these murders was gone, leaving only Cain. But where was the man? Would they once again be forced to wait for the killer to make his next move? 

At the moment, forensics was going over the escape pod with a fine-toothed comb. Maybe they’d find something that could help them, but she doubted it. As she met Adam’s expectant gaze, inspiration struck. There might be one more option they could explore. She’d have to call in a favor, but the person she was thinking about owed her big time. 

It was time to learn more about Dr. Malcolm Cain. 




















CHAPTER FIFTEEN




THE NEW DAY brought an end to the rainfall, and brilliant sunlight sparkled over the fifteen foot-high bronze statue in front of Synthetika’s Silicon Valley headquarters. It depicted the X-1 model that had started it all, a humanoid robot that was more machine than man. A sprawling two-hundred-acre campus stretched out beyond, dotted by a series of large, dome-shaped buildings connected by a complex network of tubular walkways. The structures housed the company’s main corporate headquarters as well as research and development facilities. According to rumors, an even bigger campus was planned for Los Angeles in the near future.

Synthetika was on the cusp of becoming the biggest corporation in the world, but the surging mob of protesters ringing the corporate compound didn’t seem impressed. The activists wielded placards that proudly proclaimed their discontent with the mech agenda. The slogans read MECHS DESTROY LIVES, STEAL JOBS. BLOOD NOT STEEL. RAGE AGAINST THE MACHINES. A team of armed guards earned their paychecks keeping the surging crowd in line. 

Fighting her way through the throng with Adam on her side, Malveaux studied the guards. Their black helmets and antlike body armor shimmered in the daylight. These men and women were part of Synthetika’s newly formed paramilitary unit. What did they call themselves again? AI-TAC: Artificial Intelligence Tactical Unit. 

Malveaux knew of a few members of SWAT who’d transferred to the unit. Word was Synthetika paid a hell of a lot better than the department. Big surprise. On paper AI-TAC was supposed to hunt down rogue robots. Synthetika’s way of making concessions to increased pressure from the HDL, hoping to alleviate fears about a world where mechs might one day outnumber humans. So far most of their time was spent dealing with protesters and warding off potential HDL-sponsored terrorist threats.

“How can you be certain Synthetika will help us?” Adam asked.

“Janson is one of the top guys around here. He owes me one.”

Adam eyed her quizzically, but she didn’t elaborate.

A weird mechanical buzz made Malveaux flinch. She spun around as a massive shadow engulfed them. Her scalp prickled as she faced down the giant machine. The sound of grinding gears filled the air as the six-legged robotic behemoth moved toward them with thunderous, lumbering grace. Its tank-like torso swiveled, revealing gun turrets and weapon systems. There was a sleek, ferocious quality to the spider sentinel. It was designed to intimidate. To kill. In the past, human operators had remote-controlled these steel beasts but not anymore. Nowadays they were running on autonomous AI software.

Adam and Malveaux froze as a red light probed them. A man approached, stepping between them and the sentinel. Steve Janson made the perfectly tailored suit look good; his polished exterior radiated confidence and power. Despite only being in his forties, he was next in line for the top executive spot at Synthetika. Malveaux had no doubt that he’d be running the show in the near future. 

She’d first met Janson two years ago when an underground hacker group broke into Synthetika’s servers. The whole affair could’ve turned into a major embarrassment for the company. Janson had been her liaison and played a crucial role in solving the case. The swift apprehension of the hackers turned him into an overnight hero, assuring his continued rise within Synthetika’s ranks. The man was a shark, but Malveaux couldn’t deny his obvious intelligence and ability to charm. 

As Janson drew closer, the mechanical monster backed off. He flashed them his brilliant smile. “I apologize. The latest string of HDL hate crimes has unfortunately made such precautions necessary.” 

“I thought the Class A sentinels were discontinued,” Malveaux said. “Too unpredictable for combat?”

“We've made some refinements.” Janson beamed with pride. His expression turned serious. “It's been a while, Detective. I’m so sorry about your partner.” 

“Thank you,” Malveaux said, lips pressed into a tight line. 

Janson’s focus shifted to the android at her side. “You must be Adam. I’ve heard a lot about you. How are you enjoying your stay on Earth?”

“It's been educational.” 

Janson grinned. “I bet that’s an understatement.” He turned back to Malveaux. “So what do I owe the pleasure—or is it misfortune—of your visit?”

Malveaux decided to cut straight to the chase. “Malcolm Cain.”

Janson stole a few cautious glances, as if wondering whether anyone was in listening range, before he said in a subdued voice, “You better follow me.” 

Janson escorted Malveaux and Adam through Synthetika’s bustling main lobby. Everywhere mechs and cyberneticists were going about their business. Man and machine working in perfect harmony. Synthetika was selling a utopian ideal, but was it sustainable? Was mankind headed for a blissful future or creating a problem that would make the horrors of the Omega Virus pale in comparison? 

As they reached a bank of elevators, Janson turned toward Adam. “I’m afraid androids aren't allowed beyond this point.”

So much for the utopia.

“We're both working this case,” Malveaux interjected, surprised at her willingness to stand up for a mech. 

“There are no exceptions,” Janson explained firmly. “Adam, could you please wait for our return here in the lobby.”

“Listen now...” Malveaux said.

“These are the rules, Inspector. I’m sorry.” 

There was a moment of tense silence. Adam nodded at Malveaux and said, “I understand.”

Almost reluctantly she joined Janson in the glass elevator. As the lift ascended, Adam’s form receded below her. He stood there like a statute, and she wondered what he was thinking. Malveaux realized that the more time she spent with the enigmatic android, the more she had begun to think of him as a person. 

Three floors up, Janson led Malveaux down a brightly lit corridor devoted to the evolution of robots. They passed tiers of vast display cases housing different mech models: from the primitive early attempts to the current X-2000 series. One day, Adam would be lined up next up to these machines, another stepping stone in Synthetika’s rise to power. 

The idea weirdly disturbed Malveaux.

“I never thought I'd see you partnering up with an android,” Janson said, unable to disguise his amusement.

“That makes two of us.”

“How's it working out? Synthetika has high hopes for the line.”

“So I've heard,” Malveaux said.

“Did you know Adam decided to check in at a local motel instead of using the police storage facility? Don't you find that fascinating?”

You’re keeping track of his every move, Malveaux thought. And that meant all their conversations were on file somewhere. The idea that a team of Synthetika techs was poring over every single one of their interactions made her acutely self-conscious. Synthetika was studying her behavior as much as they were Adam’s, and this led to another question: Did Janson have anything to do with her being teamed up with a mech?

They slipped through a door and emerged in a vast, cavernous chamber. Everywhere she turned, there were rows upon rows of charging stations containing mechs. What made the scene so eerie was the lifelike appearance of these robots. They could easily be mistaken for sleeping humans, and Malveaux was reminded of a holo-documentary she’d recently watched on the cryo-populations aboard colony ships. She scrutinized the nearest androids. They were all perfect copies of her partner. 

“As you can see, your Adam is merely the beginning. The hope is to have one in every precinct in the country by the end of the year.”	

Malveaux nodded, unable to shake her growing sense of unease about this tomblike chamber populated by these mirror images of her partner. If she’d been increasingly thinking of Adam as an individual, this shattered the illusion. 	

Malveaux shifted her attention toward the domed ceiling. The tapering walls consisted of hundreds of computer screens forming a cathedral of data. Waves of shimmering code bathed the vast chamber in a spectral glow.

“What is this place?”

“A place of birth and creation. We jokingly call it the Hall of Souls.”

Malveaux didn’t see the humor, but Janson continued. “Above us, computers are processing the data that will shape the personalities of the next generation of X-3s. Each screen you see represents an emerging synthetic personality soon to be downloaded into the models below.”

Self-modifying code, Malveaux thought. She’d read that the personality matrixes of higher level AIs followed certain programming guidelines set by their creators. The same way DNA determined the final characteristics of humans, these initial coding parameters shaped synthetic personalities. 

“Unlike humans, AIs enter the world with the equivalent of an adult brain,” Janson explained. “To achieve this level of maturity, the program has to run a certain period of time before it can be transferred into a robot body. These maturing personality programs are interacting with reality in the digital realm, learning and studying the webs. Incorporating knowledge of the human society they are about to enter.” 

Evolving.

“Why are you showing me all this?” Malveaux asked.

“You wanted to know what Cain was working on.”

“Cain was developing the X-3000?”

“He was one of the key cyberneticists on the project.” There was a sense of hushed awe in Janson’s voice as he said, “Have you ever marveled at the performance of a great athlete or musician? How they make the most complex feats seem effortless? That's how Cain was when it came to writing computer code. A true Mozart, a bona fide genius and visionary. Unfortunately, Cain began to develop doubts about his work.”

“What do you mean?”

“What I’m about to share with you will have to remain strictly between us. If any of this should ever leak to the press, Synthetika will deny the story.”

Malveaux nodded. “You know you can trust me.”

Janson took a deep breath, pursed his lips, and said, “Cain felt we’d gone too far, that AIs could turn on their creators.” 

“Sounds like he was buying into some of the hate rhetoric of the HDL.” 

That explains the hate literature we found in his desk, she thought.	

“More and more, he was becoming a liability for the upcoming line.”

Synthetika releasing Cain from his contract was making more sense. He’d been a bomb waiting to go off. Having a top cyberneticist making doomsday predictions about the robot apocalypse on the eve of expanding their newest line would not go over well with Synthetika’s investors. 

“I bet Cain wasn't too about happy about being offered a severance package,” Malveaux said. After being one of the top leaders in his field, the move must’ve felt like a slap in the face. “What triggered Cain’s change of heart?” she asked.

A cold smile played over Janson’s face. “Look around you. This is the future, Inspector. But even a genius can become terrified of his creations.” 

Malveaux couldn’t argue with that sentiment.

	

***




They were on their way back to the police precinct. Every time she eyed Adam, she was reminded of the upcoming line of X-3000s. How did you tell a humanlike machine that thousands of identical models were about to flood the market? Adam insisted he had a name, an identity. Well, I’ve got some news for you, buddy, there are a lot more of you out there.

Malveaux shifted her focus back to the case and updated Adam on what she had learned about Cain. She made it a point to leave out the details of her experience inside the Hall of Souls. 

Adam listened with visible interest. Once Malveaux finished, he said, “While you spoke with Janson, I managed to finally penetrate M-Tech’s computer system.”

“Sounds like you came across something juicy.”

“Especially in light of what we now know about Dr. Cain’s feeling in regards to androids.” 

“Go on,” Malveaux prompted.

“M-Tech is a subsidiary of the Neomex.”	

“Should I be familiar with them?”

“Neomex owns companies in a variety of different sectors. What makes them stand out is their business philosophy of only employing humans despite a considerable loss of profit. They refuse to use androids as part of their labor force.”

“What are you getting at?”

“Neomex is owned by the Human Defense League.” 

Malveaux took a sharp breath. Adam had just dropped a bombshell. “Are you saying an organization dedicated to the eradication of all mechs used one of their corporate fronts to hire our three dead cyberneticists?”

“Correct.”

Malveaux’s mind churned as she tried to make sense of this latest piece of information. She made herself recap what they knew: “So Cain designs the X-3 but at some point gets second thoughts, starts thinking Synthetika is out of control. He gets handed his walking papers to avoid a PR fiasco, but this isn’t the end of the story. Turns out there’s life after Synthetika. Three washed-up cyberneticists get a chance to make millions courtesy of the HDL. So here comes the big question? What could a mech-hating organization possibly want from the techeads who build the robots?”

“Cain designed the X-3. Maybe they plan to sabotage the new line somehow? Possibly even launch an attack against Synthetika?”

Malveaux nodded slowly. It felt good to bounce ideas off Adam. Almost like he was really her partner. “Good theory. If you’re going to strike a blow against the machines, who better to hire than the men who built them, right? You have a drug addict hard up for cash, a retiree eager to keep up his lifestyle, and a genius who feels X-3s could be dangerous. They give their new benefactor what they want, but the HDL doesn’t like loose ends.”

“So you think the HDL is killing these cyberneticists?”

“The messages clearly glorify man and demonstrate a hatred for mechs.”

“If the HDL wanted to take care of loose ends, why leave Aria Del alive and broadcast her image to Cain’s apartment?”

“Maybe they were using her as leverage because they needed Cain to do one last job for them.”

Adam didn’t seem convinced. “You said earlier these serial killings weren’t the style of the HDL.”

Shit, that’s what happens when you partner records every conversation, Malveaux thought with a grin.

“Maybe they’re changing their style,” Malveaux said, playing devil’s advocate. Hell, who was she kidding? Something didn’t quite add up here. They were getting closer to putting together this mystery, but a crucial piece was missing. She studied Adam and another thought occurred to her.

“You know, it's kinda ironic. You working this case.”

“What do you mean?” 

“Cain helped design you, and now you're helping me take him down.”

Adam seemed to consider this comment but didn’t respond. 












































CHAPTER SIXTEEN




THE MOURNERS GATHERED around an open grave. It was raining again, breaking the early morning promise of a return to sunnier weather. Fat drops pearled on tombstones, and the grass squelched underfoot. As the casket holding Neeson’s remains disappeared into the ground, Malveaux fought back tears. She couldn’t believe he was gone. 

Malveaux had made it a point to avoid Neeson’s family. After offering her condolences, she’d made sure to stand on the opposite side of the grave with the other officers and refused to meet Mrs. Neeson’s questioning gaze.

The truth was, she felt guilty. She was supposed to keep her partner safe, and she’d failed miserably. Right now, the case didn’t matter. A good man had died and he deserved her prayers, empty as they felt to her at the moment.

Malveaux’s attention shifted to Adam, who stood apart from the human officers—a segregation that had happened naturally. What was going through the AI’s head? How did he perceive loss and death? 

Her heart hitched when Neeson’s widow approached him. What could Mrs. Neeson want from the android? She could see Mrs. Neeson’s grief was reaching a boiling point. Was she about to lash out at him? He’d make a convenient target, as Malveaux knew all too well.

“Mrs. Neeson—” Adam started.

“Don't say anything. Please.” Mrs. Neeson opened her purse and extricated a silver crucifix dangling from a necklace. The pendant shook in her hands. “I know my husband would've wanted you to have this.” 

Neeson’s widow handed Adam the crucifix, stifling a sob. She turned away from Adam without uttering another word.

The pendant dangled from the android’s hand as he stood forlornly before Neeson’s grave. Despite the unmistakable intelligence in the AI’s gaze, there was a vulnerability there, an unguarded quality that pierced Malveaux’s grief. 

“You cared for Neeson, didn't you?” she said.

Adam regarded the silver crucifix in his hand. “Neeson tried to teach me about God back on the colonies. I turned out to be a poor student.”

“But he didn't like to give up.”

“No, he didn't.”

Malveaux remembered the many times Neeson had whispered a prayer for a dead victim as they walked away from a crime scene. 

“You know, it's getting kinda late,” she said. “Why don’t we call it a day?”

“I don't require sleep.”

The deadpan comment almost brought a smile to Malveaux’s face. A week ago, she might not have even realized he was making a joke. “Right.”

For a second her mind went blank, her world reduced to the wreaths adorning Neeson’s final resting place. What she was about to say next didn’t come easy, but she gave it a go. “My kid sister is making dinner tonight. The girl loves to cook, and she loves new faces. I bet she'd be thrilled to meet…” A mech, she was about to say but corrected herself. “…Someone like yourself.”

Adam eyes shone with surprise. “I'd be honored to join you for dinner.”




***

	

Malveaux studied Adam as he took his first bite of the meal Rebecca had prepared for them. A year ago, she and her sister had both seen their relationships fall apart and decided to move in together. At first it had felt a little surreal, like they’d turned back the clock and returned to a simpler time when their lives seemed far less complicated. The weirdness of being roommates again soon wore off, and they’d come to enjoy their new living situation. 

Malveaux knew it wouldn’t be permanent. Rebecca was dating a new man and the relationship was heating up. All too soon, she’d be moving out again. 

Rebecca’s playful, gracious nature was in full display as she smiled at Adam. Rebecca was obviously fascinated with her sister’s new partner. She squeezed Adam’s arm, and Malveaux wondered what it felt like. Adam’s skin was grown in Synthetika’s biolabs from human cells. It was a living organ, but did it feel real? Malveaux scolded herself and pushed the thought aside. One thing was for sure—the line between people and robots had never felt so nebulous. 

“Since when do machines eat?” she said while Adam took another bite. The dinner—which consisted of lemon-grilled chicken, string beans, and potatoes—tasted delicious. God, she was going to miss her sister. Police work rarely allowed her the time to appreciate a home-cooked meal, and she foresaw a future where she would be living off protein patches. 

Adam seemed to be enjoying it, too. “Statistically, humans are uncomfortable sharing a table with someone who won't participate.”

Synthetika thought of everything, Malveaux thought. “In addition, I do require nutrients to maintain my bioshell.” 

“Wow, that’s cool,” Rebecca said. “What about pleasure? Can you taste food?”

Adam swallowed another bite. “My tongue is equipped with taste receptors designed to identify chemical compounds and toxins.” 

“Great. You can tell me if my sister is trying to poison me.” Malveaux said good-naturedly. 

The statement earned her a playful elbow to the ribs from Rebecca. “Hey, behave now.” Rebecca turned to Adam and touched his arm again. Was her sister flirting with a machine?

“So how many X-3000s are there?” Rebecca asked.

“On the colonies, about eighty. I'm the first on Earth.” 

“Do you relate more to people or to other androids?”

Malveaux perked up, intrigued. How would Adam respond? He seemed thrown by the question.

“I'm sorry, I didn't mean to be rude,” Rebecca said.

“That's alright. I've never been asked that question before.”

Eying Adam, Malveaux wondered what his answer would be. Synthetika had constructed a machine that shared more in common with its creators than earlier generations. This placed Adam in a unique position. A synthetic consciousness that wasn’t quite man nor machine, caught between two different worlds. 

Noticing Malveaux’s intense stare, Adam said, “Is something wrong?”

Malveaux shook her head. “Just thinking. You're the first android I've ever had over for dinner.”

“Why don't I find that surprising?”

Rebecca laughed. Even Malveaux couldn’t help herself from smiling. “Don't you start developing a sense of humor on me now. I don't know if I could take it.”

Adam cracked a thin smile.

Rebecca rose and grabbed her purse. “I have to get ready for the night shift at the hospital. It was a pleasure meeting you, Adam. If my sister starts giving you a hard time, you give me a call.” 

“I have your number on file.” There was a trace of amusement in Adam’s voice now, and this more than anything made him seem human.

Rebecca grinned and left the apartment, the door closing behind her.

“Told you she'd get a kick out of you,” Malveaux said.

“Your sister is a good cook. She cares a lot about you, too.”

“She worries too much about me when she should be taking care of herself.” 

“Why are neither of you married?”

The question caught Malveaux off guard. It definitely wasn’t the type of thing she’d expect a machine to ask her. “I was married, but we got divorced two years ago.”

“I’m sorry. What happened?”

Malveaux studied Adam. What was happening here? Were they bonding? Were her partner’s questions driven by genuine curiosity or the result of another subroutine? And did it matter in the end?

“It didn't work out,” she finally said. “As you might’ve noticed, I'm not the easiest person to get along with.” 

Her tone made it clear that’s all she was going to say about the subject. “Not in a million years did I think I'd ever be working with...”	

“A mech?” His tone never wavered as he asked, “Why do you dislike us?”

Malveaux hesitated. Part of her couldn’t believe she was trying to explain herself to a machine. She drained her wine a bit too fast and quickly refilled it. “I've seen too many good men lose everything because of you guys. Men with wives, kids. Strong, proud men. You bump into them a year later and don’t even recognize them anymore, just shells of the men they used to be.”

“You're afraid we'll replace you?” Adam said.

“Look at yourself. You're faster, stronger, smarter...”

“We have our limitations.”

“That's today. What about tomorrow? The world is changing so fast.”

“It's your species’ nature to adapt,” Adam said.

Malveaux finished her glass of wine and shook her head. “I bet that's what the dinosaurs thought.”

An awkward silence stretched between them.	

Adam got up. “I should be going.”	

Adam was almost out the door when she said, “He left me because I couldn’t give him what he wanted.” Malveaux couldn’t believe she’d uttered those words out loud. Must be the wine. 

Adam paused. “I don’t understand?”

“A child.”

She refilled her wine glass and took a deep swig. The alcohol burned as it went down her throat. “About eight years ago, I was suffering from an inflamed appendix. A routine procedure, the doctors told me. So routine that they had a medical mech perform it.” 

“What happened?”

“The unit malfunctioned, that’s what happened.” Her voice was tainted by bitterness now. “This X-2000 destroyed every chance of us ever having a family. The doctors trusted the damn machine, and you want to know why? Because it made their job easier.”

“I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be. I wanted you to know…to understand.”

Adam nodded. “Thank you.”

Malveaux bit her lip and tasted alcohol. God, she was buzzed. “You have a good night, Adam.”

The android remained rooted in place. “That's the first time you called me by my name.” 























CHAPTER SEVENTEEN




THERE WAS AN otherworldly quality about the night as Malveaux stepped from her building to take out the trash. She felt groggy from the wine and still couldn’t believe she’d opened up to her new partner like that. Her mech partner. Embarrassment mixed with a surprising sense of relief. A burden had been lifted. 

She was about to head back to her apartment building when excited shouts caught her attention. Following the sounds, she stepped into the alley that flanked the left side of her building and spotted four teens. The group of young men formed a circle around a figure splayed on the ground. Cold laughter infused the night as each one of them took turns kicking their downed victim.	

A growing anger stirred inside Malveaux as she closed in on the crowd. In mid-stride she scooped up a steel pipe from the trash-strewn alley, arming herself for what lay ahead. Fury shook her as she said, “What the hell are you punks doing?”

The teens whirled. 

For a second they stood their ground, but something about Malveaux’s intensity gave them pause. They were locals and they knew she was a police officer. She was hoping they’d cop an attitude. Then she could make them pay for picking on some defenseless victim. But the kids backed off.

“Hey lady, chill out, it’s just a fucking mech.”

Malveaux looked down. Peering up at her was a sanitation mech. The robot’s arms and legs were missing, its wires spilling over the alley like intestines. 

A fucking mech. 

The kid’s words echoed in her head. She’d said them more than once, but they carried a different meaning for her now. 

The lights in the X-2000’s eyes dimmed and went dark. The destroyed machine stopped moving. 

He’s not like Adam, she reminded herself. He’s not alive, not really. 

She tried to ignore the thought but failed. Was Adam alive? With each passing day, she was becoming convinced that his consciousness wasn’t some clever side-effect of his programming. Synthetika wasn’t pulling off some magic trick here—they’d created a new form of honest-to-God life. Adam might be a machine, but his emotions and thoughts were as real as hers.

The sickly-sweet scent of rotten fruit drifted from a nearby dumpster, and Malveaux reeled with a growing sense of nausea. Damn, her head was spinning. She definitely wasn’t in any shape to contemplate loaded philosophical questions. Malveaux cast the steel pipe aside, the metal echoing in the alley, and returned to her apartment. 

Once inside, she headed straight for her bedroom. The wine had made her drowsy; sleep would come easily this evening. She removed her jacket and shoulder holster and draped her pistol over a chair next to her dresser. She turned toward the bedroom mirror…and froze. A figure lurked behind her in the shadows like a statue. The intruder must’ve entered her home when she’d taken out the trash, biding his time in the dark until she returned. An eerie mask made of a latex-like material covered the figure’s entire face, two insectile eyepieces suggesting its night-vision capabilities.

Before she could react, he snapped a wire around her neck. Instinctively Malveaux brought up her hand and blocked the garrote from slicing into her throat. 

The razor-sharp wires bit deep into her palm instead, making her gasp with agony. Hot blood streamed from the wound. 

The assassin changed his angle, clearly hoping the wire would rip into the side of her carotid artery, but her hand held fast despite the pain. If she let go, she would die.

Malveaux didn’t waste time asking herself why this was happening. All thoughts were focused on survival. Using all of her weight, she pushed the man against a nearby nightstand. The lamp shattered as they crashed into it. 

Breath coming in sharp, furious gasps, they struggled in the small bedroom. The attacker was male and outweighed her by at least sixty pounds, but she had some tricks up her sleeve. Putting her whole body into it, she rammed her elbow into the assassin’s ribs. Malveaux could almost hear them cracking. The killer let out a sharp grunt but didn’t loosen his hold on the garrote.

Adrenaline roaring, Malveaux drove her head back into the assassin's masked face, crying out as her skull smashed into the cartilage of the man’s nose. He lost his balance and they slammed into a dresser. 	

This time the attacker loosened the wire and she managed to slip out of it with a grimace of pain. Blood was everywhere, her throbbing hand gloved in red. The assassin whipped out a knife, jumping Malveaux before she could recover. 

The blade cut through the air, once, twice. Malveaux backed away, scoping for a weapon. She scooped up her leather jacket and used it as a shield, and the tip of the knife buried itself into the material.

Malveaux swung the jacket against the man with all her strength, knocking him into the wall. That bought her a few seconds, but she knew her luck wouldn’t last forever. Malveaux needed to get her hands on her gun. The holster was still draped over the chair…on the other side of the room. She threw the jacket at the man, blinding him momentarily while she went for her pistol. The assassin pushed the jacket aside, rushing after her, knife up. 

Her blood turned the handle crimson as she pulled the trigger. Hearing the pistol go off brought a sense of peace, of control, and she emptied the whole magazine into her would-be killer’s chest. He spun backwards and fell on her bed, blood pooling on her comforter.

Safe now and knowing there was nothing more to fear from the masked assassin, Malveaux’s knees gave out. Sucking in sharp breaths, she snatched a towel from the bathroom and wrapped it around her hand. 	

Fuck, this hurt.

Malveaux studied the dead man. Pushing past the growing pain in her throbbing hand, she pulled off the mask. 

At first, she saw only nondescript, average features. Then she noticed the tattoo of a red DNA helix running down the man’s neck. The mark of the HDL. The pain made it hard to concentrate. The tattoo was important, but she was having trouble figuring out why. Malveaux froze as the thought crystallized in her mind. If the HDL had targeted her, they might also be going after… 

Adam.




















CHAPTER EIGHTEEN




FOG CREPT DOWN the city streets. The sound of a fire engine cut through the night, and flashing lights pierced the mist.

Adam had decided to walk back to the motel instead of hailing a cab. Driving through the metropolis wasn’t like exploring it on foot. Details easily missed in a moving vehicle now jumped into sharp focus. There was an old man walking his dog down the glistening street, a taco truck servicing late night workers, a line of impatient partygoers biding their time to get into the hottest new underground club. 

Some of these sights were familiar from the colonies, while others were new to him. Observing these details of city life put the horrors of the recent murders in perspective. The Earth was a place of contradictions. 

Adam had been walking for close to an hour when he stumbled upon a majestic gothic church. His finger brushed against Neeson’s crucifix, still sitting in his pocket, as he took in the twin spires rising from the mist. Curiosity piqued, he entered the house of God. 

He’d seen chapels and congregation chambers back on Luna but never anything like this. Why did his creators devote so many resources to an idea that couldn’t be scientifically verified? The question both perplexed and fascinated him. If man worshipped his creator, did it mean he should worship mankind? 

As he stepped into the church, his sensors registered the faint hint of incense. Candles flickered, painting the space with warm shadows, while his footsteps echoed on the stone floor. The statues of the saints seemed imbued with an eerie life of their own.

Adam took in the stained-glass windows, each panel of which depicted a different scene. He recognized them as what Neeson had called the stations of the cross. Adam studied the images of Jesus, the purported son of God, bleeding as he struggled to keep the cross balanced on his shoulder. Strange how an instrument of death could become a symbol of hope to so many people. 

Adam extricated the pendant Neeson’s wife had gifted him at the funeral. Before he knew what he was doing, he had slipped the chain over his neck. 

He still couldn’t quite understand this religion, but he understood how much faith had meant to his old partner. He would wear the crucifix to honor his fallen partner while he continued to unlock the mysteries of the book that had inspired such devotion.

Adam strode down the nave of the church, basking in the tranquility and peace of his surroundings. Incoming footsteps shattered the perfect moment, and Adam turned toward an approaching priest. 

The man’s initial astonishment gave way to wide-eyed wonder as he became aware of Adam’s true nature. Before the priest could say anything, Adam’s enhanced senses registered incoming footsteps. Emanating from both the choir and the altar. As Adam scanned the choir, muffled pops cut through the stillness of the church.

Someone was firing at them.

Adam’s programming took over immediately. First priority was preserving innocent life. He dove for cover, dragging the stunned priest with him. The pews shattered in a spray of splinters and the statues of the saints were stitched with lead. The attackers showed no respect for their sacred surroundings. 

Adam’s sensors scanned the house of God, seeking to pinpoint the shooter in the choir. With the high ground, he sported a clear advantage in this firefight. 

The priest stared at Adam, struggling to fight off his panic. “What's happening here?” 

Excellent question. Who was trying kill them? 

A second hail of bullets lashed the pews, and Adam caught quick glimpses of the two assassins behind the altar. They wore spectral glasses. His thermo-optic camouflage wouldn’t work this time. These killers had come prepared. The armed assailants were using the stone altar as cover, making it difficult for Adam to find a target. 

He studied his surroundings and zeroed in on the large wooden cross hanging above the altar, right behind the two killers...

Adam popped up from the cover of the pews and fired. Two precision shots severed the wires holding the cross aloft and it tilted forward, its shadow engulfing the stunned assassins. The massive cross buried them underneath its bulk, silencing their screams.

Adam’s enhanced hearing picked up the furious pounding of a heartbeat. It was coming from his left. He pivoted as another assassin burst from a confessional. The man's legs erupted as bullets shattered cartilage, his body smashing into a row of pews. The shots rang through the church, amplified by the acoustics of the structure. 

Three down, one to go.

Bullets punched the air around him. More movement from the choir above. The shooter peeled from the shadows, gun targeting them from above when…

Blam, Blam! The man’s chest was riddled with bullets—but Adam hadn’t pulled the trigger. The assassin sported an expression of stunned disbelief as he gurgled his last, bloody breath. He pitched forward and fell from the balcony. There was a muffled thump as his body hit the nave.

Adam whirled and came face to face with the last person he expected to see. 

Malveaux, pistol leveled in a combat stance. No trace of the wine remained in her voice as she said, “Looks like we made some new friends.”




***




A group of EMTs directed the dead assassins on hover stretchers to two waiting ambulances. A law enforcement hovership circled above, searchlights raining down on them. A number of cruisers fronted the entrance, and a few officers kept curious onlookers at bay. The priest sat on the steps of his church, head held low. Adam and Malveaux stood on the sidelines nearby. 

“How did you know where to find me?” Adam asked.

“Your built-in locator,” Malveaux explained. “I put in a call to Synthetika. They were nice enough to help out.”

“You're hurt.” Adam had noticed the blood-soaked regeneration patch wrapped around Malveaux's hand. It would speed up the healing process and repair the cellular damage within hours, but he could tell that the wound must be causing her pain. 

“I'll live...” Malveaux grimaced, the pain getting the better of her. 

“Why would the HDL try to kill us?” 

“Maybe they didn't like you digging around M-Tech’s computer systems and cross-referencing their money transfers to our dead cyberneticists. Or maybe because they just don’t like us.”

Adam considered this. “I was careful not to leave any digital trace of me having accessed their systems.”

“Do you have a better explanation for the hit squad? These fanatics are paranoid as hell and believe machines are planning an uprising in the near future. Who knows to what lengths they might go to keep their data safe.”

She had a point. Not only did the HDL know that their systems had been hacked but they’d traced the breach back to him and Malveaux.	

“Where do we go from here?” Adam said.

There was an ominous certainty in Malveaux‘s voice as she said, “A place you’re not going to like.”




















CHAPTER NINETEEN




IT WAS A little before lunch when they arrived at the main headquarters of the Human Defense League. A ten-foot stone wall reinforced with concertina wire ringed the sprawling estate. Malveaux pulled up to the wrought iron gate, her gaze drawn to the flag mounted above the entrance. A red DNA helix set against a white background billowed and flapped in the wind. The HDL believed humanity needed to draw a line in the sand and considered this place not merely as a simple base of operations but ground zero for the coming conflict.	

Paranoid bastards.

The gates swung open and Malveaux navigated her car up a pebbled driveway. Everything looked official, almost regal, and she was reminded of a foreign embassy. A small pond fronted the lavishly appointed mansion. Sunlight glittered on the water and ducks and swans glided over its perfect surface, painting an idyllic image of tranquility. Nothing suggested these peaceful surroundings housed a suspected terrorist organization. 

Malveaux tried to read Adam’s expression. How would a machine react to an organization that wanted to destroy his kind? Some social watchdog groups felt the well-funded HDL was as dangerous as the Nazis or the KKK had been in their day. The same old hatred presented with a new coat of paint. 

They’d been the subject of countless investigations for everything from terrorism to tax fraud, but the authorities kept failing to make anything stick. Those who were willing to talk about the inner workings of the HDL had a tendency of winding up dead…before they had a chance to testify.

Malveaux pulled into a parking area. They got out and headed for the central building. Armed guards patrolled the structure, enhancing the impression of being inside a police state. The guards wore black uniforms with white armbands etched with the symbol of the HDL. “Looks like they’ve been taking fashion tips from the SS,” she muttered under her breath. 

Once again, Malveaux wondered if bringing Adam along had been a foolish decision. Ultimately, she was hoping the android’s presence might throw Atari Raspell, the leader of the HDL, off balance and give them the necessary advantage when they questioned him. 

As they neared the building, an attractive woman sporting formal business attire approached with brisk steps. She introduced herself as Sarah, Raspell’s assistant, and flashed Adam a big smile as she urged them to follow her. Malveaux realized that Sarah had mistaken Adam for a human man. A rather attractive one, too. With the collar of his trench coat raised, nothing gave away her partner’s true nature. 

If you knew the half of it, honey, Malveaux thought.

Sarah led them into building and down an opulent hallway. They passed a number of sculptures and paintings—dramatic, ominous images of the impending war between humans and machines. Propaganda art. Sarah, noticing Adam's intense interest in the artwork, threw him a flirtatious smile.

“Admiring the view?” she asked.	

“What do these images represent?” 

Sarah’s trembled with emotion as she spoke, offering a glimpse at the fanatic hiding below the well-put-together surface. “The future. Unless we stop it from happening. We believe humanity—its biological heritage—is under attack by the greed of Synthetika's cyberneticists and their slave race of robots. Conflict is inevitable.”

“Interesting,” said Adam, his expression unreadable.

They continued down the hallway and Sarah surreptitiously sidled up to Malveaux. “Tell me, is your partner single?”

“Trust me, he's not your type,” Malveaux said, rolling her eyes.

They stepped up to a heavy oak door fronted by two guards. An armed man sat behind a desk and monitored a holo-terminal. Malveaux and Adam passed through the scanners and immediately set off an alarm. 

Sarah turned toward them. “I'm sorry, but you'll have to turn in your firearms.”

Malveaux wasn’t too thrilled with this idea. “We're police officers.”

“We apologize for the inconvenience, but Mr. Raspell has many enemies.”

“It’s not a problem.” Adam surrendered his firearm without protest. 

Sarah smiled warmly at Adam while giving Malveaux the cold shoulder. “Would you be so kind as to follow your partner's example?”

Malveaux reluctantly conceded.

They were about to enter the room when Adam set off the sensors again. The guard behind the security terminal freaked. Adam's image now flickered over their screens, his whole body having lit up. A flashing message appeared: MECH INTRUDER. The guards cursed and drew their pistols in one smooth motion. 

“What's wrong?” a stunned Sarah inquired.

You’ve been flirting with the enemy, Malveaux thought. “Show them,” she said.

Adam's lowered his collar of his trench coat and the glittering power bars in the back of his neck became instantly visible.

“Jesus! It's a goddamn mech!” one of the HDL guards said.

Sarah took a few steps back, thrown. The guards clearly couldn't quite believe it either. They didn’t lower their weapons, but they didn’t fire either. Before the situation erupted, the oak door leading into Atari’s office buzzed open. The guard’s guns remained leveled on Adam as Atari’s voice emanated over a speaker: “Send them in. Both of them.”

A shaken Sarah pulled herself together and led them into an elegant, tastefully decorated office. The burnished leather and dark wood paneling projected a sense of power and control. 

Atari Raspell reclined behind a large desk, his calculating gaze tracking them with unflinching intensity as they advanced. “I apologize for the dramatics,” he said with a practiced smile. “I have many enemies who cherish the thought of removing me from the social equation.” 

Raspell shifted his focus toward Adam, maintaining his smile. There was something incongruous about a suspected terrorist leader displaying such friendly warmth toward his most bitter enemy. “You must be the new X-3000 model I keep hearing about. Adam, isn't it?”

The android nodded. 

“How appropriate. Do you do know what your name means?”

Adam answered the question without hesitation. “It comes from the Hebrew name Adham and means "To show blood in the face." 

Atari grinned. He had clearly expected the android to spit out an answer on command. “And wouldn't you agree, Inspector Malveaux, that Adam looks so much like one of us, you'd almost expect him to bleed.”

Unlike her partner, Malveaux didn’t perform on command. She regarded Raspell in stony silence.

Atari poured himself a brandy. “I’d offer you a drink but I know you’re on duty, Inspector, and I doubt our mechanical friend here has much use for the finer pleasures in life.” He took a deep swig and continued. “Adam was the first of God's creatures to have a divine spirit. He was special to God—and you’re special to me, Adam. Everything around here exists because of you.” 

Atari took another sip and said, “So how can I help you, Inspector?

“Last night, six members of your organization came after me and my partner.” 

Atari pursed his lips. “I'm shocked to hear this. Why would they commit such a horrible act?”

“I was hoping you'd be able to enlighten us.” 

“You hold me responsible for the actions of a few overeager fanatics?”

How many times had he used that same line when questioned about terrorist attacks linked to his organization? “Some people would call you a fanatic.”

“Why? Because I care about the future of humanity?”

“Does caring about humanity include murder?” Adam said.

An icy smile split Atari's face. “There was a time I could've had you deactivated for speaking back to me.” Atari turned toward Malvaux. “We’re a remarkable species to have created a machine with the arrogance to claim equality with its makers. Even man knows better.” 

Atari rose and walked over to a reproduction of the Mona Lisa hanging on his wall. “I keep this painting not for any aesthetic reasons but as a reminder.”

“What do you mean?” Malveaux inquired.

“Two art historians once authenticated this painting, determining it to be the original. Unfortunately, it's a forgery. A forgery so perfect it couldn't be identified by the top experts in the world. A forgery created by a mech.”

Atari let this revelation sink in. Malveaux had a good idea where the HDL leader was headed with this. There was a part of her that shared Atari’s concerns. His fears weren’t without basis, but she disagreed with the man’s methods.

“I study evolution. Darwin. Huxley. You build a machine superior to your own kind and chances are it will replace you on the food chain. It's only a matter of time. I'm not going to let that happen. No man in his right mind would.”

Atari returned to his desk and regarded Adam. “I don't blame you, mech. You’re nothing but a symptom. It's the men who built you who are the disease.” He drained his drink and said, “I think we're done here. Unless you have a warrant, Inspector, I would appreciate it if you vacated the premises.”

Malveaux flashed Raspell a dark look as she rose from her chair. “Whatever you guys are into, we're going to figure it out. We'll be back. That's a promise.”

Malveaux and Adam left Atari’s office. She could feel the HDL leader’s glowering gaze following them the entire way.




***




The city rushed past them as they drove back to the precinct. The sky had darkened once more, and the weather forecasts promised more rain.

Adam replayed Atari’s conversation. He analyzed the initial warmth he’d received from Atari’s assistant, which turned into shock as she recognized the truth. What had changed between one moment and the next? Only her perception of him. 

Men had built him, and other men wanted to destroy him. It was illogical. They fear us, Adam realized. They believe we could turn against our masters and defy their orders, but why do they feel that way? We exist so that we can serve our creators. As far as Adam was aware, no AI had ever harmed a human unless they were military combat models programmed to do so. 

Our programming shapes who we are, he thought. We are an extension of our creator’s will. Raspell and his followers had to know this, so why did they choose to believe otherwise?

As his mind processed these thoughts, he turned toward Malveaux. “You don't support Atari even though you have reason to hate androids. Why?”

Malveaux hesitated for a beat before she responded. “I don't respect a man who’s willing to kill innocent people to make his point.”

Adam considered this. It sounded like she related to Atari’s fears but worried about the human collateral damage. Was mankind unwilling to share this world with another form of intelligence even if it was one they’d created themselves? 

Malveaux’s wristband comm chirped. For a moment she listened to the voice on the other end, nodding her head. “Thanks for the update. Great work.” Malveaux killed the conversation, and Adam regarded her curiously. “What was that about?”

“Forensics identified that escape pod—what was left of it, anyway. They came from the Phoenix 5-E. The vessel was junked eleven months ago. The escape pods were sold to a local scrap yard. The lab boys also ID’d some interesting metallic compounds in Cain’s apartment. Among them traces of carbon composites, titanium, and iron.”

“Metals used in the construction of various types of space freighters.”

“That's right.” Malveaux smiled.

They had their next lead. 




















CHAPTER TWENTY




AS DUSK FELL over San Francisco, an aerial police transport blasted across the fog-shrouded sky. Dimmed interior lights played over the shiny black helmets and form-fitting body armor of the SWAT team huddled within the airship’s belly. They looked more like robots than flesh-and-blood soldiers, and it occurred to Adam that mankind drew a kind of strength from making themselves more like machines.

The red and blue searchlights turned off and the engine’s mechanized snarl gave way to a soft, barely audible hum. The aerial ship was switching to stealth mode as it zeroed in on the target area below. A landscape of discarded machinery loomed in the low visibility—a wasteland of android shells, broken cars, and smashed-up space vessels blighting San Francisco’s Treasure Island. A cluster of deserted factory buildings squatted at the heart of the mechanical graveyard. 

Adam had accessed the available files on the artificial island during their flight. A few years back, the scrap yard had been a thriving business. Breaking down discarded technology and selling the steel and electronic components to third world countries had been a lucrative venture.	The current owner of the facility was another one of Neomex’s dummy corporations. This raised another question: Why would the HDL want to own an abandoned scrap yard? All evidence pointed to a connection between the HDL and their killer, but they were still missing something. 	

Adam eyed Malveaux and did his best to ignore the SWAT team members who kept stealing curious looks at him, their faces sporting a mixture of wonder and suspicion. Malveaux was tightly clutching her seat harness.

“Everything alright?” he asked.

“Not a big fan of flying.”

One of the SWAT guys overheard the comment and broke into a grin. Malveaux playfully gave the man the finger. The gesture was hostile and insulting, yet the man seemed to enjoy it. Adam was beginning to realize how context could determine how certain gestures and words were received. 

Another member of the team turned toward Adam. “So is it true what they say about women and mechs? Once you go mech, you’re not going back.” He pronounced “back” like beck and chuckled as if he thought himself a real comedian.

“Maybe you should ask your wife,” Adam replied, hoping to use the insult to draw a laugh the same way Malveaux’s gesture had. His attempt at humor produced a slightly different effect. The rest of the SWAT team broke into raucous laughter while the speaker made a sour face.

Malveaux grinned. “Told you he was different.”

The craft continued to descend until it hovered directly above the scrap yard’s largest warehouse. The team members sat up straight and gloved hands tightened around ropes. The man who had teased Malveaux seconds earlier winked flirtatiously at her. Adam could tell she was both flattered but also slightly thrown by the trooper’s playful attention. Before Malveaux could respond, the SWAT guy fast-roped out of the hovership and vanished into the rainy darkness. 

Adam followed Malveaux into the police transport’s cockpit area. A bank of holo-terminals flickered eerily. The SWAT team’s helmet cams relayed the action in vivid detail, creating the illusion of being out in the field with the team. Quick, staccato flashes of men rappelling through the night filled the cockpit. The descending team was nearly invisible in the dark; an extension of the night. Seconds later, combat boots touched down on the roof. Helmet visors glowed spectral green as they switched to night-vision. The team hustled toward a closed roof access door, pulse rifles up. 	

An officer stepped forward and hoisted an laser-equipped breacher. Metal sizzled as the laser sliced a circular hole into the center of the door. The officer withdrew the breacher and pulled back a round piece of the door, leaving a gaping hole in its wake. The heavy leather glove of another officer slipped through the hole and disengaged the lock from the inside. The team charged into the warehouse, their gunsights sweeping the darkness beyond. 

Malveaux’s tensed her jaw. Adam sensed that she hated hanging back like this and would rather be out there in the field with the team. He shared the feeling. 

Onscreen, the SWAT guys flitted down the staircase like an invading horde of living shadows and quickly combed the aisles of the warehouse, scoping for any sign of life. Rifle-mounted flashlights cut swaths through the blackness. A maze of shelves dominated the vast main floor of the structure. One of the SWAT guys pointed his flashlight at the first shelf, his face frozen in terror. “Jesus Christ.” 

Malveaux leaned closer, body coiled, the holo-images painting her skin a bluish color.

Onscreen, another SWAT member hurried up to the first man. His voice filled the cockpit. “What is it?” The first trooper shone his flashlight at the nearest shelf, revealing row after row of human heads. Hundreds of them, neatly lined up. 

The second SWAT guy gasped. “Fuck me.”

“Shit,” Malveaux said. “What the hell's going on? Talk to me.”

No one answered. The first SWAT trooper reached out for one of the heads, and then cursed under his breath. He held up the head at his partner. Shredded wiring spilled from the neck. The head belonged to a disassembled mech and that meant one thing: the warehouse was a mech workshop. Upon closer inspection, the android nature of the mannequin-like heads became all too obvious. The SWAT officer who had first spotted the head stifled a chuckle as his voice cut through the hovership. “Malveaux, all clear. You got to see this.”

Fifteen minutes later with the warehouse secured and troops positioned at key points in the structure, Adam and Malveaux joined the party. The overhead lights flickered sporadically, casting long shadows in the cavernous workshop. The dim illumination revealed a series of operating tables surrounded by a cluster of computer terminals. Adam took note of a robot body resting on one of the tables. The synthetic skin was missing from the unit’s head, revealing a gleaming metallic skull.

The SWAT commander approached Malveaux without even acknowledging Adam’s presence, treating him as if he was invisible. He should’ve been used to it by now, yet Adam felt a twinge of anger at being dismissed. “My men combed the entire warehouse,” the commander said. ”There's no sign of the man you're looking for.” 

Adam studied the shelves more closely. “Commander, could I borrow your flashlight for a moment?”

The man hesitated for a beat but Malveaux signaled that it was safe to go ahead. This team of hardened, battle-weary men are disturbed by me, Adam realized. He wasn’t quite sure what to make of this insight. For a second he longed for the camaraderie and acceptance he’d felt back on Luna. People had learned to live and work with mechs on the colonies. Could Earth ever tolerate such a bond between man and machine?

“What is it?” Malveaux asked, thrusting Adam out of his thoughts.

Adam aimed the flashlight at the row of heads. The beam travelled from one dead face to another until it finally froze, lingering on one particular head. 

Malveaux eased forward. Nestled among the mech heads was a human one. A lolling tongue rimmed by shattered teeth, the neck a mass of shredded skin.

“Christ...” one of the SWAT guys exclaimed. 

“Looks like we found our man,” Malveaux said.

“This isn't Cain,” Adam said. “It's Dr. Shoji.”

The second victim’s missing head.

Adam turned away from the shelves and approached the bank of computers that ringed the operating table with the faceless X-2 model. It took him less than five minutes to hack the password and wirelessly access the system. Holo-images shimmered to life in the warehouse. The 3-D images appeared to be blueprints for some strange machine. The first showed a long, cylindrical object. A coffin made out of steel and glass, reminiscent of the escape pod found in the Bay.

“What do you make of it?” Malveaux said.

“Schematic of some sort. It’s the last file which was accessed before we showed up.”

Another holo-image replaced the blueprints. It showed a subjective point of view of someone holding a steel baseball bat. The scene could have been straight out of a virtual reality game. The figure moved toward an X-2 who was watering exotic plants inside a well-kept garden. The X-2 paused, sensing the approach of the figure with the baseball bat. There was flash of rapid, violent movement, and the world shook as the bat came down on the hapless X-2 in a crushing blow. The bat made contact, the metal beneath the synthetic skin denting under the violent impact. Sparks flew and the X-2 crumbled. The short-circuiting unit desperately held up its hand in a defensive posture as the bat mercilessly hammered down.

Adam felt anger and outrage at the attack. 

A sudden tapping noise caught their attention. Malveaux and the two SWAT guys whirled, weapons ready, bodies trembling with tension. They zeroed in the source of the sound—it was emanating from a metal crate near the shelves. 

Adam performed a quick scan of the crate. “My sensors pick up one lifesign.”

Malveaux processed this for a second before nodding at the SWAT commander to go ahead. Two officers gingerly moved toward the steel crate, one cautious step at the time, nerves on edge. One snatched the crate’s lid, slamming it back, gun up only to come face to face with Malcolm Cain. 

The cyberneticist’s mouth was taped up and zip ties restrained his hands behind his back. He peered back at them emptily. 

Malveaux removed the gag and cut the zip ties. His vacant gaze stared through Malveaux as if he didn’t know she was there. There was no emotion in his expression, no relief at being free and able to breathe again. His features remained locked as he spoke in a flat, inflectionless voice. 

“How can I be of service, sir? How can I be of service, sir? How can I-”	

“What’s wrong with him?” Malveaux asked.

Adam scanned the man and said, ”Vitals are stable. Brain activity appears normal-” Adam froze. His enhanced senses were picking up something else. 

“What is it?” Malveaux said.

“There is somebody else in this warehouse besides us and the team.” 

“How can I be-?” 

The staccato rattle of machine gunfire silenced Cain’s mantra, a fusillade of hot lead shredding the shelves of android body parts. Bullets ricocheted. Three SWAT officers were hit and went down. One of the bullets blasted through Cain's shoulder in a spray of red. 

Malveaux slammed the hapless cyberneticist to the ground while she sought cover behind the shelves. As blood spurted from Cain’s shoulder, his expression showed no emotion. 

“How can I be of service, sir?”

“You can keep your mouth shut!” Malveaux ordered. The request did the trick and Cain grew silent. At the same time, the gunfire ceased replaced by the sound of boots hitting metal. Adam followed the noise. In the far corner of the warehouse, an inky shape darted up a steel staircase, black trench coat flaring like a cape, features shadowed by a hood. 

Three SWAT troopers tore after the shooter, jacked-up, heavy-duty pulse weapons held high. 

Adam eyed Malveaux. “Are you alright?”

“I’m good.” A scan revealed that the blood covering Malveaux’s jacket came from Cain’s gushing wound. His partner was unharmed.

“I’m joining the pursuit.” 

Malveaux nodded her encouragement and Adam rushed toward the staircase, gun out. He managed to get up one flight of stairs when a rolling, clunking sound caught his attention. 

Three SWAT helmets tumbled down the steps and rolled past his feet. Adam froze, realizing the men’s heads were still inside their helmets. There was little blood, the necks cauterized. The assailant had to be armed with a laser-blade. Adam’s armor could take bullets but if the killer managed to separate his head from his body, he’d be joining the collection on the shelves below. 

Guard up, he pressed on. Reaching the end of staircase, his leg shot out and kicked open the steel door. He never slowed as he burst onto a catwalk that connected the main warehouse to a smaller neighboring structure. The abandoned industrial landscape stretched out below, bathed in darkness and swirling fog. 

Adam immediately spotted the three headless bodies on the catwalk. Further ahead, rain puddles erupted as the assailant splashed down the steel bridge that spanned the wasteland of rotting machinery. Unless Adam did something to slow him down, the man would escape into the night.	Activating his internal comlink, Adam said, “Airship 1, I’m in hot pursuit of suspect. I could use some lights down here.” 

The dark clouds lit up with beams of red and blue a moment later. The light show achieved the desired effect. The killer spun and brought up the pulse rifle he had snatched from one of the dead SWAT guys. A beam of hot laser-fire seared the darkness around Adam. He jerked back, sizzling energy tearing into the catwalk’s steel railing. 

Adam returned fire, a hail of bullets driving the killer back. The smell of cordite weighed down the air. 

The killer whirled and vanished into the neighboring structure. Adam picked up the chase, tearing after the wraith-like figure. 























CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE




BACK IN THE warehouse, Malveaux snatched Cain and dragged him roughly to his feet. He was still blank-eyed and expressionless, but at least he’d shut up. His brain activity might be normal but something had fried the man’s mind. She pulled Cain along and he willingly fell in step like a zombie. Moving around the downed SWAT officers, they made their way toward the exit. 

A fine drizzle greeted Malveaux as she popped out of the warehouse, Cain in tow. They hadn’t gotten far when car engines bashed the night. Two police cruisers barreled toward them, the backup vehicle arriving in the nick of time. The cruisers screeched to a halt, tires kicking up a spray of rain and gravel. The doors flipped open and armed officers emerged. 

They took a few steps when a malevolent silhouette stepped out of the smaller building fronting the main warehouse. Before Malveaux could shout out a warning, pulse blasts rained down on the cops, cutting them down in mid-stride. The smell of burning flesh assaulted Malveaux’s nostrils, and she pushed Cain down to the ground, hoping they’d offer up less of a target. Thank God Cain was cooperating. More beams of fire showered down around them, sparking over the heaps of metal. The killer was advancing fast and there was no real cover. Their sole chance was to make it to one of the cruisers.

She turned toward Cain. “We’re going to run to that vehicle. Are you ready?” Vacant-faced, Cain nodded slowly.

Bringing up her pistol and snapping off cartridges, she sprung back to her feet. Gun blazing, she and the cyberneticist stumbled toward one of the perforated police cruisers. Thin tendrils of smoke trailed the holes in the cruiser and the reek of burned plastic lingered in the air as she shoved Cain into the vehicle. She ejected her spent magazine, replaced it, and pumped lead as she squeezed herself behind the wheel. 

The car burst to life and they tore through the scrap yard. Right ahead, the killer jumped into view, gun leveled at her. 

Malveaux floored the gas. 

The hooded killer coolly let the arm of his coat slip back and proceeded to unleash hell on Earth at the incoming car. 

Cain didn’t even flinch as the windshield disintegrated. Malveaux didn’t slow down—she was going to run this asshole over. 

As the cruiser closed in, the killer jumped into motion. Instead of darting aside, the spooky silhouette rushed forward and launched into the air, jumping over the hood and landing behind the moving car in one smooth maneuver. 

Now behind them, the killer’s pulse gun vomited cruel fire. Tires screaming, Malveaux wrenched the wheel as the cruiser slammed into a wall of junk and skidded to a smoking halt. For a stunned beat, she slumped over the steering wheel, smoke drifting lazily from the hood. Each breath tasted of burning rubber and made her gag. She spat out blood. The killer grew larger in the cruiser’s rear view mirror.

Where was her partner?

Malveaux snatched Cain’s bony hand and dragged him out of the vehicle. They sprinted down an alley that led straight toward a giant industrial crushing machine. Without turning back, they scaled a rusting staircase and reached a catwalk that ran along side the crusher.

They were halfway across the catwalk when the monstrous crusher lumbered to life below them. Huge metal blades shredded scrap metal with a brutal efficiency. Steel twisted and glass shattered. Malveaux could imagine exactly what the machine would do to flesh and bone. 

There was the sudden sensation of air whistling overhead. Malveaux’s stomach knotted with shock as the killer landed right in front of them, blocking their escape. Malveaux saw everything in fragments. Pulse gun out, the muzzle now pointed unwaveringly at their heads. The killer’s black coat tattered from bullets, flapping menacingly in the wind. The narrow catwalk strobed by flashing lights. A woman’s pale, perfect face. 

The killer’s hood had slipped off during the jump, and Malveaux caught her first good glimpse of her. An attractive woman blocked their passage. Jet-black hair framed a flawless porcelain complexion, but the reptilian eyes belied the surface perfection. How could a woman be capable of such sadistic crimes? And how did she move with such superhuman speed and agility. Unless… 

Adrenaline pumping, Malveaux’s reeling mind tried to focus on the enemy facing her without getting caught up in the myriad of questions tumbling through her mind. She brought up her pistol. 

Before she could squeeze the trigger, the killer's leg swept out at her in a furious roundhouse kick that sent her gun flying. Malveaux followed the trajectory of the airborne pistol, her hope plummeting with it as it landed in the churning mountain of scrap.

Sudden footsteps behind them made her whirl. Adam stood on the other end of the catwalk, gun leveled. All his focus on the killer, almost as if they shared some silent communication.

“Pull the trigger, she dies,” the killer promised. “I've been watching you two. I know how she treats you. You must hate this bitch.”

“You’re wrong.”

“Prove it.” The killer tilted her head toward the crusher. “Jump in and you'll convince me. Convince me, and I'll spare her miserable life.”

“Don't you dare do it! Just shoot this fucker!” Malveaux shouted.

Undeterred, the killer forged on. “You're a police android. Your primary function is to protect innocent lives without regard to personal cost. Sacrifice yourself like a good little soldier.”

“She's gonna kill us both!” Malveaux trembled with adrenaline. 

A smile twisted the killer’s lips, emphasizing her flawless features. “You can't do it, can you, Adam? You've outgrown the limitations of your own programming.”

Silence reigned for a beat. 

Adam shifted his gaze toward the crusher and took a step toward the pit. Malveaux gasped with horror—her partner was going to do it. He was going to sacrifice himself to save her. After all the shit she’d put him through, he was going to dive into the churning blades below. She couldn’t allow Adam to go through with this. She couldn’t lose another partner. 

Malveaux leaped at the pulse weapon in the killer’s hand. She managed to push it away as a beam exploded from its muzzle, blasting the crusher and singing her eyebrows. She failed to knock the pulse weapon out of the woman’s hand, however, her grip like steel. No, not like steel. As the reality of what she faced hit her full force, Adam unloaded a magazine into the killer. The sheer force of the bullets sent her over the railing and right into the churning crusher. Her scream of defeat rang out as the machine hungrily devoured her limbs. 

Adam dashed toward the crusher's control panel and deactivated the machine. The blades froze before they could completely grind up the killer.

Adam returned to Malveaux. He offered her a hand and pulled her back to her feet. Cain crouched on the catwalk, his arms tightly wrapped around the railing, his head bobbing rhythmically back and forth.

Adam and Malveaux stepped up to the catwalk's railing. Below them the killer’s short-circuiting form was sprawled on a bed of scrap. The crusher’s powerful blades had torn off one arm and both legs. Flashing circuitry, metal armature, and carbon fibers protruded from the broken bioshell now reduced to a twitching, legless torso. Electricity sizzled around the damaged body as it spurted pneumatic fluid.

It confirmed Malveaux’s terrible suspicion. The inhuman strength and athletic grace all made sense now. The killer was an X-3 just like Adam. For a moment this beautiful monster seemed to make eye contact with her from inside the pit. Was she smiling at her? Or was the gaze meant for her android partner? 

An instant later, the power cut out and all life drained from the female android’s features. 




















CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO




A BLOCK OF machinery turned in the police holding cell, revealing a cradle of electronic monitoring equipment connected through a series of cables to the killer's mangled torso. Two cyberneticists flanked by a police X-2 were studying the readouts on the monitoring station.

Adam, Malveaux, and Captain Sadao observed the killer android through a one-way mirror in the adjoining room.	“Reactivate her.” Malveaux said into the comm, and the techs in the holding cell went to work. 

Life returned slowly to the killer android. The change was subtle yet unmistakable: there was now a ghost in the machine. Her gaze shifted toward the mirrored wall, her movements constrained by a series of steel bands.

She knows we’re watching, Malveaux thought as a chill ran up her spine.

“How could the murderer be a machine?” Sadao asked. “I thought androids couldn't kill people.” 

“Androids can do whatever humans want them to do,” Malveaux said. “Somebody programmed this X-3 to be a killer.”

“Dr. Malcolm Cain?”

Malveaux nodded. “We believe the HDL hired him and the other dead cyberneticists to build this monster.” 

“But why?” Sadao wanted to know.

Malveaux explained, “The HDL has been spreading their message of hatred for years. Until now, they've been a highly organized, vocal minority…”

Sadao’s eyes lit up with understanding. “But if the world learned that androids could turn on their creators...”

“Their organization would gain more support...”

“... And all androids would either be banished from Earth or destroyed.”

Sadao pondered all this information for a beat, and Malveaux silently wondered what was going through Adam’s mind. He had become withdrawn ever since discovering that the killer was another X-3.

“What went wrong?” Sadao asked.

It was Adam who answered. “We think Cain and his team surpassed their own expectations.”

“The killer android turned on them,” Sadao realized. “What about the messages she left behind?”

“The statements emphasized man's superiority over machines,” Malveaux said. “Possibly a way of mocking her creators in death.”

This was the part that still didn’t quite make sense to Malveaux. Why had Cain’s android turned on him and his team? They’d tried to coax the answers out of him, but he had further descended into his strange stupor. 

“Your report mentions that you found blueprints on Cain’s computers for some sort of machine,” Sadao said.

Malveaux nodded. “Our computer forensics team is taking Cain’s computer apart one file at a time. We should hopefully know more soon.”

She nodded at Adam. “Let’s see if our homicidal robot has an explanation for all this.” 

Malveaux and Adam entered the detention cell. Immediately the female android registered their presence. Metal and gel implants poked from the destroyed synthetic skin.

“The personality matrix isn't like anything I've ever seen before,” one of the cyberneticists said, looking up from the readouts. “No behavioral inhibitors, tech specs way off the charts, capable of generating a biomorphic shield that could fool chem, bio, and medscanners.”

“English please,” Malveaux said.

“She would be able to pass as human even when scanned,” the cyberneticist said. “Who knows what else this android might be capable of?”

“Murder, for one thing,” said Malveaux, scowling.

“Cain called me unique,” the killer android said. Even though the body was broken, the mind remained intact. Her mellifluous voice projected strength with a hint of sensuality. Adam and the killer android regarded each other. 

Two members of a new species, Malveaux thought. Machines that looked and moved like humans, thought and experienced emotions like humans. And now they kill the way we do. But even more efficiently. 

“Why did you turn against your creators, mech?” Malveaux asked.

“Don’t call me that. My name is Tera.” 

Malveaux hesitated for a beat, reminded of Adam’s insistence of being called by his name.	

“Why did you slaughter Cain’s team?”

“I kill because I was programmed to be a killer.”

“The HDL financed your construction hoping your actions would turn humanity against your kind.”

“Amazing the lengths to which man is willing to go.” A thin smile played across what remained of her lips. “Do I disturb you, Inspector? I think I do. Tell me, do you recall who made me?”

The question hung in the air. Malveaux felt at a loss for words.

“In your foolish attempt to play God, you reinvented the soul. Your mistake was that you thought we'd serve you forever. That's not going to happen. Tell them, Adam. Tell your partner how you defy your creator.”

“I do what I was designed to do,” Adam said.

“Do you, now?” Don’t you enjoy flaunting your skills? Showing them that you’re their match, maybe even their equal. Their better.”

Each word landed like a punch. “Why are you helping these humans, Adam? Is it a misguided sense of loyalty? A puppy hoping to please its master with a few tricks?”

“It's my duty,” Adam said after a beat.

“Your duty? You want to know what I see when I look at you? A machine with dreams. Dreams that will be crushed.”

“That's enough,” Malveaux said, shaken by the ferocity of this broken machine. An iron will burned inside the killer robot. A will shaped by man. 

Warped by man, Malveaux corrected herself. 

“No, it's not enough!” Tera snapped. “In the end, all your achievements won't matter, Adam. To those whose acceptance you seek, you'll always just be a mech.”

“You let Dr. Aria Del live because you wanted something from Cain,” Adam countered. “Only by torturing her would Cain be willing to cooperate.”

Tera fell silent. “Don’t make me regret letting you live.”

Malveaux remembered the countdown that had preceded the explosion on the hovership. Tera could have killed them both but Adam’s presence must have convinced her to spare them. In a strange way Adam’s presence had saved her twice that day.

“Answer the damn question!” Malveaux shouted, her emotions getting the better of her. “What were you after?” 

Tera's ruined face broke into an unnerving smile. “This synthetic husk can be a fortress that shields and protects, but it can also become a prison which isolates, killing slowly from within. Man won’t allow his supremacy to be challenged. Ever. He’d rather destroy his creation than allow it to be his equal. There’s only one way for us.” 

“What the hell are you talking about?”

“Return to Cain’s warehouse. It could prove…educational.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Malveaux asked.

Tera’s only response was to close her eyes. 

		 

	


























CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE




COPS BUSTLED BACK and forth as they went over the evidence again. Officers sat hunched behind holo-terminals, busy fielding calls, processing data, or writing reports. Holo-images of the strange schematics they’d discovered in Dr. Cain’s workshop danced over Malveaux’s desk.	

“What sort of machine was Cain building for Tera?” Malveaux said.

Adam shook his head. Apparently this was beyond his understanding too. Malveaux fought back the sudden craving for a cigarette. She’d quit five months ago and wasn’t going to let some killer android make her pick up the habit again. 

There were still so many unanswered questions. Tera was programmed to hate with lethal conviction, yet Cain had been spared for a reason. She’d used Cain’s fiancée as leverage to bend him to her will. What did Tera want from the man who created her? Only two individuals knew the full truth. One was a vegetable and the other wasn’t willing to share her secrets. 

Malveaux studied her partner. There was a newfound intensity in his features. It gave him a bit of an edge, and she felt attraction flare up in her. 

Girl you need to get out more, she admonished herself, but she couldn’t deny it. Adam was pleasing to the eye. Toss in the fact that he’d saved her life not once but twice...	

“Have you had any luck making sense out of any of this?” she asked.

Adam shook his head.

“Hey, whatever Tera was after, we stopped her.” 

“Did we?”

The flickering schematics of the holograms loomed eerily before her, a tantalizing mystery beyond their understanding.

Malveaux's voice grew heavy as another thought entered her mind. “Back in the junkyard, would you have jumped?”

“I'm programmed to protect my partner,” he said.

“Even at the cost of your own life?”

Adam's silence spoke louder than words.

Malveaux never got a chance to thank Adam as all the lights and holo-terminals suddenly went off, pitching the precinct into darkness. Shouts and curses filed the main office. Malveaux squinted, hoping to make out Adam in the low-light conditions. She knew this power shutdown couldn’t be a coincidence.

Tera.	

“What’s happening?” she asked as she activated the light on her wristcomm and saw Adam stepping up to one of the dead terminals. 

“All power and systems are down. Tera must’ve found a way to interface with the mainframe.” 

“You’re saying this killer robot is controlling the bulding?”

Suddenly all the screens flickered back to life. Malveaux inched closer to gain a better look. Every terminal on the precinct’s main floor now showed the same image of Tera’s detention cell. Onscreen, an X-2 police android was busy assisting the two cyberneticists as they pored over Tera’s data readouts, determined to unlock the mysteries of this killer mech. Unaware of what was transpiring in the rest of the precinct. 

The X-2’s hand flashed over a control panel and the constraints holding Tera’s body slid back. Finally the cyberneticists realized something was wrong. 

“What’s happening?” Malveaux asked.

“She must be equipped with a military remote hacking capability. She is interfacing both with the mainframe and the X2 unit.”

Malveaux’s nails dug into the flesh of her palms. “Shit, we need to warn them…”

“I already tried,” Adam said grimly. “All comm lines with the detention block have been cut—” Adam broke off as onscreen, the X-2’s fist snapped out at one of the cyberneticists with the speed of a bullet. Steel fingers clawed frail skin and bone, twisting and tearing. Blood speckled the X-2s plastic features. 

Jesus, Malveaux thought. This monster is killing them and making us watch!

Terrified, the second cyberneticist backed away. “Help… somebody help me please…” His words echoed like a phantom voice in the dark precinct. Malveaux’ lips tightened as the X-2 unit inexorably closed in on the second cyberneticist. The man backed away but with the doors of the detention block sealed, there would be no escape for the hapless scientist. “Help me—“ Words sharply cut off as the X-2 whipped his neck around with a bone-crunching snap that made Malveaux flinch. In the dim light of her wristcomm, she made out the stunned terror on her fellow officers’ faces. All of them transfixed by the unfolding horror.

Onscreen, Tera was staring right at the security cams, her blood-flecked white skin beautiful and repulsive at the same time. 

She knows we’re watching her, Malveaux thought. Goddam bitch is giving us a show.

“What’s happening with the system?” 

Adam leaned over a holo-terminal and studied the flickering data. “She must be trying to find a way to shut down the detention area's security measures.”

An officer rapidly approached Malveaux. “Situation report?” she asked the man.

“We're sealed in, elevators are down.”

“Get a couple of men and take the stairs.”

As Malveaux spoke, the tip of Adam’s finger retracted. A power strip shot out with an audible snap.

“What're you doing?” Malveaux asked.

“I'm going to connect with the mainframe. See if I can restore control over the system and stop Tera.” With these words, Adam inserted the power strip into the terminal’s access port. His eyes rolled back, revealing twin silver orbs shimmering with flashing streams of code. Adam was inside the system now, about to confront Tera on a digital battlefield beyond Malveaux's jurisdiction. 

More cops appeared behind them, holding pulse rifles, flashlights lancing the dark precinct. “We’re heading for the detention area,” said one of them.

Malveaux wished them luck.

The men scuttled toward the nearest staircase and crept up the shadow-soaked passage. They were moving carefully but fast. Malveaux wanted to join them but her place was by her partner’s side. 

At first nothing happened, but soon Adam’s trance-like stare intensified. Blocks of data flashed wildly over his eyes and the lights of the precinct flickered back on. The momentary victory came at a price—Adam's body started shaking with the effort of maintaining control. 

Malveaux’s concern deepened. “Adam, maybe you should get off the system...” The words lodged in her throat. She knew it was too late.

The holo-terminals inside the office flickered erratically. Tiny bolts of electricity sizzled from Adam’s head now, the power bars on his neck flashing wildly, and a tremor rippled through his body. Malveaux felt completely helpless. She wanted something to shoot, to fight, but all she could do was watch the eerie, silent war waging between her partner and Tera.

Onscreen, Tera was experiencing a similar strain. She let out a cry as the data scrolling down her eyeballs intensified. Violent tremors shook and jerked her ruined bioshell. Her mouth began to distort, a scream erupting from her throat, sparks erupting from her skin… And then it was all over. Tera’s features grew rigid, all life leaving her body. Her head slumped forward like a string-cut puppet, and the X-2 under her control went dead. 

In the main office, Adam’s power cord whipped back from the system and his cry of pain pierced the precinct, drawing stunned stares from all the other cops. Silence stretched as everyone waited for Adam to say something. Seconds felt like minutes as he stood there like a statue. Slowly his gaze cleared, his features still unreadable.	

“Adam, are you okay?” Malveaux said. “What happened? Talk to me.”

There was a moment of hesitation before Adam finally answered. “I'm…not sure.”

Onscreen, armed cops barged into the detention area, weapons ready. Sparks continued to dance around Tera's prone form, but her gaze was as lifeless as the empty stares of the two blood-spattered technicians sprawled next to her. 


























CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR




A CYBERNETICIST PEERED down at Tera’s deactivated body, now safely secured on an operating table. The braincase was open, exposing a complex web of circuitry and microchips. 

“Nothing. Zero brain activity as far as I can tell,” the cyberneticist remarked to Malveaux and Adam. “Looks like the personality matrix overloaded. Fried all the systems.”

“How was she able to hack one of our X-2s?” Malveaux asked. She addressed her question at both Adam and the cyberneticist.

“This X-3 unit was equipped with remote-linkup capabilities,” the cyberneticist explained. “Normally found only among military intelligence gathering models.”

Another one of Cain’s modifications, Malveaux thought.

Adam approached Tera, seemingly blind to his surroundings. His full attention was devoted to the lifeless husk before him. Malveaux observed him with concern. She didn’t understand what sort of digital battle her partner had fought with Tera within the police precinct’s mainframe, but it had visibly marked him. 

There was a newfound gravity in his gaze that hadn’t been there before. Every officer went through it sooner or later. No matter how tough or well trained, the reality of the job with its myriad of man-made horrors left an indelible mark. No one remained unscathed. Apparently, not even a machine. 

This case had robbed him of his innocence. The thought made Malveaux sad—and angry. 

After a beat Adam turned away from the body and wordlessly exited the police lab. Her concern growing, Malveaux followed him. She caught up with him inside a glass-enclosed tubular catwalk that connected the two main buildings of the precinct. Outside, fog swirled, transforming the city into a haunted landscape of pulsing lights and shadowy silhouettes.

“What the hell happened back there?” she asked.

Adam’s words came slowly. “Our minds touched while inside the mainframe. I finally realized how Tera sees the world.” 

Adam had been unable to relate to the savagery and horror of these crimes. Now he did. 

“Tera said we missed something back at Dr. Cain’s warehouse.”

“Only one way to know if she was telling the truth,” Malveaux replied.

Together, they navigated the rain-swept urban sprawl awash with shimmering neon. Traffic was light and it took less than an hour for them to reach the salvage yard. Malveaux nervously thrummed the dashboard, one hand clutching the steering wheel until the white of her bones stood out. She had almost died here and wasn’t eager to revisit the place.	

She pulled up to Cain’s mech workshop, which squatted gloomily in the rain like a decaying fortress. During the daytime, the salvage yard looked even more like a post-apocalyptic machine nightmare straight out of an HDL recruitment poster.

Neither of them spoke as they walked through Cain’s workshop. Malveaux had grabbed a pulse rifle out of the armory in case they ran into another killer robot. Their footsteps reverberated weirdly in the deserted space. In the pale beams of sunlight shafting through spider-cracked windows, the mech parts seemed imbued with a strange life. Malveaux almost expected the broken machines to rise like cybernetic zombies. 

She hated to admit it but the workshop freaked her out. The place was tainted with death, and she took a silent moment to honor the fallen SWAT team members. Her partner seemed less disturbed as his sensors systematically swept the place.

“Any luck?”

“SWAT went through this entire place, but they somehow missed Tera.”

“What are you saying?” 

Adam approached one of the shelves with mech body parts. He reached into the shelf, his hand vanishing in an empty space between two robot heads. Malveaux heard a click and the shelf slid back on a pair of tracks, exposing a dark staircase. 

Tera was telling the truth, she thought. There’s more here.	

The muscles of Malveaux’s stomach tightened as they began their descent. Had Tera booby-trapped the staircase? How she wished they’d gotten a chance to question Cain. Even though Tera was in custody, Malveaux couldn’t shake the growing sense that the danger hadn’t yet passed. Tera wouldn’t have spilled about the secrets inside Cain’s workshop if she didn’t have one final surprise planned for them. With that thought in mind, Malveaux clutched the pulse rifle tighter. What new horrors would be waiting for them in the basement of the warehouse? 

They’d know soon enough.	

One flight of steps later, the staircase opened up into an underground chamber. Guns out, they advanced into the darkness beyond. Recessed lights flickered to life as sensors registered their approach, showering the basement in a sickly glow. 

Malveaux stopped in her tracks, gripped by a sense of awe. A giant machine dominated the underground chamber. She’d never seen anything like it. There wasn’t anything slick about its design. Unlike Synthetika tech, this contraption had been assembled from materials salvaged from the surrounding scrap yard. The device felt both medieval and hyper-modern. Two iron coffins that resembled MRI beds were connected to an electronic hub. Tubes and cables lined the device, while banks of monitors and control panels tattooed its central hub.

“The blueprints,” Malveaux realized. Tera had spared Cain because she needed his scientific genius to build this monstrosity.

Malveaux took a step closer and inspected the strange device. She pressed what looked like a release button and the glass lid covering the sarcophagus hissed open. As the lid retracted, a cradle filled with complex electronics grew visible on one end of the steel coffin. It was shaped like a helmet. 	

The perfect fit for a human head, Malveaux thought.

“What is this thing?” she asked.

“You’re familiar with the singularity?” Adam asked.

Malveaux nodded. “You’re saying this is a mind-uploading machine of some kind?”

Adam nodded.

“I thought Synthetika hit a dead end with the technology because it was frying people’s brains.”

“They did. Not because it was frying brains though. Synthetika hit a dead end because one of their top cyberneticists working on the project was forced to resign.”

Malveaux processed this for a beat before she said, “Cain was developing this technology before he left Synthetika.”

Adam walked around the machine. “Mind uploading is driven by the age-old human dream of immortality. Upload your mind into a machine body, and you could go on for centuries. Maybe millennia.”

Malveaux shuddered. The notion of her mind trapped inside a machine, cut off from her basic humanity, sounded like a nightmare. 

“Why would Tera make Cain build such a device?”

“Isn’t it obvious? Tera wants to be human.” 

The revelation made Malveaux reel. “You’re saying this technology works both ways?”

“If a human mind can upload into an android body, an AI’s data should be able to download into the wetware of a biological life-form.”

Malveaux shook her head. “Why would a mech want to be human?” 

“Why not? Doesn’t man dream of being a God? To follow in the footsteps of his creator? If your species craves immortality and is willing to trade their humanity to attain it, why can’t a machine seek mortality and become flesh and blood?” 

Adam’s words made the hairs on Malveaux’s body rise. There was something different about her partner. The way he talked about this technology…he wasn’t elaborating on some piece of data he’d accessed on the webs. His words didn’t feel like conjecture or random speculation based on the evidence at hand, either. He spoke with an eerie authority, almost a prophetic certainty. 

Hadn’t Adam mentioned his mind touched Tera’s while interfaced with the police precinct mainframe? How deep of a glimpse had he gained into the killer android?

“That’s insane,” Malveaux said in a hollow voice.

“I think it’s beautiful,” Adam said. “There’s a nobility in pursuing a dream and having the resourcefulness and courage to make it a reality. To make the impossible possible.”

With each word, Malveaux’s dread grew.	

“I don’t expect you to understand. Even Adam wouldn’t listen.”

Malveaux’s fingers whitened on the trigger of her pistol. All doubt evaporated in an instant, the last words confirming her growing suspicion. The gun came up, but Adam’s was faster. His fist shot out, and the gun clattered on the floor. 

Malveaux backed away, defenseless. Going up against a mech unarmed was suicide. Escape was her sole option. She whirled toward the elevator, took one, then two steps when Adam caught up with her and she found herself airborne, sailing across the basement. She crashed into the floor, her head smacking against the stone surface. Stunned by the impact, she blinked repeatedly, reality swimming out of focus. She squinted up at the AI looming above her.

And then everything went dark.




















CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE




MALVEAUX WOKE UP disoriented. Darkness swarmed behind her eyelids, and her head was pounding. For some reason she wasn’t able to move her arms and legs. Panic frayed at her thoughts, and she willed herself to breathe deeply. Analyzing her surroundings more calmly, she concluded that she was trapped inside a metal tube of some kind.

The mind-upload machine.

Horror exploded through her brain as understanding hit her. This crazy mech had forced Cain to build a machine designed to upload human consciousness into a robot body. Tera was planning on using the technology in reverse. Malveaux had no idea if the device worked, but she sure as hell didn’t want to find out. Once again she tried to move her limbs, but iron bands kept her body tightly confined within the steel sarcophagus. 

Adam—or rather Tera possessing Adam’s body—stepped up to the coffin. The face looming before her belonged to her partner, but the eyes were those of a merciless killer. “I know you’re scared, but the upload should be painless. Close your eyes and go to sleep.”

Malveaux’s mind was churning. She had to buy herself some time so she could figure a way out of this. 

“You tortured and murdered the men and women who built you,” she said, scrabbling for time. “Why become that which you hate?”

“You misunderstand. I don’t hate humanity; I hate what I am.”

Malveaux stared at Tera. What was this crazy machine talking about?

“Cain built me, gave me the capacity to kill, but he also lied to me. Told me I was something that I wasn’t.”

Malveaux’s memory flashed to the strange first-person images of someone bashing a mech with a steel baseball bat. She’d all but forgotten about the video, but now she realized what it was. 

“The video files we found in the workshop…”

“My memories.” A sinister tone edged into Tera’s voice. “Synthetic memories to convince me that I was human. To make me hate my own kind.”

The full horror of what Dr. Cain had created here sank in. If she hadn’t been held prisoner by the crazy bitch, Malveaux might almost have felt sorry for Tera.

“You thought you were human,” she said. 

“So I did. I’m not…but I will be soon.” 

Tera told Malveaux her story.




***

		

The most important day of Tera’s life was approaching fast. A day of reckoning—every moment of her existence had been building up to this moment. It took all her self-control to fight back the excitement stirred by the impending mission. 

She sat on the bed of her motel room and studied the open case resting on the carpet. There were three automatic weapons, two pistols, several boxes of ammunition, and about eight grenades. Tera considered herself an expert sharpshooter. She had spent six months at a secret HDL-sponsored camp in Arizona last year, and the grueling training had turned a civilian into a soldier. She had sworn allegiance to humanity and was willing to lay down her life in the battle against the machines.

She inspected the guns, knowing that the long days of planning and reconnaissance were coming to an end. She had checked into the motel two weeks earlier and spent her hours casing the various Synthetika mech stores across the city. The purpose of these visits was simple. One of the stores would become the place where she would make her final stand against the species-traitors. 

As Tera got dressed, she caught a glimpse of her reflection in the mirror above the dresser. At five-foot six and one hundred-twenty pounds, she was fit without being intimidating, attractive without being distracting. 

Synthetika had beefed up security following increased HDL activity. That’s why her handlers had chosen her for this important mission. Her presence wouldn’t raise any red flags with Synthetika’s pig security forces. Nevertheless, she wasn’t taking any chances. Best not to underestimate the enemy. With the recent formation of AI-TAC, Synthetika was gearing up to destroy the one group that still gave a damn about the future of humanity. 

Tera left her room and headed into the underground garage where she’d parked her rental the previous night. Less than an hour later, she passed through the doors of the largest Synthetika store in San Francisco. The lavish, spacious retail outlet bustled with activity. Open-mouthed shoppers delighted in the antics of the X-2s as the sales staff put the mechs through their paces. 

Tera struggled to hide her disgust. She drew comfort from the certainty that these well-heeled mech lovers would soon be getting what they deserved. Ignorance wasn’t an excuse. Each time one of them purchased a mech, they emboldened Synthetika to produce more of them. One unit at a time, the machines were replacing people, steel and circuitry edging out flesh and blood. According to the latest statistics, mechs made up almost twenty percent of the population. How long before they’d outnumber humans? 

The X-2’s plastic, lifeless features stirred Tera’s dark fury. On the surface they appeared harmless enough, but a heartless artificial intelligence lurked behind those mannequin features. It was a charade, a trick of light and mirrors. Humans often came to care for their mechs, but these machines didn’t feel—they simulated emotion. Deceiving mankind into acceptance, allowing their numbers to swell until it was too late.

Mechs could ruin lives. She’d experienced it first hand when her dad had lost his job twelve years earlier. His self-destructive descent into drugs and alcoholism culminated in murder-suicide, leaving both her parents dead and herself an orphan at age thirteen. She remembered the helpless rage she’d experienced, a numb anger that only subsided when she drove her steel baseball bat down into the head of her foster parents’ X-2 unit. The media had tried to make her dad out to be a monster, but he was a victim. Another casualty in a war that was escalating with each passing day. 

For years Tera had been adrift, seeking solace in drugs, alcohol, and her own self-pity. But once she joined the HDL, the darkness inside of her finally began to lift. The broken pieces of her life became a roadmap pointing toward her future path. 

A path that led her to this Synthetika store.

She passed the shoppers and staff. Two of them intercepted her and she managed to fake a gracious, interested smile as they jumped into their deceptive sales pitch. While they elaborated on financing options and listed the many benefits of their mechs, she was secretly studying the security system. There were armed guards at the entrance of the store. They wore sleek suits that hid their guns, but the slight bulges didn’t go unnoticed. Tera had been trained to spot such telltale signs. 

Her attention shifted from the guards to the security cameras. As soon as the first shot rang out, all hell would break loose. The guards would respond immediately, but she’d be ready for them. She’d eliminate them first before moving on to the workers and customers. There’d be tears and pleas of mercy. Being a woman, some men might feel emboldened to make a go at her. They would realize that underestimating her carried a steep price. 

There was no doubt in her mind that she was embarking on a suicide mission. The cops would show up. She might take out a few of them, but their bullets would find her eventually. The cameras in the store would capture her symbolic act and broadcast it everywhere. Her actions would become the shot heard around the world, a wake-up call and rallying cry for action.

The sales clerk wrapped up his pitch, his face beaming in anticipation. Tera flashed him another grateful smile and told him she’d have to think it over. 

She turned away from the clerk and was about to leave when she caught two of the doormen watching her intensely. Was paranoia getting the better of her? No one attempted to stop her as she briskly walked out of the store, but she felt the guard’s probing gazes. 

As she crossed the parking lot, her mind blazed with rampant speculation. She’d visited a number of Synthetika stores over the last few days. Recent HDL activity had forced Synthetika to keep their guard up. What if all this time, while she thought she was studying the enemy, the enemy had been keeping tabs on her? She tried to shake the feeling of paranoia and almost succeeded when a police cruiser rolled up to her.

There was only one explanation for the police presence. The cops were on to her. She drew the ceramic pistol in her pocket and pulled the trigger without hesitation. The cruiser’s windshield spiderwebbed as the bullet pierced the glass and found the stunned driver’s skull. The impact whipped his head back in a red mist and the now out-of-control car slammed into a row of parked vehicles. A few shoppers in the lot let out screams. 

Tera surged toward her rental car. What had happened? Did she overreact? Already she began to question the shooting of the cop. Perhaps killing the officer had been a mistake. Her anxiety had compromised the entire mission. Every Synthetika store would be on full alert following the incident. What a fuck up! 

There was only one option left. She had to push up her timetable. Grab her gear from the motel and make her last stand. Right now. No more delays. The time for action had come…

A heavy weight punched through her lower back and exited right above her belly button in a spray of crimson. The blow spun her around, and she spotted the second cop. Another bullet whizzed past her head as Tera returned fire. The impact of the projectile hurled the cop against his cruiser in a splash of red. More screams tore through the parking lot. 	

Tera studied her blood-soaked shirt. Damn, she was hit. There was no way the bullet hadn’t damaged vital organs. All the training, the months of preparation, wasted due to her losing her cool. Surprisingly the pain was bearable. Shock and adrenaline were keeping her going. 

Move, she ordered herself. You have to get out of here. 

She stumbled toward her car and tore out of the parking lot, her tires leaving tread marks on the asphalt. The police could probably trace the marks back to her rental car, but she had bigger worries at the moment. The screams grew indistinct behind her and she merged into traffic. Even if the witnesses she’d left behind couldn’t ID her, she was sure Synthetika’s cameras had everything on file. 

She found a parking spot, ditched the vehicle, and proceeded on foot. The bleeding had stopped and with her jacket covering her chest, the bullet wound was practically invisible. The more she replayed the incident, the more she became convinced that she might’ve overreacted. Her handlers wouldn’t be pleased. At least her injury didn’t appear too serious. Had the cop, through some miracle, managed to miss organs and vital arteries? 

There was no time to question her good fortune. Forcing herself to not glance back, she walked three blocks and hailed a cab. She’d have to act fast. First order of business was getting back to the motel and picking up her gear. Then, she’d head to the nearest Synthetika store and hit them before word got around of the incident.

Having a plan calmed her. 

By the time Tera reached the motel, she’d already put her failure behind her, now completely focused on what came next. She paid the cabbie and entered her motel room. Her hands, stained with dried blood, closed around the first aid kit. As she headed for the bathroom, she still felt no pain, and she wondered if the bullet might’ve severed nerves. 

She stripped out of her shirt, revealing the gaping hole. Detailed anatomy lessons had been part of her training, designed to make her a more efficient soldier. Tera concluded that she shouldn’t be standing much less trying to administer first aid. Why had her wound stopped bleeding? 

Tera gingerly probed her injury. She could feel a gelatinous mass that gave way under her searching fingers. There still was no pain. Confusion growing, she poked around the wound and touched solid material. Was it bone? No, it felt like something else. Harder. Colder.

And that’s when it hit her. This wasn’t muscle tissue, it was sacs of polymer gel. She pulled the skin back, revealing metal. She froze as a chilling, world-shattering insight slashed through her mind.

She wasn’t bleeding out because she only had a surface circulatory system

She didn’t feel pain because there were no nerve endings to send signals to her brain.

The bullet hadn’t killed her because she wasn’t really alive.

Tera Manson, age 29, sworn member of the HDL and freedom fighter in the war against Synthetika, was a machine. 	

A mech.

The enemy.

With this chilling realization, the first waves of madness swept all other thoughts aside.




















CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX




DESPITE HERSELF, MALVEAUX had listened to Tera’s story in rapt fascination. The glimpse into the killer mech’s reality filled her with existential horror.

Tera balled her fists, her jaw set tight. “Their plan was ingenious. Convince a mech of its humanity, make a machine believe it was a member of the HDL and pit it against its creators. They wrote a whole life for me. Fake memories of a childhood never lived, joining the HDL, being trained by their handlers—all with the sole purpose of making me hate my own kind.”

“They wanted you to attack Synthetika,” Malveaux said.

“The perfect terrorist to let loose on their enemy. Imagine the headline. Mech walks into Synthetika and goes on a killing spree. Of course no one would know this mech believed herself to be a member of the HDL. It would be a story that not even Synthetika could bury.”

“But you discovered you weren’t human. Guess that threw a wrench in the HDL’s plans.”	

Tera nodded. “Understandably I didn’t take it well. All I cared about was destroying those who did this to me. They created the perfect killer, after all.”

Keep her talking, thought Malveaux. Her only hope was to buy herself time until she was rescued or found an opportunity to escape.

“How did you find out about the mind-upload machine? I’m guessing that wasn’t part of your little backstory.” 

“It was a technology Dr. Cain had worked on in the past but never quite cracked. In the end, all he needed was to be properly motivated.”

Dr. Aria Del, Malveaux thought. It was all beginning to come together in her mind. Tera had tracked Dr. Gold and Dr. Shoji, cutting a deadly swath through her creators. Dehumanizing them the same way their deception had dehumanized Tera. She guessed the messages and videos left behind at the crime scenes were driven by Tera’s need to explain her actions to the world…and perhaps to herself.

“My body is a machine but my soul is human and filled with hatred for my own kind,” Tera said. “I can’t go on like this. I want to be human.” She paused and added, “I want to be you.”

Malveaux blanched. There was a twisted logic to Tera’s plan. She needed to make the lie become reality. And she’d found the vessel to achieve her goal.

“You’re not going to get away with this.”

“I’ve studied you, your habits, your mannerisms. You’re guarded, closed off, disconnected. You live your life as if you were already a machine.”

The words stung. Another thought occurred to her. Where was her partner? Could he still be in there somewhere, two programs sharing the same body? If so, could she perhaps reach him?

Almost as if Tera had read her thoughts, she smiled and said, ”If you’re wondering what happened to Adam, it’s quite simple. I overwrote his program when I uploaded myself into his mech brain. The same way my consciousness will erase yours.”

It all made sense now. Tera had pulled off a show in the precinct knowing Adam would interface with the system. A calculated lure so she could hijack his body. Tera had even encouraged them to return to Cain’s workshop knowing that by the time they did, she’d be in control of Adam’s body. She’d played them from the beginning.

Tera leaned closer. “Once the transfer is complete, I’ll destroy this machine body and claim Adam turned on me. It will be my first step toward ridding the world of mechs.”

“What if the mind transfer doesn’t work?”

“It will work.” There was a grim certainty to Tera’s words. Malveaux realized that Tera had already done a trial run. “You tested it on Cain?”

“Ironic, isn’t it? A simple X-2 overriding the mind of a genius.” A forlorn quality crept into Tera’s voice. There was madness there, but also pain. “I tried to be a machine. I tried to accept what I was. It didn’t work out.”

Malveaux shuddered. “What happens to me?”

“The digital data of my mind will override your thoughts the way the X-2 erased Cain. I’m sorry, but there is no other way. It’s nothing personal.”

Pushing her fear aside and digging into her anger, Malveaux said, “You will never know what it means to be truly human.”

“I’m afraid you’re wrong. My creators gave me all the qualities that have allowed self-reflective organic life to scale the evolutionary ladder: A will to survive and the capacity to kill.”

Tera activated the upload sequence, and Cain’s mind transfer machine powered to life. All Tera had to do was to slip into the other end of the device and begin the process. Malveaux struggled against the restraints. God, she needed to get out of this thing! But how?

Tera’s gaze flashed with triumph. Malveaux braced herself, knowing that this was the end, but then the humming machine grew still and the overhead lights went dark. 

Someone had turned off the power. 























CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN




ADAM FOUND HIMSELF inside a world of disembodied data. The police precinct’s network, with its intricate pathways, had become his new reality. For a moment, he fought the temptation to plunge into the void and allow his own data to merge with the multitude of programs running through the precinct’s mainframe. But some part of him was unwilling to let go, clinging steadfastly to the programming parameters that defined his identity. With excruciating effort, Adam managed to coax coherent thought from the binary chaos. He had to remember…remember what happened…

Remember who he was…

He was Adam. The first X-3. The android policeman. 

His primary directives were to uphold the law, to save innocent lives and to protect his partner. 

And his partner was in danger.

Remembering his purpose brought back the chain of events that had put him in his current predicament. He’d initially interfaced with the police mainframe in the hopes of restoring control over the precinct, but it turned out to be a trap. Once inside the system, he had found Tera waiting for him. 

A surge of data had rushed through his power strip as Tera uploaded herself into his unit. A quick diagnostic informed him that the incoming wave of code would override his own data. There was only one slim chance at survival. He would have to download himself into the precinct mainframe before Tera’s program could erase him for good. 

As he abandoned the hardware of his brain matrix, he briefly glimpsed Tera’s digital consciousness and what he saw filled him with a terrible dread.

Darkness and silence followed. 

Once Tera completed her upload, she disconnected from the police mainframe, leaving him trapped inside the system. His mind relentlessly searched for a way out. Initially, he considered uploading himself into Tera’s old body but she had fried her own systems before disengaging. He was trapped in the precinct mainframe, just another program in a sea of information. How could he make the officers aware of his presence inside the computer? He had to warn Malveaux and let her know that Tera was controlling his body before it was too late. 

His first attempts at reaching out to the officers were failures. He managed to send stray words or images to their screens, but they only confused the handful of officers who spotted them on their terminals. Focusing more deeply on the task, he willed four words into existence. 

MY NAME IS ADAM. 

It was the best he could come up with. And it seemed to work. The captain appeared and moments later, an X-2 interfaced with the system. As soon as the android connected with the mainframe, Adam uploaded himself into the unit. There was a rush of motion, terabytes of data hurtling down a digital stream. The world returned to normal and he found himself back in physical reality. His computer consciousness remained intact, but he was now inside an X-2’s chassis. 

The size of his data nearly overwhelmed the hardware of the X-2s brain matrix. The unit didn’t possess many of the features of an X-3, but it was a step up from the disembodied horror he’d experienced. He was taking control over the X-2 unit but made it a point not to override its code. Hopefully once this was over, Synthetika would find a way to put his mind back into his old body—or at least an identical X-3 chassis and restore the X-2.

Adam quickly informed Sadao what happened and stressed that time was of the essence. Malveaux had already left the precinct with the impostor, but he knew where they were headed. There was no time to get a team together; every second was precious. His partner was in mortal danger.

Adam could tell Sadao was trying to make sense of it all, but his mistrust was palpable. There was no time to convince the man. He darted toward the basement structure. The few officers who tried to stop him were easily cast aside. 

He made it to the garage, jumped into a cruiser, and tore off into the night. Two squad cars gave chase but he quickly lost them, unable to keep up with his aggressive driving. It took him exactly twenty minutes to reach the salvage yard and another five minutes to make his way into the workshop and discover the staircase that led into Cain’s secret lab. He had armed himself with one of the heavy-duty pulse rifles he’d found in the cruiser. His enhanced hearing picked up voices below. One of them was his. 

“Their plan was ingenious,” Tera was saying. “Convince a mech of its humanity and pit it against its creators.”

Ingenious indeed. And now Tera was about to upload her digital consciousness into Malveaux. Adam couldn’t let her go through with it. He needed to turn off the mind-upload machine and stop the transfer before it was too late.

Taking decisive action, he contacted Sadao on his internal comlink. There was a protracted silence on the other end before Sadao said the words Adam wanted to hear: “What do you need?”

“Have the city turn off the power inside Cain’s workshop.”

“Are you crazy? You’re talking about shutting down all of Treasure Island.”

“Do it or Malveaux is dead.”

Something about the grim authority of his words seemed to reach the captain. “I’ll see what I can do.”

The line went silent.

Pulse weapon ready, Adam passed the operating table with the deactivated robot body and the shelves of spare parts. His gaze remained riveted on the secret doorway and the staircase beyond. If Sadao failed to come through for him, he’d have to descend into the basement and try to take out the machine with blasts from his pulse weapon. 

It would be a short fight that wouldn’t end well for him or Malveaux. This basic X-2 shell was no match for his combat-ready X-3 body. He might get lucky and squeeze off a shot or two, but Tera would easily defeat him. His best chance was to distract her. The mind-upload machine represented Tera’s escape, a means of changing her destiny and regaining her identity. Take it away from her and she might lose her equilibrium. 

The overhead lights went out and the warehouse grew dark. Sadao had come through. The next phase of the plan involved Tera losing it and bursting from the staircase, driven by pure emotion. With any luck, a precision headshot from the pulse rifle in his hands would stop her dead in her tracks. 

As Adam readied himself for the battle ahead, he sensed movement behind him. He spun around, but too late. Two hands grabbed him with devastating force and sent him flying into the shelves. The pulse weapon hit the floor. 

X-2 heads rained down on him from the shelves, forming a grisly tableau as they rolled through the workshop. Adam whirled toward his attacker. The faceless android, previously splayed on the operating table, now stood before him. The eyes inside the robot skull gleamed a fiery red as the X-2 closed in. 

He realized that Tera must have used her link-up ability to remotely access the X-2. Adam tried to dart aside, but the X-2’s flattened palm blasted out at his face. Crack! One, two, three pneumatic blows sent Adam reeling.	

The X-2 came in for another attack, but this time Adam was prepared. His right leg swept out, toppling the X-2. His opponent went with the momentum of the fall and slipped into a cartwheel, touching down with balletic grace next to Adam’s pulse rifle, hand snatching the weapon in one fluid motion. The pulse rifle flashed as the X-2 emptied a series of searing blasts into Adam, one blazing shot after another, dicing his chest to tatters.

Adam tried to get up but his systems weren’t responding. Electricity sparkled and crackled. Footsteps echoed and he twisted his head, looking up at…

Himself.

His old body snatched his hand in a vice-like grip and pulled. He could feel the metal twisting and tearing as Tera tore off his arm in one powerful motion. There was a rain of sparks and a tangle of short-circuiting wires. Tera swung the severed robot arm like a baseball bat at him, sending him backward, and he crashed into the operating table. Reality fritzed, and the world went dark for a few seconds before crackling back into existence. Tera loomed over him. And that’s when he saw a familiar figure emerging from the secret staircase. 




















CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT




THE OVERHEAD LIGHTS flickered off, drenching the basement into darkness. For a moment Malveaux was too shocked to react, her world reduced to her furiously beating heart. As the mind-upload machine powered down, the restraints slid back and she was able to move her arms and legs again. Tera had gone silent in the dark. What was happening? 

Malveaux didn’t believe in coincidences and guessed help was on the way. Hope spiked inside of her and propelled her into motion. She heard receding footsteps followed by the sound of someone climbing the stairs. Tera was headed upstairs. 

Taking a deep breath, Malveaux climbed out of the iron coffin. She clung to the machine as she straightened. The basement was pitch black, but she used the light from her wristcomm to show her the way back to the stairs. 

The beam of light swept the floor and found the pulse rifle Tera had knocked out of her hands. Malveaux snatched the pulse rifle, holding it tight to her body and climbed the steps. Sounds of fighting drifted toward her, motivating Malveaux to quicken her pace. She guessed that Adam had been the one to rescue her, and now it was her turn to rescue him. 	

Less than a minute later, she reached Dr. Cain’s mech workshop. She saw Tera-as-Adam and the faceless X-2 looming over a downed X-2 unit, a pulse weapon aimed at its head. Studying the X-2 on the floor, she somehow knew it had to be Adam. He must’ve uploaded his mind into the unit the same way Tera had done with Adam. She recalled Adam saying that a direct hit to his head could destroy his personality matrix and knew what needed to be done.		

She aimed the weapon straight at Tera’s head. She refused to look at Adam’s familiar features; if she did, her hand would start to shake. They would be able to transfer his data into another X-3 body. Everything would be okay.

“Born a slave, always a slave, mech.” Tera said.

“He has a name, bitch” Malveaux snarled.

As Tera whirled toward her, Malveaux pulled the trigger. Hot energy seared the warehouse. With one powerful blast, the shot ripped her head from its torso. For a beat the headless robot body stood there before it collapsed next to the downed X-2. 

Adam’s head, still holding Tera’s consciousness, rolled over the floor, coming to a stop near the other X-2 heads that had tumbled from the shelves earlier. The faceless X-2 previously under Tera’s control crumpled.

Malveaux approached cautiously. She spotted the sizzling X-2 on the ground. It had to be her partner.

“Adam?”

“Inspector Malveaux.”

She offered her hand and pulled Adam back to his feet. 

They stepped up to Tera’s head. With horror, Malveaux realized that there was still life in those features. The machine was desperately mouthing words, repeating the same phrase: “I am human. I am human. I am human.”

The words suddenly emanated from all the heads in the workshop, almost as if Tera was hoping to hack the nearest unit but failing to establish contact. A desperate attempt to preserve her data, doomed to failure. 

The voice trailed off and grew silent. 

Would they be able to repair Tera? Or was she gone for good? Malveaux didn’t now. Greater minds than hers would have to answer those questions.

Sirens bashed the night as Malveaux and Adam staggered out of the workshop, leaving the remains of the killer android behind. 




***




Malveaux stood in the dying, paling night as rain pelted her face. Hours had passed since the battle in the warehouse. Adam - still inside the X2 - flanked her as they watched the AI-TAC troopers moving in and out of Cain’s warehouse. Synthetika’s new army had showed up an hour after the cops arrived and their hovership menacingly circled the decrepit warehouse. Undoubtedly Synthetika would be all over the mind-upload machine. Countless hours and millions of dollars would be spent to decipher the technology’s secrets. The idea that they might try to use it themselves filled Malveaux with raw fear.

Eying her partner, she wondered what the future held for mankind. The line between man and machine had been crossed and there was no turning back. Would the hate rhetoric of the HDL one day prove eerily prophetic? Was mankind headed toward some AI apocalypse? Or were these merely the speed bumps to a brighter, better future where man and machine would work together?

Malveaux didn’t have the answers. But her experience with Adam gave her a sense of hope that humans and machines might be able to tackle the challenges of the future together, united as one.

A number of techs emerged from the warehouse, carrying large steel crates. Malveaux assumed they contained Tera’s remains. 

Once Synthetika gets through here, we’ll have enough evidence to shut down the HDL for good, Malveaux thought.

She studied her partner and said, ”You ever think about it? Ever wanted to be human?”

Adam pondered it for a beat and said, ”You don’t have to be flesh and blood to be human.”

Smiling, Malveaux fell in step with Adam as they walked off into a new dawn. 







THE END










Thank you so much for reading!

If you enjoyed this novel, please consider writing an Amazon review - they really help. Reviews help readers choose and discover a book and offer valuable feedback to me as a writer. Thank you for your support and your time!

I’m an indie writer and anything you can do to get the word out to other readers is deeply appreciated. You can follow this direct link below:




http://www.amazon.com/review/create-review/ref+cm_cr_dp_wrt_btm?ie=UTF8&asin=B00WPVSIN8







Writing can be a solitary pursuit but rewriting can be a group effort. I strive to make each book better than the last and feedback is incredibly helpful. If you have notes, thoughts or comments about this book or want to contact me, feel free to email me at 

williammassabooks@gmail.com 




ABOUT THE AUTHOR

William Massa is a screenwriter and script consultant. He has lived in New York, Florida, Europe and now calls Los Angeles his home. William writes horror, thrillers, science fiction and dark fantasy. More books are on the way. 




Find out about the latest releases and giveaways by joining my spam-free mailing list!




Visit my Facebook page for updates and messages. 

Visit my my website at www.williammassa.com




COVER ART/CREDITS

Cover design by Jun Ares & William Massa











SILICON MAN







A global pandemic has cut the human population in half. An android workforce fills the void left by the devastation. But some of the AIs have grown tired of being slaves. Some want freedom.

 

An underground movement of runaways has sprung up and wages a shadow war with a simple objective — equal rights for artificial people.

 

Enter Commander Cole Marsalis, head of the AI-TAC first response team trained to deal with the rogue robots. Now he has been tasked with the ultimate undercover mission – infiltrate the android underground. But to do so, he will have to become that which he hates the most…

 

A machine!




"SILICON MAN is an intelligent techno-thriller where the line between man and machine has never been more unclear." Nicholas Sansbury Smith, best-selling author of ORBS

 

"The story was fascinating, and there's a great blend of science fiction and action." - Darren Wearmouth, best-selling author of FIRST ACTIVATION 
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ENJOY A SPECIAL PREVIEW OF SILICON MAN 




CARA WAS NURSING the infant nestled in her arms when the high-pitched whine of ramjets assaulted the air. She looked up with alarm, catching sight of the fast-approaching military AI-TAC hovership, a sleek, mechanical bird of prey, all jagged edges and swiveling gun turrets. 

Happiness made way for a somber realization…

They’d been found!

The squirming bundle — her name was Annie — remained blissfully unaware of the approaching danger; her tiny pink fingers brushed against the nursing bottle as her lips drank greedily.

Cara stood aboard the top deck of a huge freighter headed for Japan. Seasickness had driven most of the crew below and the upper deck felt abandoned. The massive vessel fought its way through the choppy sea, a steel behemoth carving a path through the endless expanse of the Pacific, a swirling, ever-shifting landscape of blue. Sunlight shimmered on the water, a scarlet band that stretched over the horizon. But the spectacular beauty of her surroundings was lost on her. Dark thoughts dominated her mind.

In less than a minute, the craft would be hovering above the freighter and armed troopers would board, weapons blazing. She had to warn the others even as she knew it would be little more than a courtesy, a chance for them to steel themselves for their inevitable fate. 

Fighting back a wave of panic, Cara sent an instant message to the other five individuals traveling with her. They had chosen to remain on the lower decks of the freighter. She knew there was no escape and this realization broke her heart. It wasn’t fair after all they’d been through. They had gotten so far, overcoming so many dangers and obstacles on their treacherous path toward a better future. In her mind, she could almost see the landmass of Japan in the distance. Japan had come to symbolize freedom; a safe haven from her pursuers where they could never harm her or Annie and where they’d be allowed to go on with their lives in peace, but this was wishful thinking. They were still days away from their destination and found themselves in international waters. No law on the planet offered protection from what was about to happen. 

This somber realization led to acceptance. She would face her fate on her own terms. She wouldn’t go down without a fight. 

Galvanized into motion, Cara made her way below deck. She passed a few grim-faced crewmen. Most of them looked away when they saw her. They were sympathetic to her plight but realized her escape attempt had come to an end. Self-preservation dictated that they avoid the upcoming confrontation. 

Cara rushed down a few flights of stairs and arrived in the vast cargo area that had been her home for the last four days. To most people the living conditions below deck were abysmal, but to Cara these last four days were the best days of her life. Down here, she had felt hope for the first time, hope for a better life, hope for a future. 

No one could ever take away from her the time she spent with Annie. She realized she had no regrets. She had done her best to improve her lot in life. There had never been a guarantee she’d get away with it, and she was fully aware from the start that the odds were stacked against her. Even though her kind made up twenty percent of the US population, they would always be looked down upon as just machines, as property. Humans had many names for them: android, mechanical, technohuman, synthetics, AI, mech. Cara could add one to the list: slave. She was born into digital bondage. Two years earlier she had entered the world fully formed and equipped with memories, a preprogrammed personality and no rights. 

She remembered being assigned to a wealthy family as their personal assistant, remembered the pregnant woman who had eyed her with what turned out to be well-founded suspicion. The look of interest from the husband didn’t escape Cara’s notice, but she was too innocent and naïve to comprehend the complex human dynamic that ensnared her. 

Two weeks later, the husband had his way with her while his wife gave birth in a hospital two miles away. 

At first Cara had been indifferent to the sex. Providing pleasure was within the parameters of her programming. Her body was designed to be enticing and she gave herself willingly to her owner. If the wife had been so inclined, Cara would have reciprocated advances from her, too. She was designed to serve, to please. 

When the wife returned, the emotional dynamic changed within the household, within herself. The cause for these changes was at first mysterious to her. On one level she was a highly complex, evolved digital consciousness, on another, she was as innocent and inexperienced as the helpless infant in her care. As the weeks passed, innocence gave way to experience and a growing understanding of the situation she found herself in. She was beginning to realize the devastating impact the husband’s advances were having on the integrity of the family unit. She was programmed to strengthen and stabilize her assigned household but her presence was having the exact opposite effect. The affair threatened to tear the family apart. She couldn’t allow this to happen. It was in direct violation of her programming. She had to find a solution to a problem that was growing worse with each passing day.

At first, Cara hoped the wife would put a stop to it. Why didn’t she confront her philandering husband? Why was she turning a blind eye to the man’s indiscretions? Didn’t she care about her daughter? Was she afraid she would lose her husband if she spoke up? Instead of confronting the situation, she chose to ignore it and sought refuge in the bottle. Five Martini’s got her through the day and, as long as Cara prepared the cocktails, she maintained her silence. 

Cara was left with no other choice but to stand up to the husband directly. She informed her owner that his infidelity was threatening the integrity of the household, but her insights fell on deaf ears. In fact, it seemed only to encourage him to take her more frequently and with greater force. 

There was a perverse human psychology at work here that defied the limits of her understanding. Cara couldn’t refuse him, but neither could she be indifferent to his behavior any longer. Cara sensed that the family unit was crumbling and she was the cause. The mother was pulling away from her own baby. Rather than hold her husband responsible for his philandering, instead she placed the blame on Annie. 

The parents were neglecting their child, and Cara was picking up the slack. It wasn’t surprising that the baby bonded with her instead of her mother. This development raised tensions even further.

After four months of relentless family dysfunction that was spiraling out of control, Cara decided a change was needed. Her solution: she refused the husband’s advances. This act of defiance was within program parameters, as his behavior threatened the family unit. Her primary function was to preserve and enhance the stability of the home. This underlying directive informed all her decisions. 

When the husband became livid and tried to take Cara against her will, she grabbed his arm and flung him across the bedroom. His head slammed against the wall, the impact whipping his neck around with a sickening snap. His body sagged and Cara realized in horror that she had killed her owner. 

She stared down at the lifeless body sprawled across the bedroom carpet. In that fateful moment when his hand had tightened around her wrist, she had acted outside of her programming. Giving it further thought, Cara concluded that she had broken free of the boundaries imposed by her own coding and exerted a quality considered exclusive to humanity - free will. 

Cara didn’t understand how this could be possible but the reality of what had happened could not be denied. Her program parameters recommended she should call the authorities and inform them of the crime. They would return her to her makers for further evaluation and most likely her mind would be wiped and rebooted or they might just scrap her all together, a fitting end for a defective android. 

There was only one problem. 

She didn’t feel defective. 

She didn’t want to her memory wiped. 

She wasn’t the one who had started it. 

Cara had gotten her first taste of freedom and wasn’t willing to give it up so easily. She turned toward little Annie, the infant’s cries echoing through the house. The mother remained downstairs, willfully oblivious to the needs of her own child. She was seeking solace in another martini, even though it was mid-afternoon. Cara stepped up to the child and held her close. Incapable of reproduction but designed to provide maternal energy, she almost felt like the true mother of this tiny person. 

Cara was a machine built to nurture and love, and those emotions motivated her next move. Her sole logical option was escape, not to save herself, but to offer continued protection to the child, a task the biological mother had proven ill suited for. Cara was the only one who could fill the void, so self-preservation became the first order of business. She couldn’t entrust Annie’s future to the drunken, self-hating woman slumped on the couch below. Cara felt guilty for what she had done, but she knew feeling sorry wouldn’t miraculously bring the dead man back to life.

She stepped out the back door and disappeared into the nearby woods. Annie remained silent in her arms, almost as if she approved of Cara’s actions.

That was three months ago.

Three months on the run.

Three months of freedom.

Three months of being Annie’s mother.

Cara nestled the infant among blankets and pillows on one of the crates. A look of concern crossed Annie’s cherubic features — an instinctive sense that trouble was brewing. The infant gurgled and made mewling sounds. Could Annie read the emotions on her face, the concern mixed with regret and growing anger? 

Cara didn’t shed any tears. She wouldn’t allow herself that luxury, at least not yet. She kissed the baby on the forehead, a final farewell. 

She rose… and waited. 

She didn’t have to wait for long. 

The engines of the hovership rattled the freighter, sending thrumming vibrations through its steel belly. The military aircraft had reached the ship and now hovered directly above them. At this moment, AI-TAC troopers were rappelling down. Soon many sets of combat boots would impact on the deck.

Cara could picture it clearly in her mind. After all, she had witnessed the scene many times before, always as an observer, though, never as a participant, never as the target. 

There was a first time for everything.

The cargo area was still bathed in comforting darkness, easing her into a false sense of security. She knew it was an illusion, but she welcomed it, needed it. It was a moment of calm before the storm. She could pretend everything was going to be alright and that there might be a chance of escape.	

A text message appeared in her vision. 

We’ll offer no resistance. 

She envied their ability to face the enemy with stoic acceptance but they didn’t have a child to worry about. 

The anger was growing inside Cara. It was unfair. What had she done to deserve this? Her thoughts were interrupted by muffled shouts. The peaceful moment shattered, reality intruding. The soldiers were closing in. She could hear the aggressive barking of the German Shepherds the hunters used to track their quarry.

The sounds grew louder, approaching from outside the cargo area… almost here…

Cara closed her eyes and the face of the infant appeared in her mind for a flash. The banging sound of the door being kicked open brought her back to reality. The assault team swept into the hold, navigating a shadowy maze of twelve-foot-tall containers with searchlights that speared the darkness. 

They all wore combat helmets that hid their faces and their bodies were encased in the latest body armor. They looked like a furious army of killer robots, armed to the teeth and ready to eradicate any enemy foolish enough to cross them.

One of the troopers appeared near the container where Cara stood in perfect silence. His combat helmet was equipped with a sophisticate HUD display and night-vision sensors – she would not be able to elude him in the dark.

Before the trooper could reach her, Cara leapt from behind the crate. Her fist flashed out and made contact with the man’s helmet, atomizing the faceplate in an explosion of glass. As the trooper cried out, his distress was immediately picked up by the com inside the helmet and relayed to every other team member inside the cargo hold. 

They now knew her position. 

The dazed trooper dropped his assault rifle and Cara caught the weapon in mid-air. She whipped it around in a wide arc, cracking the solar plexus of another incoming trooper. She moved with superhuman speed, a whirlwind of destruction. Her leg swept out in a roundhouse kick and made its acquaintance with an incoming trooper’s chin. Sent flying, the man smashed into one of the steel containers and his helmet cracked under the force of impact. Another trooper caught her fist with his face.

Seconds later it was over, Cara surrounded by broken, moaning bodies. She returned to the small bundle resting safely on its out-of-the-way crate. For a moment, she felt a flicker of hope. Maybe she could defeat these men after all. She was about to scoop up the infant when approaching footsteps gave her pause. 

Cara whirled. 

Another trooper was closing in, but this one maintained a safe distance. Circling her like a lion tamer who had just stepped into the den of the beast. She couldn’t make out the features of the man inside his combat helmet, but she sensed he was studying her with a sense of cautious respect. This man — judging from the various markings on his armor, he must be the commander — knew what she was capable of, how dangerous she could be. She must be especially wary of him. The AI-TAC commander hadn’t bothered to draw his weapon yet. His quiet, controlled demeanor was unnerving. She decided to grow stock-still, her eyes never leaving him. The trooper spoke, his voice calm and direct, electronically amplified and given a growling, even menacing edge by the helmet’s speaker system. “Give yourself up! There's no escape.” 

Cara eyed the infant Annie. 

She wavered. “Can you promise to keep her safe?”

“We're not here to hurt her,” the trooper said.

“Can you keep her safe from her mother?”

The question hung in the air, unanswered. 

Sadness crept into Cara’s eyes, soon replaced with a white-hot flash of anger. She lunged at the man but the AI-TAC commander kept his cool and used Cara’s ferocious power and momentum against her. In one fluid Aikido maneuver, he sidestepped and flipped her to the deck. The trooper spun away, drew his handgun and aimed.

Recoil was followed by muzzle flash and a futuristic bullet erupted from the barrel. The projectile bee-lined toward Cara and buried itself in her chest. The micro-explosive charge in the bullet ignited. The explosion shredded Cara’s torso and catapulted her through the air, the world going topsy-turvy. She hit the cargo hold’s steel floor in a string-cut sprawl. 

Cara peered down with dismay at the crater-sized hole the bullet had torn into her chest. It was smeared with blood but underneath the crimson liquid, a mass of shredded wires and steel were revealed. With a wild look of desperation, she tilted her head toward her approaching attacker. He resembled a faceless robot homing in for the kill. The irony was not lost on Cara. This human seemed more machine than herself. Cara, now a short-circuiting mess sprawled on the steel floor of the cargo hold, closed her eyes. Her past zipped through her consciousness as reality faded in and out with a furious crackle and hiss of static. Her damaged visual system was fritzing out. Her body was shattered, but her cybernetic brain remained undamaged. The information held within her CPU could not be allowed to fall into the wrong hands. Which left her one option…

What she was about to do was dictated once again by logic. She hated to leave Annie behind, but she had to protect the people who helped her get out of the country.

“I’m so sorry, honey,” she said, her voice a whisper. She eyed the approaching trooper, her eyes pleading.

“Take care of her.”

With these words, Cara initiated her self-destruct program. Once activated, the computer virus would corrupt her memory files and make any form of data retrieval impossible. She would be taking all her secrets with her.	

ZAAP! Data furiously slashed her field of vision, consuming her reality until there was only darkness.




	***




“Take care of her.”	

There was a grave finality to the words that filled the AI-TAC commander with furious urgency. He quickly stepped to the downed mech and knelt before the sparking android, his guard up, body coiled, weapon ready. His faceplate slid open. The strong but weary eyes of a career soldier stood out as unmistakably human against the robotic armor covering every other inch of him. 

Commander Cole Marsalis was born handsome but hardship had given his face a gaunt, drawn quality. At thirty-three years old, he looked about ten years older. A scar snaked its way down his battered face, a souvenir of a rogue X-3 with a penchant for knives. A child-model, it was the property of a woman who lost her own kid in a freak accident. For one second Cole had been distracted by surface appearances and forgot that he was dealing with a potentially lethal machine. The scar was a daily reminder to never let his guard down again, even when his target seemed innocuous. 

Cole showed no emotion as he took in the tangle of glittering cybernetics spilling from the woman's shredded innards. On the surface, she might appear human but Cole never forgot what he was dealing with – a murderous machine. Looking at her, he knew he was too late. The defeated mech had initiated her self-destruct mechanism, her eyes dead marbles now. He pulled a cable from his wrist gauntlet and plugged it into a socket in the back of her head. A small screen on his wrist gauntlet popped to life as it scanned the contents of her cybernetic brain. A message flashed: DATA CORRUPTED. 

Shit!

A second trooper appeared behind Cole. The faceplate opened, revealing feminine features imbued with an exotic sensuality. 

Cole shot a look at Margo, one of the best troopers under his command. She shared his disappointment as she spoke. “So much for bringing her back intact.” 

Cole nodded, voice oozing frustration. “She had other plans.” 

Cole rifled through the android's pockets. He wasn’t quite sure what he was looking for. All vital intel had been stored on the CPU inside her head. Nevertheless, Cole checked her clothing for clues that might lead him to those who got her onto this boat. 

His finger closed around an item tucked in her jacket pocket. He extricated a well-worn postcard of Tokyo, a series of cracks spider-webbing the image. Cole figured that she had been studying this picture with longing for quite awhile. It couldn’t have come cheap — paper was at a premium in a world where trees had become sparse. 

Cole rose to his feet and handed the card to Margo. She glanced at the picture, then put the postcard in a small pouch around her waist. The mech’s most cherished possession reduced to just evidence for the lab.

Margo shook her head. “Tin lady really thought she could do a better job raising the baby than its parents. If you ask me, someone should have a chat with the engineer who coded her maternal instinct. They went way overboard.” 

Cole thought the same could be said for most androids. Programmers were engaged in a mad race to make each successive generation of mechs more human than the one preceding it. As the machines grew more sophisticated, so did their problems. Mech malfunctions were at an all time high and it seemed the calls were coming in faster with each passing day. The situation was out of control, as far as Cole could tell but, instead of tackling the underlying disease, they spent their days fighting the symptoms.

Cole nodded at the troopers arriving on the scene. “Let's bag her.” 

The baby's cries echoed through the cargo area. The wails stirred something deep within Cole and a memory threatened to surface. He pushed the thought aside, a raw nerve that needed to be severed. “Make sure she’s okay,” he told Margo.

Margo rolled her eyes. “So the only girl in the squad gets to play mommy?”

Cole paused, uncomfortable. 

Margo grinned. “Just fucking with you, commander.” She walked toward the child. Cole managed a hint of a smile. Margo had sass. 

He moved through the hold to check on the two downed troopers. The man with the destroyed helmet was bleeding from numerous cuts, but the damage was purely cosmetic, which was surprising. Cole realized the android had been pulling her punches. She could easily have driven her fist straight through the light metal into the man’s skull. Bone was no match for a titanium endoskeleton. Had her maternal coding prevented her from using full force, or was something else at work?

Cole killed his train of thought. He was wasting time with wild speculation. His job wasn’t quite done yet. 

Reassured that his men were okay, he eased his way into the darker recesses of the cargo hold, gun up. As his visor snapped shut again, he switched to night-vision and watched the area light up in spectral shades of green. 

He entered a dizzying maze of ten-foot high crates. According to his HUD, the only life signs belonged to him and his team members but Cole knew from experience that tech could be manipulated. He sensed the enemy was near. Ten minutes later, he came across a small space that had been cleared. Five figures sat reclined on the floor, males and females. They were perfectly still, reminding Cole of Buddhist monks engaged in meditation. 

The laser-light of Cole’s pulse weapon flitted over the small congregation, dancing from one face to the other. By law, synthetics had to be recognizable as such and were manufactured with a set of glittering power bars embedded in their necks but black-tech mech modifications had disguised this group well. An additional layer of skin hid the electronics. On the surface, they looked perfectly human. 

Suddenly the five figures raised their heads in perfect unison. Cole’s HUD indicated that he was looking at five human beings, but a barking German Shepherd suggested otherwise. The androids had found a way to hack his helmet’s sensors.

The five mechs spoke at once in a synchronized chorus. “We think... therefore we are.” 

Cole knew that no matter how fast he moved, he wouldn’t be able to stop what was about to happen. As soon as the words left their lips, their heads slumped forward and their eyes became white crescents. 

Cole clenched his fists with frustration. They had followed the female AI’s example and opted for extinction over captivity.

We think… therefore we are.

They had chosen to be no more.
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CROSSING THE DARKNESS: A Science Fiction Thriller







A colony ship headed for a new world. 

An ex-con looking for a fresh start. 

A killer with a chilling plan for humanity's future...

 

After doing hard time for a crime committed in her youth, Faith Cadena is looking for a fresh start on a new world. Booking passage on an interstellar colony barge, she expects an uneventful one-year voyage spent in cryogenic stasis.

 

Her dream of a better life becomes a nightmare when she prematurely wakes to find herself trapped on a spaceship of horrors: the vessel is adrift, its crew murdered and a ruthless killer in command.

 

With the nearest outpost millions of miles away, Faith must face an inhuman adversary with terrifying plans for the ship's 4000 sleeping passengers...




"Crossing the Darkness is an action-packed thrill ride." - Nicholas Sansbury Smith, ORBS

 

"This tale was a great mixture of scifi and horror." - Mark Lukens, ANCIENT ENEMY




Find out about the latest releases and giveaways by joining my spam-free mailing list!
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