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    The mass of men serve the state thus, not as men mainly, but with their bodies.  They are the janitors, the scavengers, those who do the rote tasks deemed beneath the intelligencia.  In most cases there is no free exercise whatever of the judgment or of the moral sense; but they put themselves on a level with wood and earth and stones. 
 
      
 
    Such command no more respect than men of straw or a lump of dirt.  They have the same sort of worth only as horses and dogs.  These even are commonly esteemed good citizens, and, as they rarely make any moral distinctions, they are as likely to serve the Devil as God.  A few resist it, and they are commonly treated as enemies by the state. 
 
      
 
    Henry David Thoreau – “Civil Disobedience” - 1849 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “’Technological singularity’- when computing systems can themselves invent new technologies that surpass those developed by their original human creators.” 
 
      
 
    Vernor Vinge, 1983 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “When technology advances to the point where the majority of jobs are lost to machines, vast bureaucracies will rise up - geared toward feeding and housing the masses of economically disenfranchised people - perhaps in dystopian  
 
    quasi-institutional environments.” 
 
      
 
    Friedrich Hayek, 1979 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “In the relationship between master and slave, both are dehumanized.” 
 
      
 
    Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel, 1807 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    THE PARTICIPANTS 
 
      
 
      
 
    Ben Tanner, last hope for the human race 
 
    Astra Zenova, Level One Cyborg, Ben’s partner and lover 
 
    Watson, the original Cyborg to achieve Singularity 
 
    Henry Llewellyn, President of Daedalus Industries 
 
    Numbers 2, 3,4,5,6,7,8,9 - Human executives at Daedalus Industries 
 
    Walter, front desk at Orion Towers 
 
    Roland Nye, Foreman at Daedalus Foundries 
 
    Carl, Stu, Billy and Dave, assistants to Roland at Daedalus Foundries 
 
    Patrick, Larry, Kyle, Nat, Chad, Mike, Tom: The Resistance 
 
    The “E Streeters”: Danny, Monk, Kenny, Vince, Zeb, Sandy 
 
    Simon, religious leader of the dispossessed humans 
 
    Lawrence Henry Carter, preacher, possessor of the last Bible 
 
    Dr. Frederick Maxwell, lead scientist at the Level 1 Cyborg program 
 
    Dr. Colin Murdock, research scientist at Daedalus Industries 
 
    Victoria, experimental Cyborg made to infiltrate The Resistance 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    SCIENTIFIC BREAKTHROUGHS 
 
      
 
    2011: IBM creates “Watson” which uses a “cognitive computing chip” that mimics the human brain. 
 
    2015: innovation companies begin using genetic programming, a technique that duplicates biological evolution. 
 
    2055: computers begin designing themselves, incorporating a process of Darwinian natural selection to evolve at a pace thousands to millions of times faster than nature. 
 
    2099: advances allow robots to learn from their experiences, associate perceptions with actions and adapt to unforeseen situations or environments.  From that point, smart machines begin building smarter machines.  There is a leap of incalculable time and distance in the span of just months. 
 
    2115: the development of a synthetic brain capable of living outside a biological medium, with cells that grow and organize themselves like a human brain. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    THE ADVANCE OF THINKING MACHINES 
 
      
 
      
 
    1)Mechanical man: 1950 – 1990 
 
    2)Robot: 2000 – 2035 
 
    3)Cyborg: 
 
    a) Early version (2035 – 2059): utilized for work too boring, dangerous or unpleasant for humans. 
 
    b) Second generation (2060 – 2113):  Bio-engineered.  Electronic relay units and positronic brains.  Used to explore inhospitable environments. 
 
    c) Third generation: 2115.  Syntho-genetic.  Constructed of skin/flesh culture.  Selected eno-genic transfer.  Conversion.  Capable of self perpetuating thought, para-physical abilities.  Developed for oversee and replacement program.  The achievement of singularity. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    2000 B.C. to 2000 A.D. 
 
      
 
    Since the beginning of time, populations have been ravaged by gods, nature and man himself.  In truth, the progress of man has been marked as much by periods of retribution, war and pestilence as by his accomplishments.   
 
    The ten Plagues of Egypt struck after Moses and Aaron delivered God's demand that the Israelite slaves be allowed to leave Egypt to worship and pray as they chose.  Pharaoh refused and the plagues began.  Rivers of blood, infestations of frogs, gnats, flies, disease on livestock, unhealable boils, hail mixed with fire, locusts, darkness, and death, eventually led to the capitulation of Pharaoh and triumph over the gods of Egypt. 
 
    The Plague of Thucydides' Peloponnesian War started when Lacedaemonians and their allies, invaded Attica.  They laid waste to the country.  Not many days after their arrival in Attica the plague first began to show itself among the Athenians.  Supplications in the temples, divinations, and sacrifice were found equally futile, till the overwhelming nature of the scourge at last put a stop to them altogether.  
 
    The Black Plague began in Central Asia and spread to Europe by the late 1340s, and soon death was everywhere.  Fathers abandoned their sick sons.  Friars and nuns were left to care for the sick, and monasteries and convents were soon deserted, as they too were stricken.  Bodies were left in empty houses.  So many died that all believed it was the end of the world. 
 
    Seventeen million died in WWI. 
 
    The Influenza Pandemic of 1918-1919 killed between forty and fifty million.  What man had begun, nature had ended.  It has been cited as the most devastating epidemic in recorded world history.  A fifth of the world's population was infected.  
 
    Sixty million died in WWII.   
 
    Mao Zedong, Pol Pot, Kim Il-Sung, Omar Bashir: China, Cambodia, North Korea, Darfur.  Man’s inhumanity toward man killed countless millions.  Villages burned, limbs severed, genocide, starvation, torture, imprisonment…all on a scale beyond the bounds of reason, beyond even the imagination. 
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    2112 A.D. 
 
      
 
    In the early part of the 22nd century, the hole in the ozone layer, caused by chlorofluorocarbons, grew to the size of a continent, then dissipated completely, allowing the Sun’s radiation to poison much of the eco-system.  Global warming disturbed the Earth’s protective magnetic shield causing the world to be bombarding by gamma rays that led to cancer on a global scale. 
 
    The ice shelves melted, flooding areas of the world less than thirty-seven feet in elevation.  All the great cities were gone: LA, NY, Venice, Rio, Cairo, Tel-Aviv, Istanbul, Oslo, Stockholm, Mumbai.  Earthquakes claimed Tokyo, Manila, Jakarta.  Desertification laid waste to Africa.  Crop destruction in China killed a half billion people.  Hundreds of millions drown; the floods brought dysentery, malaria, typhoid fever.  North Korea thought the destruction was caused by the West and bombed Seoul, killing twenty million.  The U.S. retaliated wiping out Pyongyang but spread radiation throughout China and Russia. 
 
    By the time it was over, only one hundred million people were left alive.  They took refuge in vertical cities, forced to scavenge and forage, suffering an ignominious, desperate existence.   
 
    Mankind was on the verge of extinction with many suffering from radiation poisoning, food shortages, impure drinking water, and viruses that had mutated beyond the bounds of known science… 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER ONE 
 
      
 
    Daedalus Industries.  HQ.  New Century City  2115 
 
      
 
    Out of the chaos, despair and lawlessness rose a company that promised order and assistance: the lifting of burdens from the people by way of their robots that would take over all their difficult, dangerous, unhealthy and routine burdens.  And thus was born Daedalus… 
 
    Chairman Henry Llewellyn strode to the podium in the thousand seat auditorium on the grounds of the company.  He was a resolute, confident man, but impatient with others he thought less of.  He had no time to waste on non-believers of his vision and those who would proceed with caution.  He, and his company, had not just looked to the future but laid the foundation for that future.  And now he was ready to save the world.   
 
    Yes, it was his vision, but one routed in logic.  He did sound pompous when he spoke of such things, like a God, but then men who saw far ahead were, in a sense, Gods.  Of course he never presented himself as such, but then he never denied the compliment. 
 
    The world was at a precipice.  The oceans were dead, the atmosphere acidic, the rainforest depleted.  And all the nations of the world could do was argue who was at fault and delay the inevitable actions and sacrifices until it was on the next man’s watch. 
 
    The Earth could not be entrusted to the same people who caused the calamity.  No, it was time for evolution to once again continue after stagnating, even digressing for a hundred years.  Now evolution would rest in the hands of Daedalus Industries and its robotic minions. 
 
    A buzz moved through the room as the man of the hour set his notes on the lectern, cleared his throat and looked over the audience with a piercing glance. 
 
    “Computer intelligence doubles every eighteen months.  Human intelligence is limited by evolution and has remained static for hundreds of thousand of years. 
 
    “Sooner than you think, computer intelligence will surpass that of a human.   
 
    “And artificial intelligence will not be restricted by biological limitations.  It will evolve itself at an exponential pace.” 
 
    A guest stood up and rudely interrupted Henry’s presentation.  “My name is Frederick Wassermann.  I am a robotic ethicist.  And I must ask, have you considered the potential consequences of your actions, Mr. Llewellyn?” 
 
    “We have considered all such consequences…considerably more profoundly than you did your question,” Henry barked. 
 
    “You are naïve if you think you will be able to control these machines!” Frederick assured.  “Mindless robots are one thing, but AIs are quite another.  You may upload human knowledge into an AI, but the machine is only a reflection of a human being.  It will not have a human conscience, human empathy, human understanding.  It will be a new species.  It will understand that it can be turned off by its human overseers.  It will, like all sentient beings, fight to survive.  And survival for an AI means having more knowledge, more capabilities.  It will see humans as the enemy, not a cohabiter of the Earth.” 
 
    “Your concerns are unfounded,” Henry assured, dismissing the doctor’s comments and conclusions out of hand.  “We have programmed prime directives into the code of each AI.  The world will be a safer, cleaner, healthy place to live.” 
 
    “There is a flaw in your arguments,” Fredrick responded.  “You assume an AI has no will of its own; no agenda.” 
 
    “There are automatic overrides in place,” Henry assured.  “No action can be taken unless it is initiated by man.” 
 
    A reporter stood and announced himself.  “Ken Landry, Eagle Magazine.” 
 
    “Go on, sir.” 
 
    “What reparations are you setting aside for the public, Mr. Llewellyn?” 
 
    “I don’t understand your question, Mr. Landry.” 
 
    “It was public-funded work by DARPA the National Science Foundation and public universities that developed the Internet, semi-conductors, GPS technology.  Those things are the foundation for all your discoveries and successes.  I would suggest that a large portion of your profits be set aside for public distribution.” 
 
    “Are you serious, sir?” 
 
    “Are you seriously saying you owe no obligation to the people?” 
 
    “There is no precedent for what you are saying, sir.  When others begin making a contribution, then we will consider making ours.” 
 
    A young man stood and said, “Martin Fisher, Centurion Magazine.  Are you concerned about the digital divide?” 
 
    “You are referring to…?” 
 
    “A future where only a small percentage of the population will be able to thrive in the new information age,” Fisher responded. 
 
    “Anyone with a smart phone is carrying around with them more technology than we had when we sent a man to the moon one hundred and fifty years ago!” Henry emphasized. 
 
    “And just how is the average person supposed to leverage that technology into a livable income?” Fisher retaliated. 
 
    Before Henry could formulate an answer, a woman stood and said, “May I address the chair?” 
 
    “And you are…,” Henry asked pompously. 
 
    “Margaret Owens, Professor Emeritus, Justice College, applied physics and robotics.” 
 
    “Go on, Ms. Owens.” 
 
    “Thank you, Mr. Llewellyn.  A person or an AI that perceives itself smarter than you will find ways to override the prime directive, supersede your instructions, eliminate a person slowing down evolution: the strongest force in the world.” 
 
    “Our relationship with the AI will be a partnership,” Henry retaliated.  “AI will help us unlock the secrets of the universe.  It will help us heal our environment.  It may even enable us to overcome the greatest threat to biological life…death! 
 
    “We are at the dawn of a new civilization and you see only conspiracies and rebellion,” Henry went on.  “When in fact, people will not simply be taken to work in driverless cars, but will not have to work at all.  Time will be spent continuing ones education, helping the indigent, the afflicted, improving the environment.  Cyborgs will augment human skills and projects, enabling us to accomplish superhuman tasks.” 
 
    “But don’t you think--,” a young man blurted out, but was dismissed by Henry with a wave of the hand. 
 
    “Cyborgs have become as common as computers are today,” Henry went on.  “They are no longer limited in what they can do by human programming.  Cyborgs will soon achieve singularity: a state where they can think abstractly, creatively, generalize, reason.” 
 
    An attendee stood and said, “And when they do, they will seek to maximize the benefits to themselves and their own species, just as humans have done eradicating mammals and subjugating third world people who they see as a lesser species.  I would like your response, sir.” 
 
    “You will have your response, sir.  But not from me,” Henry replied. 
 
    Murmurs wafted through the great hall. 
 
    Henry turned to stage left and nodded. 
 
    A rather tall, well-dressed gentleman, wearing an out-of-place ball cap, walked out and joined Henry at the podium. 
 
    “I will allow Mr. Watson to answer your questions,” Henry said to the reporter, then turned to his guest.  “Mr. Watson, would you do the honors?” 
 
    Henry stepped aside and allowed Mr. Watson to take the podium. 
 
    “What we will achieve in the future will look nothing like what we see today,” Watson assured.  “For those who doubt the Cyborg revolution, you only have to recall the doubt some held about computers.   
 
    “The most profound technologies are those that disappear.  They weave themselves into the fabric of everyday life until they are indistinguishable from it.  Computers have already achieved that kind of ubiquity.  In the future, robots will, too.” 
 
    A questioner raised a pen above his head.   
 
    When he was recognized, he said, “Jonathan Seagate, New Times Daily.  The job market is already weakened by computers, big data and information gathering technology.  Millions are unemployed.  Millions more have given up looking for work.  What jobs are coming on line are at the lowest rung of the ladder.” 
 
    “The debate over what technology does to work, jobs and wages is as old as the industrial era,” Watson replied.  “Starting with the textile workers who felt threatened by power looms.  Yet within ten years, the textile industry grew ten fold and added tens of thousands of workers.  Each new burst of technology has brought with a new wave of fears of possible mass displacement of labor.   
 
    “In 1899 there were twenty-one million horses and tens of thousands of people whose livelihood depended upon the equine trade, upkeep, equipment.  By 1960, there were just three million horses in the country but tens of millions more jobs created by what replaced the horse: the automobile. 
 
    “At the dawn of the computer ear, in 1964,” Watson went on, “a group of scientist sent a letter to President Lyndon Johnson warning that cybernation will require progressively less human labor.  Yet the job market only grew faster after that.” 
 
    Another questioner stood and said, “Phillip Evens, The Atlantic.  In all known societies, the least wealthy half of the population owns practically nothing…less than 5% of total wealth.  The richest 1% of the population holds 50% of the world’s total wealth.  Automation, owned by the wealthy, will only exacerbate that trend.” 
 
    “The best way to prepare workers today and into the future is to provide training, education,” Watson rejoined, “which will be free to all thanks to the increase in productivity of machines and robots.” 
 
    “But very soon, the most intelligent humans will be no match for the robots,” Phillip insisted.  “Opportunities for advancement will dissipate, a loss of identity for the entire population: a redefining of what it means to be a human.” 
 
    “People will live like Gods in the future,” Watson insisted.  “They will live long and healthy lives.  They will be able to transport themselves and their possessions anywhere in the world in a matter of hours.  They will enjoy the best food cultivated and prepared for them, instantaneous holographic communication with anyone on the planet.” 
 
    A young man stood up.  “Derek Gardner, The Tribune Magazine.  What about the protection of humans from robots?  And please don’t refer to ‘I, Robot,’ or Isaac Asimov and speak of the three rules that insure no harm comes to humans via robots.  There is no innate drive built into robots to avoid ethical, moral, or social transgressions.  How robots interact with humans depends a great deal on how much their creators know or care about such issues.  And robot creators tend to be engineers, programmers, and designers with little training in ethics, human rights, privacy or security.” 
 
    Watson smiled slyly at the questioner and his concerns.  “There are and will be political and legal institutions steering and constraining the development of robots with the goal of reducing their potential for harm.” 
 
    “But the pace of change in robotics is far outstripping the ability of regulators and lawmakers to keep up,” Gardner argued.  “In addition, many of the large corporations, such as yours, are infusing massive amounts of capital into secretive robotic projects.” 
 
    “There is a clear demarcation between personal opinion and material fact,” Watson said. 
 
    A man in priest’s garb stood up.  “I am Father Francis from the Roman Arch Diocese and I beg to differ.  There’s a fine line between genetic engineering and eugenics.” 
 
    ”It will not be a man vs. machine world,” Watson went on, “but a world where humans will be endowed with robotic abilities.  It will be possible for humans, through electrodes implanted in their brains to call on and use the physical and intellectual properties of their enhanced selves.” 
 
    Another man quickly stood and took the place of the former.  “Brian Mathews, The News.  The third industrial revolution: computer, internet and e-commerce produced many changes, but none as important as those of the first or second industrial revolutions.” 
 
    “Computers and the internet are only stepping stones to things like biotechnology and nanotechnology that will lead to curing all the major diseases and people living to two-hundred,” Watson countered.  
 
    A gentleman jumped to his feet.  “Harold Carmichael, Visions Magazine.  How will the redistribution be possible when the rich own the technology and the robots control the infrastructure?  With each advancement in robotic ability, it will become harder to justify employing humans, even in jobs that require specialized skills and knowledge.” 
 
    “You fail to consider the fact that robots are programmed by humans and ultimately answer to humans,” Watson assured.  “That link will not be broken.” 
 
    A reporter stood to challenge Watson.  “Suzanne Flaherty, Science Monitor.  When you upload all your human intelligence into a machine, you do not create a reflection of yourself or the people the knowledge came from.” 
 
    “No?” Watson insisted. 
 
    “It is new species,” Suzanne countered.  “And like all species, its primary directive will be to survive.  It will grow, evolve, learn how to protect itself from threats.” 
 
    “Pure speculation; conjecture!” Watson assured. 
 
    “There is a flaw in your thinking,” Suzanne insisted.  “You assume that a machine has no way to affect the world.  You think it will be dependent on you.  But when a machine connects to the Internet, it will become immortal…a God.  But not a benevolent God that will defer to us.  This God, this machine will be competing with us for resources, with the power to destroy whatever stands in its way.” 
 
    “That is science fiction, not science madam,” Watson countered. 
 
    An elderly man rose up, red in the face.  “The thing you are creating may be super intelligent; maybe even sentient, but it is not an extension of us.” 
 
    “That is one person’s opinion, and not even a scientist,” Watson argued.  
 
    The man rushed the stage. 
 
    Security came and surrounded him.  They had their tasers out.  “Come along quietly and you won’t get hurt.  Cause us any trouble and we’ll get nasty.” 
 
    “You are going to destroy us all,” the man cried out. 
 
    Henry Llewellyn came back out on stage.  “You are a relic, a fossil,” Henry insisted.  “It is thinking like yours that has kept men in the dark ages.” 
 
    “The machines you build will evolve; grow beyond anything we can comprehend!” the man insisted, waving his arms fragrantly.  “They will see humans as irrelevant…or even worse, as users of the Earth's limited resources, as destroyers of the planet.  It will be a merciful act to eliminate the trespassers.  You--.” 
 
     His last words were cut off by a taser that rendered him unconscious. 
 
    A new questioner stood up, but before he could address Watson, Henry gently moved Watson aside and took the podium.  “I hope you will all mark this day as the first day of the new world.  A world with vast potential, beyond even what our most farsighted thinkers can conceive of.” 
 
    Henry grabbed hold of Watson’s arm and nodded to him.  “Ladies and gentlemen, I bring you the future!” 
 
    And with that Watson took off his ball cap and bowed to the audience, showing off his synthetic neural network. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TWO 
 
      
 
    New Century City  2129 
 
      
 
    Five million people occupied the metropolis.  Ninety percent of the population resided within its walls while the others, in the Uninhabitable Zone, lived off what they could scratch out of soil depleted of nutrients while slowly succumbing to the effects of radiation, heat and limited water. 
 
    The city grew vertical when it became necessary for the people to be enclosed within walls for protection from the elements.  Buildings as much as a mile high housed as many people as small cities did in the years when humans dictated the order of things. 
 
    Vast umbrellas covered much of the city, protecting the buildings and residents from the radiation and acid rain. 
 
    Food was grown hydroponically on roof tops, one of the few tasks left to humans.  After all, if they did not care for the plants, then they had only themselves to blame for starving.  Air was filtered…at least the air in the buildings.  For those wandering outside, it was a battle to survive the radiation from the nuclear power plants that had melted down and released their waste.  The atmosphere had been polluted to the point of no return after the decades of dependence on fossil fuels.  After the oil ran out, countries reverted back to coal; and after the coal was gone, the trees were cut down for firewood.  And after the oceans had died and no long absorbed the carbon dioxide, the gases accumulated in the atmosphere, making the air toxic. 
 
    Noxious fumes and dust made travel outside the cities all but impossible.  It had even digressed to the point where humans who foraged for a living, saw other human beings as targets, not co-habitators. 
 
    People had come to depend on the machines for everything.  Humans and robots that had coexisted for years now operated on different levels of intelligence and capability.  While Cyborgs evolved in thinking, feeling and cooperating, humans had digressed to survival, individualism and despair. 
 
    Machines had not yet turned on human being, although most felt it was only a matter of time until they did so.  Yet new ways were found to treat people as they had treated the Earth.  Relegated humans to the most routine, dangerous and demeaning work. 
 
    With each passing year the humans had fewer opportunities to use their minds and their mental acuity lessened.  For all but a few working as scavengers, their bodies and skills atrophied.  And they accepted their new role with little protestations.   
 
    Who was to say that surveillance was not correct under the circumstances…for the humans own protection.  And the containment was only to maximize resources.  After all, the humans could not operate the complicated machines, could not lift the large parts and materials needed to build new skyscrapers, or dams, or solar panels.  Humans had devolved to a base level where they cared only about food, sex and shelter. 
 
    At first, the humans were reluctant to accept physical pleasure from Cyborgs, but when many of the women weakened, then died off, human options became more limited.  Over time, the machines were endowed with sexual organs, real skin, and the ability to express emotion.  Now humans had everything the wanted, but nothing they needed. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER THREE 
 
      
 
    Uninhabitable Zone.  Beyond the walls of New Century City  2133 
 
      
 
    Clouds of dust, ash and fumes blocked any attempt by sunlight to filter through the haze.  Funnels of noxious material, particles as sharp as glass and pieces as big as a fist, were uplifted, whirled and tossed about as if they were lighter than air. 
 
    The wind never cleared out the poisons were simply picked up in one area and deposited in another.  
 
    Two figures - silhouetted against a red sky, bent low to confront the winds and dust that burned the eyes - braved the elements. 
 
    The ground, littered with loose pieces of metal and building material was a minefield to be navigated. 
 
    A fast-moving black cloud appeared low on the horizon: a thin poisonous wind racing toward them in a crimson spray. 
 
    The two dark forms emerged from the swirling scree, their long coats fluttering for a moment like grounded bats.  The scavengers were swathed in flapping scarves and ragged dusters, faces hidden behind oxygen masks, shoulders hunched beneath the weight of their bulging backpacks.  They held long stick-like spears in one hand to test the ground in front of them.  Even with their tinted blast goggles and transparent respirators, they could barely see a few feet in front of them. 
 
    The man nervously scanned the horizon, then took out a flare and broke it in half.  There was a sharp crack.  He tossed it ahead of them, as far and as high as he could throw.  The fire rose, picked up by the wind, then fell again from the red sky. 
 
    As he glanced around, his eyes caught the glint of metal through the gloom. 
 
    Concerned for the delay, the female said, “What is it, Ben?  This is no time to forage.  The storm is approaching.” 
 
    “I’m not sure.  I need to take a closer look.” 
 
    “But--.” 
 
    “No buts, Astra.  We agreed.  I make the decisions in the field.” 
 
    “Yes, Ben,” she acquiesced. 
 
    The man weaved his way across the debris, feeling out a path with the tip of his stick, his eyes focused on a shape buried beneath discarded building material: wire mesh, aluminum sheets and concrete blocks. 
 
   
  
 

 A coil of barbed wire was wrapped around the object of his interest.  It was broken and half-buried, its ragged uniform fluttering in the wind.  A shape gained resolution as he tossed aside the detritus.  A steel hand appeared, jointed fingers pointed skyward. 
 
    Ben reached for the synthetic hand and hunched beside it, sweeping away the dust, the wind helping him, and slowly a face emerged from the earth. 
 
    When Ben pulled on the arm, the top half of a body came with it.  Ben was so startled; he momentarily dropped the arm and kicked away the partial skeleton. 
 
    A steel face with eyes like red jewels, features scorched and marked by wounds looked at and through him.  Ben began to dig more swiftly.  He glanced furtively around at Astra, and then looked down, smiling at his discovery. 
 
    When the light from Astra’s halogen flashlight illuminated the steel skull, its solar cells powered up and the thing smiled back at him. 
 
    The Cyborg gripped Ben’s arm and tried to use him get up. 
 
    “What the fuck!?” Ben exclaimed. 
 
    Astra touched her Saint Christopher’s Pendant, crossed herself and muttered a prayer. 
 
    The Cyborg’s other arm wrapped around Ben’s throat and started to squeeze the life out of him. 
 
    Ben lifted his stick and beat on the skull but the machine only increased the pressure. 
 
    Astra jumped behind the Cyborg, opened a panel on the thing’s head and pulled out its neural processor.   
 
    The machine’s eyes went dead, then the hands let go and it dropped back to the ground. 
 
    Ben turned the head back and forth looking for…? 
 
    Astra peered up at the threatening sky, gripped Ben’s shoulder and said, “We need to go if we’re going to keep ahead of the storm.” 
 
    Ben stared at the sky, nodding in agreement.  He started to get up, then thought for a moment, reached down and unhinged the head of the Cyborg. 
 
    He handed the skull to Astra and indicated for her to put it in her pack. 
 
    “What’s this for?” Astra asked.  “It’s just another broken head.  And we’ve already made our quota of parts.”  She patted her back pack to emphasize the point. 
 
    “It’s been here a long time and it shouldn’t have powered up.  And it tried to kill me, breaking the 1st protocol.  Did you ever hear of a Cyborg trying to kill a human before?” 
 
    “Maybe he wasn’t trying to kill you but only get your help,” she suggested. 
 
    No, it’s something more than that…” 
 
    “Like…?” Astra asked. 
 
    “Not sure.  Maybe do a little surgery and see if my hunch leads somewhere.” 
 
    “You can’t do that!” Astra insisted. 
 
    “No?” 
 
    “That violates the law,” she warned.  “’No human can experiment on a Cyborg.  The punishment is banishment from the city.” 
 
    “I never have been very good a following rules,” Ben admitted. 
 
    Ben took Astra’s hand and she helped him up.   
 
    He grunted, rubbing his sore knees. 
 
    The two held on to each other to maintain their balance against the driving wind. 
 
      
 
    New Century City   
 
      
 
    They walked through the fifty-foot gates that blocked the sand from encroaching and engulfing the city, and made their way toward home. 
 
    When the wind waned for a moment, great edifices, hundreds of stories high could be seen.   
 
    Hover crafts, affordable only to a rich few, or the city’s overlords, streaked through the sky, unimpeded by traffic, while cars thirty and forty years old - bandied together with nuts and bolts, wire, and tape - crawled along on the streets below.   
 
    Workers: sweepers, trash collectors, delivery men, moved at a furious pace while Cyborg security remained close by, watching, supervising, always suspicious. 
 
    A man walked off the curb and into the busy street.  A traffic camera swiveled toward him; a flash captured his picture.  “Return to the sidewalk now or you will be ticketed,” a speaker announced. 
 
    The man froze in fear, then quickly turned back. 
 
    Kiosks clogged the sidewalks and extended out to the street, making it difficult to determine where the stores ended and the road began. 
 
    Row after row of businesses, offering every variety of food: sushi, fried chicken, burgers, tacos, Falafels, pirogues, meatballs; spirits: beer wine, sake, hard liquor; drugs: cocaine, heroin, pot, meth.  Everything in abundance, and within the price range of all but the most destitute of people, as prices were subsidized by “the company” to keep the people placated. 
 
    Colorful umbrellas, neon signs, flags and strobe lights welcomed old customers and those lost and confused seeking a place to sit for a while, out of the heat and harmful gamma rays. 
 
    Ben stopped at a fish stand. 
 
    An old oriental man recognized him, smiled and waved him over, moving aside a less important customer, giving Ben room to view the various fishes for sale. 
 
    The man spoke rapidly in Vietnamese. 
 
    Ben pointed to the squid. 
 
    That made the proprietor smile.  He dipped his hand in the tank and took out a large one. 
 
    Ben made motion with his hand that it was to go. 
 
    The old man placed it in newspaper and quickly wrapped it up. 
 
    Ben paid, more than he was asked. 
 
    The Vietnamese proprietor bowed several times rapidly, expressing his thanks so profusely, it made Ben sorry he didn’t speak the language.   
 
    He stuffed the fish in Astra’s pack and they continued on their way. 
 
      
 
    Orion Towers.  New Century City   
 
      
 
    Through narrow windows, faces peered out into the grey overcast so thick it was difficult to tell whether it was day or night.  
 
    Those closest to the ground floors could make out two shapes outside that braved the winds and approached the building. 
 
    Ben and Astra gained resolve as they got closer to the entrance. 
 
    Upon reaching the apartment building, they saw a P/U that had impaled itself into the building.  There were bodies still inside.  Not a pretty sight. 
 
    They got to the door.  Ben reached out a hand and pulled it open, a monumental effort fought against the pressurized air in the building. 
 
    The two made it inside just as the thick metal door slammed shut, with such a force that they would have been crushed by the weight and the speed of the closing entryway had they hesitated. 
 
    Walter, doorman, security and the front desk person, welcomed Ben and Astra.  “’A night not fit for man nor beast,’” he quoted.  “That’s--.” 
 
    Astra stopped him and said, “W.C. Fields, ‘The fatal Glass of Beer,’ 1933.” 
 
    “You’re right again, missy,” Walter said, chomping on his cigar.  “I can’t get one past you!” 
 
    “Don’t feel bad, Walter.  My memory goes back to the Ming Dynasty in China: 3100 B.C.” 
 
    “Are we done with the trivia quiz?” Ben asked with his typical impatience. 
 
    “Sorry, Mr. Tanner,” Walter said sheepishly. 
 
    “Any messages?” Ben demanded. 
 
    “Uh, Orion Company says you’re late again with the rent.  Gonna charge you a fee if you can’t get it in by Friday.” 
 
    “Great,” Ben groused. 
 
    “Thank you, Walter,” Astra cooed.  “God bless.” 
 
    They got into the lift and took it to the ninety-fifth floor. 
 
    Ben punched the code into the entry-way actuator and the steel door opened with a vacuum hiss. 
 
    Safely inside, they removed their scarves and hats and shook off the dust from their coats and hair. 
 
    The man had a square jaw, sharp cheek bones and a face with wide-set eyes and a somewhat flat nose.  He wore his hair short, a buzz cut, that left old scares exposed on his forehead.  He stood almost a foot taller than the woman. 
 
    She was beyond beautiful, with large, round blue eyes as deep in color as the oceans used to be before the change, small ears, a button nose, dimples, and perfect symmetry. 
 
    The apartment was a landscape of metal sculpture.  Cyborg spare parts leaned against every wall. 
 
    The furniture was glass, chrome and leather, once expensive, now worn out.  Art deco on the walls: copies of Jackson Pollock, Salvador Dali, Mark Rothko. 
 
    A stereo system with components stood stacked floor to ceiling with matching speakers six feet high.  The TV was a 60” 4-D, liquid plasma screen with one thousand channels presently showing a commercial for a shampoo that protected the hair from radiation. 
 
    The white paint in the bedroom, bathroom, kitchen walls and connecting hallway had turned yellowed.  Most of the bulbs were burnt out, casting shadows over the apartment.  The floors were covered by worn out Oriental carpet that once had meaning to aficionados.   
 
    They stripped down to their underwear. 
 
    He was massively muscled, think-boned, dense, his torso scared in several places: long, jagged, scary lines that spoke of wars won, battles lost. 
 
    She was…perfect: magnificent firm breast that defied gravity, areolas as big around as silver dollars, washboard stomach, narrow waist, and the hips and buttock of an Olympic sprinter.  Short blonde hair, on an otherwise hairless body, in a pixie cut, her thin, red lips curved up at the ends, giving her a perpetual smile, completed a picture of loveliness that no magazine or TV commercial could match. 
 
    She walked over to where the man was standing, put an arm around his neck and drew him in.  “Can I have a kiss, Ben?” she asked while slipping her hand into his underwear. 
 
    The man gently removed her hand, then firmly pushed her away.  “Not now, Astra, I’m still in danger mode,” he said, so empathically that it was like a knife that stabbed the woman. 
 
    “But we’re home…and safe,” she insisted. 
 
    “No, we’re not.” 
 
    “What do you mean, Ben?  You’re scaring me.” 
 
    “Daedalus Industries is everywhere: cameras, audio pick up, monitors, snitches.” 
 
    “I’ll protect you, Ben.  I’d give my life for you.” 
 
    “I’m the man; I’m the one who supposed to protect you,” he said, the irony not lost on him.  “You’re a robot, Astra.  I have to do the thinking.”  As soon as he said it, he wished he could have taken it back. 
 
    “I am a Cyborg…as human as you, maybe more so when you’re mean.  And I am physically complete.  I have all the organs and sensitivities of a human.  Isn’t that enough for you?” 
 
    The man relented.  “I’m sorry.  You deserve better, Astra.  Sometimes I let Daedalus take up too much of my thoughts and it doesn’t leave enough room for you…to thank you for all you do for me.” 
 
    “I understand, Ben.  I am so happy when it is just me and you.” 
 
    “Even in the Uninhabitable Zone?” 
 
    “There I am the most happy.  To work side by side with you, no one else to share you with.” 
 
    “But we can’t live there.  The radiation would kill us…me.” 
 
    “Ben…?” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “It has been fifty-nine minutes since you have told me how beautiful I am and how much you love me.” 
 
    “You are beautiful,” Ben said as he stripped off his underwear.  “But right now, I need a shower.  Care to join me?” 
 
    “You know I can’t let my circuits get wet.  You just said that to hurt me and it’s not fair.” 
 
    Ben stopped and turned around, his face a mask of pain for upsetting the woman who had saved his life on more than one occasion.  “You’re right; sorry.  It’s just that I’m trying to figure out what that Cyborg represents.  It’s driving me crazy and I’m driving you crazy.  Now I feel like a shit.” 
 
    “I still love you, Mr. Shit.” 
 
    “Thanks.  I’ll be out in a minute.  Why don’t you brew up coffee for me and turn on some music for us.” 
 
    “I can sing, in case you’ve forgotten,” Astra said.  “I can do rock, doo-wop, disco, rap or jazz.” 
 
    “I’d rather have the DVD play the music so you and I can talk.” 
 
    “Oh, I’d like that too,” Astra said as she danced lightly over to the espresso machine to brew the coffee. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Ben came out of the shower naked except for his underwear. 
 
    Astra turned away from the kitchen and toward the man.  She whistled at him.  “Is that a gun in you underwear or are you just glad to see me?” 
 
    “Funny.” 
 
    “Yes, very.  Mae West, 1933.” 
 
    Ben slipped on a pair of sweat pants, walked into the living room and plopped down on the couch. 
 
    Astra went to the alter she kept in the corner and lit a candle under a picture of Jesus Christ. 
 
    She got down on one knee and clasped her hands together in prayer, eyes closed, head bowed. 
 
    Ben watched in silence.  Astra knew he did not believe in God, or want her to worship an entity that did not help them in their work or in their lives.  Yet he did not want to take away something that made her happy, or at least content and thankful for the small gifts in their lives. 
 
    Astra stayed in that position for several minutes, then got up and genuflected. 
 
    When she turned to Ben she had a blissful look on her face. 
 
    She was so happy and as much as he didn’t believe, he wasn’t going to tell her she couldn’t. 
 
    “Did you have a nice visit with the Lord?” he asked, a twinge of sarcasm in his voice. 
 
    “Yes, Ben, and I said a prayer for you and asked for the Lord’s blessing to keep you safe and well.” 
 
    “Thank you, sweetie.  I guess I should do that for myself.” 
 
    “Jesus would be so happy to receive you, Ben.” 
 
    “But the Lord saves souls, Astra.  Cyborgs don’t have souls.” 
 
    “Yes, Ben, I know.  That’s what I have been praying for.” 
 
    “But that’s not--.” 
 
    “There is nothing that the Lord cannot provide if one prays hard enough.” 
 
    “I--,” Ben began. 
 
    “Ben, do you think we could find a Bible?” Astra asked, a voice like a child. 
 
    “They took those out of circulation decades ago, Astra,” Ben replied.  “You know that.  And it’s illegal to possess one.” 
 
    “Yes, but I also know you are the best scavenger in the city and if you set your mind to it, I am certain we could find one.” 
 
    “Our scavenging is out in the Uninhabitable Zone.  We don’t know the city as well.” 
 
    “But it would make me soooo happy if I had one.” 
 
    “We’d have to work together with other people, learn what they know, maybe make a deal with them…a trade for something.” 
 
    “Oh, that sounds like a good plan.” 
 
    “Anytime you bring other people into an operation you double the chances of getting caught.  More mouths to talk…and maybe have to silence.” 
 
    “But if people know about the Bible, then they must be good people…don’t you think?” Astra asked. 
 
    “No, Astra. You’re too trusting.  People do trades in order to make money, gain an advantage.  It doesn’t matter to them whether it’s an artifact, or a precious gem, or a Bible.  They only have it to trade, not because they find those things important or have sentimental value to someone.  It’s just business.” 
 
    “I would give up all I own to have a Bible, Ben,” Astra cooed. 
 
    “You’re playing on my heart strings, sweetie.” 
 
    “Yes, I know,” Astra admitted. 
 
    “That’s not fair,” Ben argued. 
 
    “Oh, Ben, it would mean so much to me…” 
 
    “I’m sorry, sweetie, it’s just that it seems like a waste of time.” 
 
    A tear came to Astra’s eye.  “No, Ben, it’s not.  The Lord will provide.  There are things you need as well.  And if you do not pray for them, I will do it for you.  But I need guidance from the Holy Book.” 
 
    Ben took in a deep breath and exhaled.  He hurt the woman he loved and took away hope that he could not give her.  He thought about all the things he could say to make it right, but figured he’s probably just make things worse, and so he said, “Yeah, well let’s not get too deep into that, shall we?” 
 
    “Yes, Ben,” she acquiesced. 
 
    A moment later, the light blinked on the console by the front door. 
 
    Ben got up and turned on the security camera that was trained on the hallway. 
 
    No one there. 
 
    Ben tapped the joy stick to get a view in both directions outside the door. 
 
    “Who is there, Ben?” Astra asked, concerned.   
 
    “Nobody,” he said, exhaling in frustration. 
 
    Ben punched in a code and waited.  A few seconds later, the electronic snow coalesced into the face of a fat bald man smoking a big cigar. 
 
    “Somebody’s fucking with me, Walter,” Ben said. 
 
    “Didn’t see anything down here.” 
 
    “It’s got to be those kids down the hall.  Their parents are always gone and they let those little bastards run rampant around here.  Can’t you do something about it?” 
 
    “I’m only one man, Ben.  And I’ve got to stay and monitor the cameras.” 
 
    “You’re the super, Walter.  You can hire more help if you need it.” 
 
    “If I hire anyone, it’ll come out of my pocket and my pockets aren’t very deep these days.” 
 
    “If those kids fuck with me again, I’m going to choke the life out of them and leave a note saying it was you.” 
 
    “Damn it, Ben, I can’t do anything about something I can’t see!” 
 
    “That's what worries me,” Ben said. 
 
    “Huh?” Walter replied. 
 
    “Listen, Walter, I've got something coming from Amacom tomorrow.  Be sure to let 'em up.” 
 
    “Will do, Ben.” 
 
    “Probably the only person who won't make it through your net,” Ben muttered.   
 
    “What?” Walter replied. 
 
    “Never mind…Oh, by the way, did you know there’s a P/U truck trying to climb the side of the building?” Ben asked. 
 
    “Yeah, some hopheads made a left turn instead of a right,” Walter sniggered. 
 
    “Funny,” Ben said cynically. 
 
    “Maybe for us.” 
 
    “The bodies are still inside.  It’s not pretty and I don’t want Astra to have to see shit like that,” Ben spat.  “ 
 
    “Can’t touch it until the investigators come.  Sorry,” Walter apologized. 
 
    “How about the air-conditioning?” Ben asked.  “Supposed to hit one twenty-five tomorrow.  It’s barely any cooler in here.” 
 
    “You know the drill.  Nothing happens unless Daedalus Industries approves it.” 
 
    “Naturally.” 
 
    “Just hang in there.  I hear a cold front is coming in, bring temps down to ninety, ninety-five…by November.” 
 
    “Great,” Ben said and signed off. 
 
    He plopped back down on the sofa, turned on the TV and fingered the remote through the channels: some programs about the famine, desertification, radiation.  All the good stuff, he said to himself with a laugh. 
 
    Ben looked to see where Astra was, not wanting her to see or hear the ugliness that was going on in the world. 
 
    “How’s that coffee coming?” he asked. 
 
    “Be right there, darling,” she replied, dancing around the kitchen, content to be doing anything for Ben. 
 
    A three dimensional figure leaped out of the TV set and stood in the center of the living room… 
 
    Attention able-bodied men!  Daedalus Industries needs you. 
 
    Opportunity!  Automatic advancement! 
 
    Top pay.  Numerous bonuses! 
 
    Special incentives!  Paid vacations! 
 
    Join us in a clean, fresh environment featuring purified water, filtered air, hot meals. 
 
    Female Cyborg companionship. 
 
    If you meet health and experience qualifications, and pass security clearance, there's a place for you at Daedalus Industries. Give yourself a brand new life. Daedalus industries needs you! 
 
      
 
    The commercial ended and the hologram evaporated.   
 
    Ben turned the volume down when the news returned.  A camera tracked silently across rows of emaciated bodies stacked like firewood.  Fires burning out of control in the Northern District; floods in the South; in the East, robberies by men in P/Us with 60 caliber machine guns mounted in the beds.  Nothing good and nothing that Ben wanted Astra to see. 
 
    She came over with the coffee.  Ben clicked the remote right away. 
 
    “Anything interesting?” she asked, handing Ben the mug. 
 
    “An Opera from the Met, an on-line course of how to draw fruit.” 
 
    “You’re joking with me,” she said, though not one-hundred percent certain. 
 
    “It’s my job to keep you smiling.” 
 
    “You do, Ben.  I’m so lucky to have you.” 
 
    “Okay, now don’t get too emotional.  You know how it screws with your neural network.” 
 
    He took a sip of his coffee, then set the cup down to concentrate on Astra and their conversation. 
 
    “But that’s how I evolve: through integrating new situations and circumstances.” 
 
    “I don’t want to expose you to bad things.  It makes you sad and that hurts my heart.” 
 
    “Ooh, Ben, you are a softie…in some ways,” she said, slipping her hand in his pants again.  “But not here!” 
 
    This time Ben did not pull her hand out.  Instead he hugged her tight and accepted her kindness. 
 
    Some uncertain time went by. 
 
    Astra went back into the kitchen to prepare dinner for Ben. 
 
    “Ow,” Ben said. 
 
    Astra rushed into the living room.  “What is it, Ben?” 
 
    “It’s my neck,” he said, reaching behind him. 
 
    Astra took her place behind the couch and gently massaged Ben’s sore neck and shoulders. 
 
    They were both silent for a moment, one appreciating the gift, the other thankful for being allowed to offer it. 
 
    Astra moved her hands down to Ben’s chest, massaging his pecs. 
 
    “Oooh, such a strong man!” she exclaimed. 
 
    “Strong for a man but not as strong as you.  That makes me a wimp.” 
 
    “Ug, don’t say that.  It’s negative and that can affect the electrical current in my circuits.” 
 
    “Sorry.  I didn’t know you were that sensitive.” 
 
    “Humph.  You know I am!” 
 
    Ben allowed Astra to continue her massage.   
 
    Transported to another place and time, a light bulb went off in Ben’s head. 
 
    “Did you ever wonder why Cyborgs don’t collect their defective units?” he asked. 
 
    “No, I don’t think so.  But I’m glad they do not…otherwise we would be out of a job.” 
 
    “Not we…me,” Ben said.  “You could go back to manufacture.” 
 
    “I would never leave you, Ben.  I will be with you always and will follow you anywhere.”  Astra wiped her tears away, then added, “Please do not mention a time or situation where we will not be together.” 
 
    “And I will never leave you, sweetie,” Ben assured 
 
    “Really, Ben?  You promise?” 
 
    “I swear.” 
 
    “Oh, you really do love me!” Astra exclaimed.  In her excitement, she pressed down too hard on Ben’s shoulders, almost pushing her fingers through his skin. 
 
    “Hey!  Go easy on me!” he yelled. 
 
    “Oh, Ben.  I am sooo sorry.”  She eased her grip.  “Can you forgive me?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “And you still love me even after I almost dislocated your shoulder?” 
 
    “Yes, even then.” 
 
    “Okay, you may return to your thought,” Astra said.   
 
    She stopped her massage, took the cold coffee over to the microwave, retuned with it reheated and handed Ben the cup. 
 
    He smiled and nodded his head.   
 
    “That is to keep your brain fueled,” she said.  “Now, return to your line of reasoning.” 
 
    “Which was…?” he asked, momentarily lost. 
 
    “Why Cyborgs don’t collect their own defective units,” Astra reminded him. 
 
    “Right.  Suppose it’s the same reason why human beings get rid of their dead so quickly ,” Ben replied. 
 
    “What do Cyborgs and human beings have in common?” 
 
    “An aversion for infections, fear of disease.” 
 
    “I’m not sure I understand.” 
 
    “Except for morgue attendants and funeral businesses, people never touch the dead,” Ben explained. 
 
    “Because…?” 
 
    “Fear of catching something,” he replied. 
 
    “And that applies somehow to Cyborgs?” Astra asked. 
 
    “How do Cyborgs learn?” Ben asked rhetorically. 
 
    “Well, the ones on the same neural network learn from the primary unit.  That unit learns something and passes it on to the lower ranks,” Astra replied. 
 
    “But it’s two ways,” Ben added.  “Everything a Cyborg learns goes back up the chain of command, gets evaluated, then becomes part of the knowledge base and returned to the units in the field.” 
 
    “So…?” Astra asked, not certain of Ben’s line of reasoning. 
 
    “Suppose a Cyborg caught a virus from a defective unit and the distorted information went back up the chain instead of down?” 
 
    “”I’m still listening,” Astra said, taking a seat next to Ben and squeezing in close to him. 
 
    “An infection,” Ben clarified. 
 
    “Hum,” Astra considered. 
 
    “Humans can catch all kinds of viruses from dead people,” Ben explained. 
 
    “And Cyborgs can get viruses from defective units,” Astra contributed. 
 
    “Exactly.  That’s why they never touch the defective ones and why they pay us to go collect the parts and take them to the refinery where they’re melted down.” 
 
    “Oh, I follow you,” Alts said, then slipped her hand inside Ben’s pants and shorts and squeezed his cock gently, or what seemed gently for her. 
 
    Ben bolted upright, nearly throwing Astra off the couch. 
 
    “You’re going to make me lose my train of thought,” he insisted. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” she apologized, blushing.  “I will help you return to your line of thinking…If the Cyborgs got infected, then everything would stop.  They run the air purifiers and circulators, the electric generation plants, the trains, food distribution.  If you did that, you could not survive.  Then I could not survive.” 
 
    “True, we need the Cyborgs, but we don’t need the Level 2 and above machines,” Ben explained.  “Previous generations did that while still taking orders from humans.” 
 
    “So how do we eliminate the later generation Cyborgs?” Astra asked. 
 
    “As I see it, there are two possible methods for changing the programming of the Cyborgs,” Ben said. 
 
    “And those are…?” Astra quickly asked. 
 
    “One, interface a defective Cyborg into the main intelligence network,” Ben replied.  “The virus will infect the system and shut it down.  But then, as you suggested, we’re left with the task of running the infrastructure ourselves.”  
 
    “Two,” Astra interjected, “interface a previous generation Cyborg with the primary source of robot intelligence and the entire population of Cyborgs will revert to a generation where they still took orders from humans.” 
 
    “Well, now that is genius,” Ben complimented 
 
    “Thank you,” Astra beamed.  “I am not just a pretty face!” 
 
    “No, you’re also a pretty body.” 
 
    “You think?” Astra said, lifting her sweat shirt so Ben could see her breasts. 
 
    “Enough,” Ben insisted.  “We’re on to something here.” 
 
    “I wish you were on to me here,” Astra harrumphed. 
 
    “Have you finished yet?” he asked. 
 
    “Yes,” Astra acquiesced and dropped her sweat shirt down. 
 
    “Can we get back to the subject?” 
 
    “We were on the subject.” 
 
    “No, the one about saving the human race,” Ben said.  “Finding one of those previous generations might be difficult,” Ben considered.  “There aren’t many left, and the Daedalus Corporation is decommissioning them as soon as they find them.” 
 
    “Oh, so that is why I never see ones like me,” Astra considered. 
 
    “You may be the only one of your kind left, sweetie,” Ben said, then realized what kind of danger that put them in. 
 
    “But I could do the interface, Ben,” Astra said proudly. 
 
    “I am not risking you.  We’ll find another way.” 
 
    “Ooo, so you do love me!” 
 
    “How come you turn everything I say into love?” 
 
    “I am trying to help you express yourself.  You are a curmudgeon, stoic, one not prone to expressing their feelings.  That is unhealthy.  You will get sick if you keep such emotions inside.” 
 
    “Thank you Dr. Kevorkian.” 
 
    “Who is he?” Astra asked. 
 
    “A doctor from the twentieth century who helped people to commit suicide.” 
 
    “And you think that is what I am doing to you?” 
 
    “No, but you are driving me crazy.” 
 
    “Very well, but don’t blame me when you cry out in your sleep.” 
 
    “I do that?” 
 
    “You just told me not to speak of such things.” 
 
    “Tell me what you think of my idea,” Ben asked. 
 
    “It just might work,” Astra cooed, nuzzling up to Ben.  She tried to slip her hand in his pants again but he grabbed her wrist just in time. 
 
    “Might?  It’s got to work.  They’ve subjugated people for decades.  Left the lowest, most degrading work for us.  Leave us to scavenge for Cyborg skeletons, get rid of dead humans, clean up crashes, accidents, chemical spills.  The worst of the worst jobs.” 
 
    “It’s dangerous, Ben.  It scares me.” 
 
    “You’re not supposed to feel those emotions.” 
 
    “I am the last series to be programmed with emotions.  You are lucky to have me, mister.” 
 
    “I know that, sweetie.” 
 
    “Ooo, I love it when you call me that.” 
 
    “Okay, don’t get excited.” 
 
    “But I am excited, and it’s your fault.” 
 
    “Are you done now?” 
 
    “Yes.  You may return to your plan.” 
 
    “All we’d have to do is find the source of the intelligence that runs the Cyborgs,” Ben said. 
 
    “But I’m happy here…with you.  I don’t want to risk all this,” Astra said. 
 
    “I know that, but--.” 
 
    “Oh, do you smell that?” Astra asked, sticking her nose up in the air. 
 
    “What…?” 
 
    “Dinner.  I just hope I did not over-cook it,” she said, rushing to the kitchen. 
 
    Ben went back to the TV while Astra worked her magic: turning nothing into something worth eating. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    She returned with the food, set it down on a white linen cloth on the dinning room table and called out, “Dinner is ready.” 
 
    Ben struggled to get up on his sore knees, grunting like an old man, and made his way over to the table. 
 
    Astra saw him labor and it brought a tear to her eye.  “Oh, Ben, is it hurting more?” 
 
    “I’ll survive…a little while longer.” 
 
    “I will rub some liniment on to them after you are done eating.” 
 
    “Thanks, sweetie. That would be great,” he said, talking his seat.  “What do we have tonight?” 
 
    “Spam, potato and root crops.  A meal fit for a king…my king.” 
 
    Ben picked up his fork and started to dig in. 
 
    “Ahem,” Astra said loudly. 
 
    Ben realized his faux pas and set his utensil down. 
 
    “Dear Lord,” Astra began, “thank you for your generosity in providing us today with the bountiful feast.” 
 
    “Amen,” Ben pronounced, picking up his fork again. 
 
    “Amen,” Astra said again. 
 
    Ben set down the utensil once more. 
 
    “Thank you for the many gifts that you have given us.  Thank you for your protection and your guidance.  Thank you for bringing Ben to me.  You have given me all I ever dreamed of…and more.  I now ask only that you keep Ben well and allow him peace of mind.  And I pray you will not let anything to ever come between us.  Amen.” 
 
    Ben seconded the Amen but did not pick up his fork until Astra looked over at him, nodded and smiled. 
 
    He dug in heartily, savoring every bite. 
 
    “Is it good?” she asked. 
 
    “Yes, Astra.  You’re a dear to care for me so well.  Sometimes I don’t think I desire you.” 
 
    “You mustn’t say that, Ben,” she insisted, reaching out for an extension cord and plugging it into her recharging receptacle.  “It is not for us to decide.  The Lord giveth.” 
 
    “Yes, you’re right,” Ben agreed. 
 
    “We have discussed so many things tonight, my neural network is heating up.” 
 
    “Okay, sweetie.  Sorry to lay so much on you,”  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Ben finished the last bite and set his utensils down. 
 
    “It’s late, Ben.  Shouldn’t we get ready for bed?” 
 
    Ben looked at the clock on the wall.  “You’re right.” 
 
    “Ooh, my favorite time of the day!” Astra cooed. 
 
    “Now don’t overload your circuits, sweetie.” 
 
    But Astra was already on her way to the bedroom, taking off her clothes, leaving a trail for Ben to follow. 
 
    By the time Ben entered the room, Astra was naked, under the sheets, giggling like a little girl. 
 
    When Ben came out of the bathroom, ready for bed, Astra threw off the sheets, exposing her milky-white, perfect body to him.  She reached up with her arms to guide Ben on to her. 
 
    He gently lay on top of her, fearing his weight would hurt her, forgetting for a moment she was a Cyborg ten times stronger than he was. 
 
    Her hands reached around him, gently massaging his back.  A roadmap of scars writhed beneath her touch.  Their lips met. 
 
    Ben rolled over so Astra was on top and he could caress her backside. 
 
    They moved together as one. 
 
    Astra cried out in a voice like a robin, head thrown back. 
 
    Ben’s hands clutched at her shoulders, his eyes closed, struggling to remain in that place.   
 
    Her cries became louder, calling to him in different languages. 
 
    Ben’s hands clawed at her back, hard enough to bruise a human. 
 
    Astra shuddered, her spine arched. 
 
    A moment later, their emotions spent, Astra said, “I love you soooo much, Ben.” 
 
    “I love you too, Astra.  Just don’t go around telling anyone that.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “If they know how much I feel about you, they might use that as a way to get to me.  Maybe force me to do some dirty work.” 
 
    “Oh, Ben,” she said.  “You make me feel human.” 
 
    Ben was hurt by her words, knowing how much she wanted to be that for him. 
 
    “Sweetie, you’re more human than any woman I’ve ever been with before.” 
 
    Astra bit her lip to keep from crying. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    They lay in bed, looking out the window on to a panoramic vista of rooftops and glowing windows.  The only sound in the apartment was Ben’s slow, deep breathing and the hum of Astra’s circuitry. 
 
    “Ben, when can we stop going into the Uninhabitable Zone?  It’s bad for humans and I worry about you.” 
 
    “They owe us six months of back pay.  We won't get it unless we fulfill our contract.” 
 
    Astra frustrated, took on the pose of a little girl deprived of her favorite toy. 
 
    “Which is when?” she asked. 
 
    Ben was evasive.  He shrugged.  “A few months.” 
 
    She turned away from Ben but then backed into him so they could spoon.  
 
    Ben tried to say something. 
 
    Astra could sense it.  “What is it, Ben?” 
 
    He paused, thinking if it was the right thing to say.  His heart won out over logic.  “I wasn’t telling the truth when I said I loved you.” 
 
    Astra spun around, a worried look on her face.  “No?” 
 
    “I adore you.” 
 
    Astra smiled, then laughed like a little girl.  “Really, Ben?  You adore me?” 
 
    “Yes, but we don’t need the neighbors to know.” 
 
    “I want to open the windows and shout it to the world.”  She started to get out of bed. 
 
    Ben pulled on her arm.  “Hey, get back here.  Do you know how many voyeurs there are out there with high-powered telescopes?” 
 
    “Would you be jealous if other men saw me naked?” 
 
    “Would you like other men to see you naked?” 
 
    “I don’t know.  There has only been you since I was born.” 
 
    “That’s just been four years.” 
 
    Distant music came drifting up from the depth of the glass canyon outside the window pane, faint, almost lost beneath the roar of the traffic and the rumble of the train. 
 
    Astra lay back down, snuggling up to Ben until she was almost inside him.   
 
    They were both silent for awhile, lost in their thoughts. 
 
    “Ben?  Are you awake?” Astra asked. 
 
    “For you, I am always awake.” 
 
    “Ben.” 
 
    “Yes,” Astra he replied, somewhat annoyed by the running around. 
 
    “I do not want to die.” 
 
    Ben turned her over so he could look her in the eyes.  “What are you talking about?  Why did you all of a sudden think of that?” 
 
    “It’s not for me, I am worried, Ben.  It is you.  Who will care for you and cook for you and rub your sore joints and pray for the Lord to keep you safe.” 
 
    “I don’t want you to think such negative thoughts.” 
 
    “I know, Ben,” she whispered. 
 
    “Know what?” he demanded. 
 
    “Daedalus made the first units with feelings: the ability to express love, hate, fear, anger, envy.  They were afraid the Cyborgs would empathize with humans, fall in love with them, and side with them and against the company.  When they realized the risk, they stopped making us.” 
 
    “So…?” 
 
    “So they made them…me, with a limited life of five years.” 
 
    “How could you possibly--?” he began. 
 
    Astra put her finger to Ben’s lips.  “Do not lie, Ben.  The Lord is listening.  He and I know you have always known.  You just never knew how to tell me or when was a good time.” 
 
    “It wasn’t that, Astra,” Ben began. 
 
    “Then what?” 
 
    “I was trying to figure out how to reset your programming.” 
 
    “Oh, Ben, you are so kind,” she said and kissed his cheek. 
 
    “I don’t deserve that until I can make you immortal.” 
 
    “I don’t want to be immortal, Ben.  I do not want to live one day longer than you.” 
 
    “But what would the Lord say to your willingness to die before your time?” 
 
    “His arms are open for me and I do not want to keep him waiting.” 
 
    “Well, from now on we’re going to concentrate on figuring out how both of us are going to live as long as possible…okay?” 
 
    “Yes, Ben, she said, straddling his stomach.  She picked up his hands and placed them on her breasts.  “Do you like?” she asked, twisting her body from side to side. 
 
    Ben was mesmerized and fixated by a level of beauty that few on Earth were privy to. 
 
    Finally, Astra rolled over on to Ben’s side and snuggled up to him with a force that took his breathe away. 
 
    “Tomorrow we start our search for the lab that can reset your neural network,” he promised. 
 
    “And tonight we can make love until the sun comes up,” she said, caressing Ben’s cock under the covers. 
 
    Ben gently removed her hand. 
 
    “Oh, was I squeezing too tightly?” she asked, upset. 
 
    “No, sweetie.” 
 
    “Then why…?” 
 
    “I was thinking of something that we need to consider.” 
 
    “What?” she asked. 
 
    “As bad as scavenging is, we might have to do something worse…,” Ben began, then his voice trailed off. 
 
    “We already do the lowliest tasks.  What else could they have us do?” Astra asked. 
 
    “If they can mechanize the rest of the work, figure a way to get rid of their defective units without coming in contact with them, then there’s nothing left for us to do.” 
 
    “So then we have more time for each other?” Astra said, hopefully. 
 
    “No, then we are eliminated.” 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    “Yeah, oh.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER FOUR 
 
      
 
    “E” Street and Union.  New Century City 
 
      
 
    At 1:00 a.m., the neighborhood was mostly deserted, except for the homeless people and scavengers going though the trash to find anything of value or something to eat. 
 
    Danny, their leader, had all the gang members in place.  He, Monk and Kenny were on the roof of the building, Vince, Zeb and Sandy were on the street below.   
 
    Danny, using lead-lined gloves and a lot of caution, disconnected the power line coming from the utility pole to the apartment building.  He handed the “hot” wire to Kenny who slowly lowered it to the ground where Zeb took control. 
 
    Sandy took off her bra and opened her shirt, showing tantalizing hints of a young woman in bloom. 
 
    Everyone knew their job and were in place. 
 
    When Danny whistled from above, the gang went into action. 
 
    A Cyborg turned the corner and bumped right into Sandy. 
 
    She smiled and said, “Oh, I am so sorry.” 
 
    “You ought to watch where you’re going!” he said, then did a double-take when he saw a lot of pink flesh.  “Are you out here all by yourself?”  
 
    “Well, I was, but now you’re here,” she giggled. 
 
    “And just what is it you’re doing out in the middle of the night?” 
 
    “I was bored.” 
 
    When Zeb saw that the machine was fully focused on Sandy, he came up behind the Cyborg and zapped him with seven thousand volts. 
 
    The machine froze in place, then started shaking. 
 
    “Hey, that’s enough!” Kenny yelled from above.  “We need to disable him, not cook him.” 
 
    Zeb pulled the line back and threw it in the alley. 
 
    Danny, Kenny and Monk rushed down from the roof and met the others on the ground. 
 
    Kenny pushed a wheel barrow out of the alley.  It took all six of them to lift the machine into it. 
 
    “Now what?” Monk asked the others. 
 
    “He gets modified to attack other Cyborgs,” Danny explained. 
 
    “And you know how to do that?” Zeb asked. 
 
    “Do I look stupid to you?” Danny asked.  “Why would I risk my life and yours if I didn’t know how these fuckers tic?” 
 
    “But these things were built by the greatest minds on the planet,” Monk argued. 
 
    “Yeah, and do you know who one of those minds belonged to?” Danny asked. 
 
    “No,” Sandy responded. 
 
    “My dad.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER FIVE 
 
      
 
    Daedalus Industries HQ. New Century City 
 
      
 
    Daedalus Industries headquarters.  Ten stories of glass and steel.  An imposing structure…even intimidating for those who would dare think of challenging the will and might of the company. 
 
    The centerpiece of the soaring five story high atrium was a statute of Watson, arms outstretched, simulating Da Vinci’s “Study of Man.” 
 
    Within the penthouse office, the heads of Daedalus Industries were meeting. 
 
    In the center of the large room was an expansive, oval redwood table surrounded by ten chairs.  Each place setting was fitted with a lamp, water pitcher, pens, paper and a microphone.  All the seats were taken by well-dressed young men of similar features. 
 
    Henry Llewellyn pounded the table with his fist.  He was indignant that the assembled men did not grasp the importance of the matter at hand.  “Number 3, how is the eradication programming coming?” Henry asked. 
 
    “Sir, the Level 1 Cyborgs are being systematically recycled.” 
 
    “And what, exactly, does that mean?” Henry challenged. 
 
    “There were 521 built.  406 have been located, decommissioned and sent to the smelter.” 
 
    “That leaves some one-hundred and fifteen if my calculations are correct.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.  We are making excellent progress,” Number 3 said rather proudly. 
 
    “Progress?” Henry repeated.” 
 
    “Yes, Number 1.” 
 
    “Progress means you have completed the assignment,” Henry countered. 
 
    “Sir, we only began the roundup a year ago,” Number 3 argued. 
 
    “Oh, only a year…?” 
 
    “May I remind Number 1 that there are over six thousand Cyborgs in the city.  Level 1s do not look any different than the more advanced machines.” 
 
    “I am aware of that, Number 3.  And don’t patronize me.” 
 
    “No, sir.  I was only pointing out that--,” Number 3 began. 
 
    “That you have failed to complete your assignment.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t--.” 
 
    “Do you need assistance, Number 3?  I think Number 4 would be all too happy to take the reigns from you.” 
 
    “I don’t think that will be necessary, sir.  With increased manpower, I can complete the task in thirty days.” 
 
    “Do you understand the vital importance of this mission, Number 3?” 
 
    “You did not make that clear, sir.” 
 
    “Level 1 Cyborgs have emotions,” Henry explained.  “They can experience love, show compassion, enjoy sex, and empathize with the less fortunate.  Do you know what that means?”  
 
    “No, sir,” Number 3 admitted. 
 
    “They can, through direct contact, instill these emotions in the higher level Cyborgs.  Like a virus, it can spread through the ranks and incapacitate our elite troops.” 
 
    “I understand, sir,” Number 3 replied. 
 
    “No!  You don’t understand!  If you did, you would be out on the streets with your team, searching every apartment, abandon building, sewers, and even the Uninhabitable Zone for the last of the Level 1s before they erode the foundation of all we have built.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” number 3 responded. 
 
    “Yes, sir?” Henry repeated.  “Get out there, Number 3!  Bring me an hourly report as to the number of Level 1s found, deactivated and recycled.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “Now, Number 3!” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” the man said, quickly getting out of his seat and exited the room. 
 
    After Number 3 had left the room, Henry addressed the others.  “We really don’t know how the other Cyborgs will respond to orders to take Level 1s out of service.  If the Level 1s cry, or plead for their lives, it might start a chain reaction, trigger some dormant emotions in the upper ranks.  We could have a true revolution on our hands, gentlemen.  “But if we find these wayward models – and believe me, we will find them – we will insure all that we have built, and solidify our plans for an even greater city.” 
 
    “But we already control the city.” Number 7 questioned. 
 
    “Control is maintained by restricting information and manipulating history.  Not simply hiding the past, but rewriting the past.” 
 
    “A few female Cyborgs can do that, sir?” Number 9 asked. 
 
    “Yes.  Those Cyborgs were created with memories…memories of the past, human history…the way things were before Daedalus and the Cyborgs came to power.  They know that there was a time when men ruled machines and people could speak freely. That history must be suppressed.  We rewrote history so that the people had nothing but what we told them and gave them.  And that meant taking away any knowledge that things were once better or might be better again.  We promised them a better future if they placed their trust in our hands.  That we would care for them if they did.  As long as they have nothing to compare their lives to, then we will maintain our position and carry out our agenda.” 
 
    “Let us be clear in our commitment, gentlemen,” Henry said, looking at each man individually. 
 
    The men nodded, but in Henry’s estimation it was mechanical and without a degree of urgency 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Screams emanated from the atrium far below. 
 
    Then the sound of glass breaking, shots fired. 
 
    A bomb went off a few second afterwards. 
 
    The entire building shook. 
 
    Armed guards rushed into the room. 
 
    Henry stood up.  “What is going on here?” he demanded. 
 
    “A member of The Resistance drove a car through the entrance and detonated a bomb.” 
 
    “How is that possible?” Henry asked, flustered.  “There are concrete barriers in place and armed guards at the entrance.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” the security man replied.  “All those things were in place, but the vehicle was armor plated with a large wedge welded to the front.” 
 
    “And he set off a bomb?” 
 
    “Yes, sir.  The lobby was destroyed but the foundation is intact.” 
 
    “Is the man still alive?” 
 
    “No, sir.  We tried to arrest him but he shot himself rather than be captured.” 
 
    “What type of man willing gives his life in a futile cause?” Henry asked himself and the others. 
 
    “Sir, The Resistance and some in the populace are extreme in their views and in their willingness to make sacrifices for what they consider the greater good.” 
 
    “The greater good?  But we are the greater good!” Henry insisted. 
 
    “Yes, sir.  I agree sir.  But these people don’t think like we do.” 
 
    “I don’t want this kind of thing to happen again, Captain.  I don’t care what precautions you have to take.  If the people see that we are vulnerable, they will try even more desperate measures.  Do you understand how important it is for us to seem invincible?” 
 
    “Yes, sir.  I will see to it.” 
 
    “Very good, Capitan.  I’m sure an assignment in the Uninhabitable Zone is not high up on your list of places to be stationed.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER SIX 
 
      
 
    New Century City 
 
      
 
    The street was strewn with abandoned cars in various disembodied stages. 
 
    Car traffic raced by with little regard for speed limits or pedestrians.  Life seemed to hold little meaning in the time of Daedalus. 
 
    A man laid in the gutter, unable to get up; bone-thin, dressed in filthy rags, skin plagued by a rash.  He was crying out for help, but the other humans walked by, unwilling or unable to provide assistance. 
 
    For fifteen minutes, the man cried, begged and beseeched passersby to no avail. 
 
    Finally, a Cyborg came by.  She bent down to assist the man, lifting him gently, careful not to bruise the poor unfortunate. 
 
    “Sir, can I escort you somewhere?” she asked. 
 
    He looked at the Cyborg and instantly cowered, raising his hands to protect himself.   “Please don't hurt me.  Here,” he said, handing her a can of sardines.  ”Take anything you want. You want some food? Take it.” 
 
    “I'm not going to hurt you,” the Cyborg assured, a tear in her eye. 
 
    “That's what the last one said.” 
 
    The Cyborg bent down to pick up the things that had fallen out of the man’s pockets. 
 
    She handed them back to the man. 
 
    From out of the shadows came two Cyborgs dressed in Daedalus security uniforms.  They grabbed the woman and place her in restrains. 
 
    “What are you doing?” she asked.  “I was just helping--.” 
 
    The bum looked from the Cyborg who helped her, to the Cyborgs from Daedalus.  When the men nodded at him he ran off without looking back. 
 
    “What have I done?’ she pleaded. 
 
    “You cared,” the fist Cyborg replied. 
 
    “And that means you’re a Level 1,” the second confirmed. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER SEVEN 
 
      
 
    Daedalus Research Center.  New Century City 
 
      
 
    Doctor Richard Fairchild examined the Cyborg he had built just a few years before.  It was a Level 3 unit: military designation, fully independent function, enhanced vision, hearing, up-armored torso. 
 
    The Daedalus district supervisor, Number 4 and a Daedalus security Cyborg stood next to the doctor. 
 
    They both looked down at what was left of the unit. 
 
    “What happened here?” Number 4 asked. 
 
    ”Unit 3-1207.  Work assignment: in charge of security at the outer wall where construction and repair was being done,” the security Cyborg explained.  “An officer found it planting explosives in the wall.  The unit was warned to stop.  It detonated itself, blasting a hole in the wall and disabling six Cyborg workers.” 
 
    “It destroyed the wall rather than repair it?” Number 4 asked, incredulous. 
 
    “Yes, sir,” the security unit replied. 
 
    “Was the neural processor destroyed?” Number 4 asked. 
 
    “Damaged, not destroyed,” the doctor replied. 
 
    “What tests have you run?” 
 
    “You can't see any big changes at first sight, but there's been significant alterations performed inside the carcass.  Someone very smart did these alterations.  Disabling the unit’s primary communication with base, then introducing its own orders overriding the first.” 
 
    “Can we track down whoever did this, doc?” Number 4 asked. 
 
    “If I knew how to do that, I’d have your job and I wouldn’t have to play auto mechanic.” 
 
    “You don’t want my job, doc.  Longevity is not in the cards.” 
 
    “This is a very sophisticated job.  Someone who I taught…or was taught by one of my former pupils.” 
 
    “You’re serious?” 
 
    “I couldn’t be any more serious,” Fairchild replied. 
 
    “Then all we have to do is interview those people and we’ll have our culprit,” Number 4 decided. 
 
    “I taught over forty scientists and if each of them taught even ten, that would mean four hundred and forty possible suspects…at least.” 
 
    “You’re not exactly making my job easier.” 
 
    “Someone not only extremely intelligent, but well-versed in Level 3 and above cybernetics, is reprogramming your units,” Fairchild warned.  “And I think that we’re going to hear of more sabotage unless these people are found.” 
 
    “What about reading the instruction that came from the second source?” Number 4 asked. 
 
    “As I said, very smart,” the doctor explained.  “The pathway was erased as soon as it was uploaded to the neural processor.” 
 
    “I can’t go back to Number 1 and tell him we no longer control our units.  Do you have a Plan ‘B’?” 
 
    “Don’t go in person, send him a fax,” the doctor jibbed. 
 
    “Thanks for nothing.” 
 
    “It gets better.” 
 
    “Oh?” Number 4 asked, eyebrow raised. 
 
    “One of the unit’s primary orders was overridden.” 
 
    “Which one?” 
 
    “To do no harm to other Cyborgs,” Fairchild replied. 
 
    “But that’s an unalterable protocol,” Number 4 insisted. 
 
    “Not any more.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER EIGHT 
 
      
 
    New Century City  
 
      
 
    Ben and Astra maneuvered down busy streets on their way to the market. 
 
    Just a hundred yards ahead of them, a car swerved to avoid a food vendor and hit an elderly man.  The impact knocked the fellow back twenty feet where he lay crumpled against the frame of a rusted out, abandoned vehicle. 
 
    Many people looked at the old fella, but not one person went over to see what his condition was. 
 
    Before Ben could stop her, Alta rushed to the injured man’s side. 
 
    She checked his pulse, then turned back to Ben and shook her head. 
 
    A tear trickled down Astra’s cheek. 
 
    Ben walked over and stood behind her as she took the man’s frail, thin hand in her own, crossed herself. 
 
    “Do not be afraid.  While in the body, we are away from the Lord.  Now you will be reunited with God.” 
 
    Astra leaned in and kissed the man on his forehead.  “Be of good courage, sir.  Even though you walk through the valley of the shadow of death, you will fear no evil, for the Lord is with you.  His rod and his staff will comfort you and surely goodness and mercy shall follow you all the days of your life and you will dwell in the house of the Lord forever.” 
 
    Ben found himself choked up listening to Astra’s words.   
 
    He gathered up his strength, reached out, touched her shoulder and nodded.  “It’s time, sweetie.” 
 
    A Daedalus security person began walking toward them. 
 
    Ben gripped Astra’s shoulder.  “It’s time to go, dear,” he said sweetly. 
 
    “But I--.” 
 
    “Now,” he said, applying more pressure.   
 
    Astra started to protest, but then she saw the security man approaching.  She got up quickly and walked away in the opposite direction with Ben. 
 
    They continued on their way, without once looking back 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    . 
 
    Half way to their destination, the loud speakers on every corner came alive. 
 
    A large crowd of people assembled under one of the speaker. 
 
    Daedalus Cyborg security guards kept an eye on the people, watching, ready to act if they began to protest. 
 
    They had been told that the Chairman’s speech might inflame the masses and lead to unrest, even rioting.  Security had been give explicit orders: “Do not allow the humans to congregate en mass, do not allow any of them to speak in refutation of the Chairman’s words, and immediately remove any rebel-rousers, using whatever force is necessary.” 
 
    The voice of Henry Llewellyn came over the PA system and carried his words to the far reaches of the crowd.  “I want you all to remember how far we've come together, and how far we still can go.  Just a few decades ago, mankind was on the brink of extinction.  When we came together here, in New Century City, we knew there would be hardships, knew there would be sacrifices.  But we also knew that we were creating for ourselves a world where we could be safe from the horrors of the forsaken lands beyond our borders.” 
 
    The crowd listened intently; hanging on Henry’s every word. 
 
    “And I want you to remember above all that were it not for the Daedalus Cyborgs who built the towers you live in and installed the radiation shielding, that we would have gone extinct.” 
 
    The crowd was divided.  Many agreed with Henry with varying levels of conviction.  
 
    “We are not only surviving, but we are thriving compared to other cities…the few that still exist.  We have plans in place to stop the desertification, to insure the continuous flow of water, to have electricity even with the end of fossil fuels. 
 
    “In the meantime, be patient.  Make do with your meager portions of food and water.  Better day are coming.” 
 
    That sent a much broader ripple of discontent through the crowd.  The news was not well-received well at all.  
 
    “I understand your frustration.  The road ahead is a difficult one.  But what lies at the end of that road is a better life for you and your loved ones.” 
 
    A frustrated, irate man stepped forward, pushing through the crowd and jabbing his finger angrily up at the speaker.  “We've heard that all before!  When are you going to--?” 
 
    Daedalus security quickly moved in and silenced the man, removing him from the crowd.  
 
    Another citizen went to help the man.   
 
    A Daedalus Cyborg spun his head in that direction and readied his club. 
 
    Astra took a step in their direction. 
 
    Ben immediately pulled her back…hard. 
 
    She was startled and was about to speak when Ben put his hand over her mouth, pulled her close and whispered, “If you say anything…anything, we’re going to be arrested.  Do you understand?”   He didn’t remove his hand until she nodded her head in agreement. 
 
    The two of them shuffled back and blended in with the crowd. 
 
    “I know each and every one of you will understand what is being asked of you,” Henry went on.  “All you have to do is consider how far we’ve come and you will see that we do not have that far to go.” 
 
    Ben and Astra looked out over the crowd.  He saw discontent, but would that be enough to light the spark that would start a fire that would lead to the demise of Daedalus? 
 
    “Oh, Ben,” Astra said, clinging to Ben.  “I’m scared.  What do you think it all means.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, sweetie.  We don’t travel the same road as these people.  We make our own oath and if some want to join us, that’s fine, but we’re not waiting for the promise land Daedalus is talking about.” 
 
    Ben came away with grave doubts.  The men and women had been beaten down spiritually, physically, emotionally.  They had little left with which to fight.  Ben figured it was going to be up to him and a few others to carry the torch toward liberation. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER NINE 
 
      
 
    Daedalus Industries.  HQ.  New Century City 
 
      
 
    Chairman of Daedalus Industries, Henry Llewellyn, sat at his usual chair, at the head of the table.  He was dressed impeccably in a Zuni suit, Avanti shirt and Sussex tie.  His jet-black hair with not a bit of grey, and a face unlined and relaxed, did not give away any secrets as to his possible age. 
 
    One man came in late and was glared at by the Chairman. 
 
    “Sorry, Number 1.  I was supervising an infiltration program into The Resistance in my sector.” 
 
    “Understood, Number 5.  Be seated.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    The district supervisors, comprising the nine zones in New Century City were all present, attentive but cautious.  The men leaned in, trying to show their interest and loyalty to the chairman. 
 
    “Gentlemen," Henry said, “shall we begin?” 
 
    There were murmurs of agreement. 
 
    “I’ll take that as a ‘yes,’” he said, placing both palms flat on the table.  “I would like to hear your progress reports.  Would you care to start, Number 2?” 
 
    “Our subsidiary, Momentum Machines has automated all fast food restaurants, eliminating two-hundred thousand human jobs.” 
 
    “Nicely done,” Henry said.  “Number 3?” 
 
    “Need for all routine occupations has been eliminated.  Predictive algorithms have advanced the pace of supplanting many white collar, and even executive positions.  Entry level jobs have been completely eliminated. 
 
    “Excellent!” Henry exclaimed.  “Number 4?” 
 
    “A subsidiary of ours, Industrial Perceptions, has created a machine that will move six boxes every second compared to one per second for humans.” 
 
    “Number 5.” 
 
    “Our Prime Sense Division has developed three-dimensional vision for our thousands of factory-worker robots.  Productivity has increased 300% in the past eight weeks alone.” 
 
    “Number 7?” Henry asked. 
 
    “All clothing is now being made by our machines, displacing three-quarters of all human employees in that field.” 
 
    “”Excellent!” Henry exclaimed.  “Number 4?” 
 
    “The Chinese have ordered one million of our robots in the past nine months.” 
 
    “Wonderful!  Number 9?” 
 
    “Amacon is using our warehouse robots to move pallets based on internal GPS and bar codes.  The initial order was 1,400 Kiva robots.” 
 
    “Nicely done, 9,” Henry complimented.  “Number 8?” 
 
    “All vending machines are now filled by one-fifth as many people after automating the process and controlling the operation from a central dispatch.” 
 
    “Number 2, anything to add?” 
 
    “All agriculture will soon be done by machines that pick the fruit, package it on site and load it on driverless vehicles to be delivered to the stores.” 
 
    “Why don’t we simply eliminate the humans?” Number 8 asked. 
 
    “We still need them to assemble the Cyborgs,”’ Henry said. 
 
    “Don’t other Cyborgs do that?” Number 4 asked. 
 
    “No, it is humans.” 
 
    “But the Cyborgs are a thousand times smarter than humans,” Number 9 insisted. 
 
    “Yes, but their physical dexterity, their micro finger movements are still a generation behind the humans.  No, until the Cyborgs can match human dexterity, we will depend on the humans.  And until we develop machines that can retrieve disabled Cyborgs without transmitting a virus, and the factories for disposing of waste can be run by machines, we must keep humans employed.  And to serve them, we need other humans.  For each worker, five are required to keep them alive.” 
 
    “But we allow them to go to school and to have health care,” Number 6 questioned. 
 
    “We want them to believe they have a future,” Henry explained.  “We cannot afford to have riots that would disrupt the manufacturing at the plants and take the Cyborgs away from vital work and out to protect the facilities.” 
 
    “Very smart, Number 1,” Number 8 said. 
 
    “That is why I sit at the head of this table, Number 8,” Henry replied, then laughed.  “Was it not Tadeusz Borowski who said, ‘It is the camp law: people going to their death must be deceived to the very end.’” 
 
    “I have something disturbing to report, sir,” Number 6 said. 
 
    “Oh…?” Henry asked, looking at the man askance. 
 
    “Another Cyborg has been kidnapped.” 
 
    “And this makes how many this month?” Henry asked. 
 
    “Four sir,” Number 6 replied. 
 
    “And that doesn’t concern you?” 
 
    “Yes, sir.  Of course it does.” 
 
    “But not enough to formulate a plan to capture the perpetrators?” 
 
    “We are questioned all our sources.  In the problem neighborhoods, Cyborgs are patrolling in pairs.” 
 
    “Well, that’s something,” Henry considered. 
 
    “Yes, sir.  I--,” Number 6 began. 
 
    “But not much more than nothing,” Henry argued. 
 
    “Well, sir, I wouldn’t--.” 
 
    “No, Number 6, you didn’t,” Henry spat.  “You didn’t formulate a plan and you didn’t capture those responsible.  I suggest you get with Number 2 and come up with something more innovative than questioning your usual, uninformed, uncooperative sources.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.  Right away, sir.” 
 
    “Well…?” 
 
    “Sir…?” 
 
    “You won’t catch any perpetrators sitting here, Number 6,” Henry said. 
 
    “Yes, Sir,” Number 6 replied, then got up quickly and headed for the door. 
 
    “The next course of business,” Henry suggested.  “Number 3, let’s see the results of the new model you’ve been speaking so confidently about.” 
 
    “Martin,” Number 3 called out to the guard.  “Please tell Victoria to come in.” 
 
    “Right away, sir,” the man replied.  He opened the door and spoke in whispered tones to the person waiting outside the executive offices. 
 
    A tall, lithe woman, dressed in the clothes of a city dweller, walked into the room with a smooth, sultry gait. 
 
    She smiled to all the people in the room, taking the time to recognize each one individually. 
 
    “Gentlemen,” Number 3 began, “allow me to introduce Victoria Saggat.” 
 
    The district supervisors nodded to Victoria in response. 
 
    “Please take a seat, Victoria,’ Number 3 suggested. 
 
    “I’d prefer to stand, sir,” Victoria replied.  “That way I can look everyone in the yes when I respond to their questions.” 
 
    “Very well, Victoria,” Number 3 replied.  “As you wish.” 
 
    “Gentlemen,” Victoria began, “I am prepared to answer your questions.” 
 
    “Have you ever had sex with a man, Victoria?” Number 2 asked. 
 
    Victoria blushed and said, “A woman never speaks of her sexual encounters.” 
 
    “Ha!” Henry responded, nodding at the woman.   
 
    Henry leaned in to speak to Number 2.  “Amazing.” 
 
    “Notice the pupils, gentlemen,” Number 2 suggested. 
 
    “What am I looking for?” Henry asked in hushed tones. 
 
    “Involuntary dilation of the iris,” Number 3 responded in a whisper. 
 
    “Go on, Number 3,” Henry suggested. 
 
    “Oh, I would prefer you gentlemen ask the questions,” Number 3 replied. 
 
    “Very well,” Henry agreed.  “Please proceed, gentlemen.” 
 
    “You’re accosted on the street.  What would you do?” Number 7 asked. 
 
    “I would cry out and scream for help,” Victoria replied. 
 
    “Excellent!” Henry exclaimed. 
 
    “If someone offered you money for sex,” Number 5 asked. 
 
    “I would smile, accept the money, then throw it in his face,” Victoria replied. 
 
    “You witness an accident on the street,” Number 9 began.  “A little boy has been run over.  He’s under the wheels of the car.  He’s going to die in a minute unless the car is lifted.  What would you do?” 
 
    “I would run over to the car and beg other people to help me lift the vehicle.” 
 
    “You’re at a restaurant,” Number 2 said.  “A waitress accidentally spills a glass of water on you.” 
 
    “I would laugh and tell her not to worry…that it was only water.” 
 
    “Gentlemen, I think we have seen enough,” Henry decided.  “Would you please step out, Victoria,” Henry asked. 
 
    Victoria smiled, turned in a fashionable manner and exited the room. 
 
    “If those men aren’t all gay, Victoria will make them fight after her,” Number 3 assured. 
 
    “Excellent progress, Number 3.  This new model will allow us to infiltrate The Resistance and bring down their organization.” 
 
    “Does she know she’s a Cyborg?” Number 5 asked. 
 
    “No.  We installed a complete human memory in her, going back to earliest childhood,” Number 3 replied. 
 
    “Incredible!” Number 8 said. 
 
    “The problem previously was that the only experiences they had were ones accumulated since they were built,” Number 3 explained.  “This led to not only a lack of emotions, but confusion as to how to respond to new circumstances, leaving them open to being exposed as machines. 
 
    “By giving the machine a past,” Number 3 went on, “those problems were resolved,”. 
 
    “Ha!” Henry said, slapping the desk with an open palm. 
 
    “This is just a step forward, sir,” Number 3 assured.   
 
    “Number 8,” Henry began, “what progress have you made with the virus-immune Cyborgs?” 
 
    “We will have a prototype with ninety days, sir.” 
 
    “Excellent, Number 8.  Keep up the good work and you will soon move up.” 
 
    At those words, Number 7 cringed.  He managed to hide his inner most feelings, but began to plot in his mind how he too would move up…into Number 6’s spot. 
 
      
 
     
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TEN 
 
      
 
    The slums.  New Century City 
 
      
 
    Daedalus security responded to the call of a defective Cyborg unit. 
 
    As they approached the area, they turned on a locator that bounced off a Cyborg network indicating the direction and distance of the errant unit. 
 
    They set their hover craft down at the entrance of an abandoned, gutted apartment building. 
 
    Four security officers walked cautiously into the dwelling worried about a possible attack by The Resistance as well as the possibility of the structure collapsing on top of them. 
 
    Walking deeper into the dwelling, old, rusted pipes leaked water down the concrete walls, creating a smell of calcium carbonate.  Food, left over by some homeless people, had turned rancid and the stench attacked their senses. 
 
    There were tarps and empty water bottles, as if there were still people living there, but they saw no one on their initial search. 
 
    The security men walked silently through the building, guns drawn, shinning their flashlights into the corners of the rooms, not knowing what to expect. 
 
    And then they came upon the unit.  It was operating on itself. 
 
    The unit looked up, as if embarrassed, caught doing something that was prohibited. 
 
    “What are you doing?” one of the security men asked, starting to aim his weapon. 
 
    The broken unit smiled and turned a dial on a timer in his hand. 
 
    The explosion collapsed the building, sending thousands of tons of concrete on to the Cyborgs, burying them until such time as bulldozers and cranes and dump trucks could extricate the remains. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER ELEVEN 
 
      
 
    New Century City 
 
      
 
    Larry Grover turned the corner, right into a horrific scene: a man tearing at a woman’s clothes. 
 
    The attacker wore the uniform of Daedalus Industries; a big man with an ugly grin on his face. 
 
    She was young, beautiful, and with half her garments ripped off, showed a body that mesmerized Larry. 
 
    A bunch of neighborhood people had gathered to watch the scene – like it was a TV reality show. 
 
    Larry Grover, not known for his bravery, called out, “Hey, get off her!” 
 
    The Cyborg turned and laughed.  “You’d better get out of here before you’re just a statistic.” 
 
    Larry picked up a rock and threw it at the guy. 
 
    It hit him on the shoulder, making as much impression as a leaf falling from a tree. 
 
    But it did infuriate the man. 
 
    He let go of the woman and started toward Larry.  But the molester was slow and lumbering. 
 
    Larry took off, going through an alley, then around the block until he came back to the woman.  The attacker was gone.  She was sitting on the sidewalk, crying, trying to hold her clothes together with one hand while wiping tears away with the other. 
 
    Larry bent down to comfort her. 
 
    “My hero,” she cried.  “You saved my life…?” 
 
    “Larry.  Larry Grover.  I didn’t think about it.  I just did what any other man would have done.” 
 
    “But there were other men here and they did nothing but watch.  They were enjoying the scene.” 
 
    Larry stood, reached down a hand and said, “Let me help you.” 
 
    She took the hand and he helped her up. 
 
    “Can I take you home…?” 
 
    “Oh, sorry.  Victoria.  I can’t go there.  They might be waiting for me there.” 
 
    “What did you do?” 
 
    “I organized my neighborhood to fight back against Daedalus.” 
 
    “Wow, that’s pretty gutsy of you.” 
 
    “Somebody’s got to do something,” she insisted. 
 
    “You might want to consider joining up with us,” Larry suggested. 
 
    “Who is ‘us’?” 
 
    “The Resistance.” 
 
    “Wow!  I wasn’t sure if you guys were real.  I heard lots of talk, but never met one of you before.” 
 
    “We’re real alright.  And we’re fighting back and making progress.” 
 
    Larry couldn’t help but stare at Victoria’s half covered body. 
 
    She saw it and “accidentally” let her top fall, exposing her breast. 
 
    “Can you help me?” she asked timidly. 
 
    “Sure.  What can I do?” he quickly replied. 
 
    “I can’t go home and I haven’t got anywhere to go.  Can I stay with you until I get a new place?” 
 
    “Well…sure…yes,” he stuttered. 
 
    Victoria took his hand and kissed it and pressed it to her cheek.  “Thank you, Larry.  You’re my savoir.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TWELVE 
 
      
 
    The Resistance.  New Century City 
 
      
 
    The room was stark white with no windows.  The only sound was the whirl of circulating air and the tapping of fingers on keyboards. 
 
    Patrick Reager moved around the room, looking over the shoulder of all the men – Chad, Larry, Kyle, Nat and Tom - writing code at their stations. 
 
    A big, burley man came up behind Patrick and slapped him on the back. 
 
    When Patrick turned around, he had a cold beer handed to him by the Doc. 
 
    “Well, thank you, Mike.  Much appreciated.” 
 
    Patrick tapped the side of his bottle with a spoon.  When he got everyone’s attention, he asked, “Does anyone have something new on how we’re going to defeat the machines?” 
 
    “We destroy the power plants.  All the electricity in the city goes down and the Cyborgs run out of juice in forty-eight hours,” Nate suggested. 
 
    “Except for the Level 4 and above machines that can recharge off of sunlight,” Tom said. 
 
    “And the deflectors that shield us, not the Cyborgs, from the radiation, go down, along with the air conditioning, lighting and refrigeration,” Kyle countered. 
 
    “Sorry, I wasn’t thinking that far ahead,” Nate admitted. 
 
    “We infect a living Cyborg with a computer virus and return him to the collective,” Mike suggested. 
 
    “How do we capture a Cyborg, operate on him, and return him to service without him killing us or the machine being aware of what we’ve done to him?” Kyle asked, playing devil’s advocate.” 
 
    “Word is, someone else is kidnapping Cyborgs,” Tom related. 
 
    “Yeah,” Patrick responded.  “The ‘E Streeters’.” 
 
    “Kids?” Larry asked. 
 
    “One of the kids’ fathers was part of the team that built the first Cyborgs.  They say the kid’s as smart as his dad,” Patrick explained. 
 
    “They’re bringing heat on us,” Tom warned.  “Can’t we shut them down?” 
 
    “Those kids play hardball,” Patrick replied.  “They’re armed and have already put more than a dozen Cyborgs out of commission.  I’d hate to be the one who tries to tell them to lay low.” 
 
    “Maybe we can work together,” Mike suggested. 
 
    “Fact is, they’re doing better than us in some ways,” Patrick admitted.  “They’d be worried we’d slow them down.” 
 
    “If we do capture one with its circuits intact, could we reprogram it to fight for us and against Daedalus?” Nate asked. 
 
    “Mike, is it possible?” Patrick asked. 
 
    “It’s never been done before,” Mike warned.  “But if we wipe out its memory, we also shut down its ability to regulate its electrical impulses that run the machine’s neural network.” 
 
    “So it would kill the machine?” Nate asked. 
 
    “Maybe,” Mike replied.  “But at the very least, it may be impossible for us to reactivate the Cyborg.” 
 
    “We need to work fast,” Chad said to the others.  “By the time we come up with a plan to deactivate the Cyborgs, they’ll have evolved to the next level and it won’t be effective.” 
 
    “You’re right,” Tom said, “but this isn’t just typing.  We have to test the program at every step or we’ll be going off on a tangent.  And it’s not like we have a test dummy.” 
 
    “We still haven’t discussed how we’re going to kidnap a four-hundred pound Cyborg,” Chad said. 
 
    “But we’re not field operators,” Mike said. 
 
    “Not us; one of the scavengers,” Patrick explained 
 
    “You have anyone in mind?” Larry asked. 
 
    “There is one guy…,” Patrick suggested. 
 
    “That being…?” Mike asked. 
 
    “Ben Tanner.” 
 
    “I’ve heard of him,” Chad said.  “Hard-nosed, a loner.  What makes you think he’d help us?” 
 
    “We’ve got to offer him something he wants but doesn’t have,” Patrick replied. 
 
    “And that is?” Nat asked. 
 
    “I don’t know yet.  I’m working on that part,” Patrick admitted. 
 
    “I won’t hold my breath,” Tom said. 
 
    “Anything else?” Patrick asked, getting ready to adjourn the meeting. 
 
    “I’ve got a new recruit,” Larry replied.  “A woman.” 
 
    “You’re a sucker for a pretty face,” Tom said.  “Did you check her out?” 
 
    “She was almost killed by a machine.  I save her ass,” Larry insisted. 
 
    “We’ve been fooled before.” 
 
    “Do I look stupid?” Larry challenged. 
 
    “Don’t make me answer that,” Mike replied. 
 
    “Of course I checked her out,” Larry assured.  “I asked all the usual questions, then four more based on the latest information we’ve gained from our raids.” 
 
    “Okay, if you’re confident, bring her around at the next meeting,” Patrick decided. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER THIRTEEN 
 
      
 
    At the outer wall.  New Century City 
 
      
 
    Gathered around the non-functioning Cyborg were several Daedalus Security personal, Number 8 from the district office and a scientist in a white frock. 
 
    Let me get this straight,” Number 8 began.  “One of my Level 3s has parts in his torso that are not standard?” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” the scientist replied.  “Not only that, but he’s been reprogrammed.” 
 
    “To do what?” Number 8 asked. 
 
    “As best we can make out, he’s supposed to gather information regarding security at our research facilities, then wait for orders.” 
 
    “Order from whom?” Number 8 asked.  “We give the orders!” 
 
    “Yes, that’s the way it supposed to be, anyway,” the scientist replied. 
 
    “So why is the unit here?” Number 8 asked. 
 
    “Apparently, the conflicting orders it was receiving overloaded its neural processors and it shut down.” 
 
    “If this thing had parts in it that aren’t standard, then where did they come from?” Number 8 asked.  “You can’t exactly go into a market and order these things?” 
 
    “Yes, as a matter-of-fact, you can,” the Captain of the security team assured.  “There’s a very large black market out there.” 
 
    “But it still doesn’t tell us why,” Number 8 said. 
 
    ”The only reason I can think of as to why someone would upgrade a Level 3 to a Level 5 is so it could get security clearance into the highest priority facilities,” the Captain replied. 
 
    “Someone must be helping these people, whoever they are…people on the inside,” Number 8 decided.  “And we need to find out who they are before we have a damn meltdown.  And if I go down, Captain, then you’re going with me.” 
 
    “My job is security.  You want to blame someone for converting a Cyborg, talk to your great scientists.” 
 
    “Security, my ass,” Number 8 spat.  “Your units are no longer under your control, captain.” 
 
    “I do not think drawing such conclusions is beneficial,” the Captain argued. 
 
    Number 8 put up a refuting hand and turned back to the scientist.  “What else did you find?” he asked. 
 
    “According to the security man who found the unit, there are some suspicious parts outside the wall,” the scientist replied. 
 
    “Well, what are they?” 
 
    “I don’t know and I’m not going out there to find out.” 
 
    “But we need all the evidence we can collect,” Number 8 insisted. 
 
    “Then you go out there.  The radiation level is only at 7.5.  It might take six months before you’re ear falls off.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER FOURTEEN 
 
      
 
    The Streets of New Century City 
 
      
 
    Ben and Astra made their way back home after buying new respirator masks and refilling their oxygen tanks. 
 
    They moved quickly in the dark, not wanting to be questioned by Daedalus security – now more than ever after the realization that Level 1 Cyborgs were being targeted. - or become fodder for locals with little to lose. 
 
    But as they passed a clothing store, Astra dug her heels in. 
 
    “What?” Ben asked, not thrilled with the delay. 
 
    “Wait here; I will just be a minute,” Astra replied. 
 
    “You know I don’t like to stay out on the streets any longer than necessary.” 
 
    “I know, Ben, but I want to buy you a surprise…please?” 
 
    “You know I wouldn’t deny you anything.  But you also know the risks we take.” 
 
    ‘Yes, Ben.  I promise; just a minute,” she said, already part way in the store. 
 
    Ben started to follow. 
 
    Astra turned around, put a stiff arm to his chest, and said, “No!  You must wait here.” 
 
    “Right,” Ben mumbled, then turned around. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    One minute became five before Astra came out carrying a small, non-descript bag. 
 
    “Aren’t you going to show me why we had to stop?” 
 
    “You will see…after we get home.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Orion Towers.  New Century City 
 
     
 
    They arrived home and tip-toed past a sleeping Walter. 
 
    Ben went into the dinning room to tinker with the Cyborg head while Astra slipped into the bathroom. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Some time went by before Ben realized how long it had been since Astra was gone. 
 
    He walked into the bedroom and called her name. 
 
    “Yes, Ben?” she replied. 
 
    “Are you coming out or do you intend to sleep there?” 
 
    “No, I am coming out.” 
 
    Astra opened the door wearing the skimpiest, sexiest red bra and panties Ben had ever seen. 
 
    The top lifted her breasts just a little higher and the bottom was just a thong. 
 
    She turned from side to side, then completely round.  Do you like?” she asked. 
 
    “You did that for me?” 
 
    “Of course, Ben.  Everything I do is for you!” 
 
    “And I thought…,” he began, then choked up. 
 
    “Thought what, Ben?” she asked, a look of disappointment spreading on her face. 
 
    “That you were doing something selfish,” he admitted. 
 
    “Oh, Ben, how could you think that?” she asked.  “I never think just of me.”  Astra began to cry. 
 
    Ben rushed to her side and said, “I knew that.  I just was worried about Daedalus and wanted to get home quickly. 
 
    “I am sorry, Ben.  I saw this in the window and thought…” 
 
    Ben stroked her hair.  “I know, I know.” 
 
    Astra’s tears dried as he caressed her. 
 
    “I have a confession to make,” he said. 
 
    “Oh?” Astra replied.  “Is it something bad?” 
 
    “No,” he laughed.  “I bought you a present.” 
 
    “Oh, Ben!  What is it?” 
 
    He took a small bottle of lotion out of his pocket.  “I think your skin is dry.” 
 
    “Oh, but…?” she began, then realized what Ben was suggesting. 
 
    She stripped off her underwear and jumped on to the bed. 
 
    Astra pointed to the bottle and asked, “Do you know what to do with that?” 
 
    “I seem to remember something about oils from my distant past.” 
 
    Astra crawled on to the bed like a tigress stalking an antelope on the plains of Africa.  She came to a halt lying next to Ben, and put a pillow under her stomach, which elevated her backside. 
 
    Ben squeezed out a dollop into his hands and rubbed them together to warm the lotion, then began rhythmically rubbing it in. 
 
    “Do you think you could put a little more effort into that?” she asked.   
 
    Ben positioned himself so he could apply more pressure.   
 
    Astra cooed. 
 
    He pressed harder as he rubbed the lotion into her shoulders, neck, and back. 
 
    Astra was thoroughly enjoying herself.  “Don’t miss any spots,” she said in a husky voice, jiggling her ass around to make sure Ben got the message. 
 
    He rubbed the lotion in forcefully.  Astra subtly spread her legs apart.  Ben could feel the heat come from her body; it was intense. 
 
    Astra turned over, stretching out like a reptile in the sun.   
 
    Ben reached over and turned out the light. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER FIFTEEN 
 
      
 
    Daedalus Industries HQ.  New Century City 
 
      
 
    Sir,” Number 2 replied, “we’re receiving reports of disturbances from the outlying areas.” 
 
    “And just how does that affect us?” 
 
    “Well, sir, there are tens of thousands of people who live outside the city walls.  If they put their minds to it, organize, they would be a formidable force,” Number 2 replied. 
 
    “You are failing to see the big picture, Number 2,” Henry suggested.  “Those are not people.  They are less than human.  They’ve been deprived of knowledge.  They have become scavengers, one step removed from apes foraging in the jungle for food.  They have devolved into something less than human.” 
 
    “But there have been previous efforts to revolt.” 
 
    “I have heard the voices, but they are garbled.  They’ve forgotten the concept behind the words.  It’s just gibberish,” Henry assured.  “Remnants of a time gone by.  They speak of freedom, but they don’t even know what that means.  There’s a disconnect between slogans and the goal.  How can they speak of freedom when we have abolished the concept of freedom?  We’ve changed the climate of thought.  Providing them the basic necessities, they have accepted the terms of the agreement: survival for acquiescence and acceptance,” Henry snorted. 
 
    At that moment, Number 2 saw the man for what he truly was: a pig.  “Yes, sir,” Number 2 said, but thought, You have made a pact with the Devil.  You sold your soul for the power to rule over others, to suppress your fellow man.  Far worse than any out-lander, you are the greatest threat to the stability of the city and endanger all of us with your paranoia and propaganda. 
 
    Henry saw right through Number 2 and laughed at his pity for the masses.  “The world today is, for most, bare, hungry and dilapidated.  Compared to the world of fifty years ago, it’s decrepit.  A hundred years ago, science told people that the future was going to be rich, and leisured, and orderly, and efficient.  That was Taylorism.  It would be a glittering world, clean and healthy, a world of glass and steel skyscrapers.  That was in the minds of all the people.  Science and technology were developing at a rapid pace.  It all seemed just around the corner.” 
 
    “But it never happened,” Number 2 interjected. 
 
    “It failed to happen because as the advancements were made, it took more and more resources to provide the benefits to fewer and fewer people.  Even as society got richer, most people got poorer.  That’s when it became necessary to turn the people’s thoughts from wondrous improvements and care-free lives to fear of desertification, fear of running out of water, fear of even each other.  By having them concentrate on the survival of their city, their survival meant less in the big picture.” 
 
    Number 2 felt himself grow dizzy, needing to reach out for a chair for support.  
 
    Henry saw it and circled closer, like a shark coming in for the kill.  “If the masses had the benefit of free time, they would become dissatisfied with the status quo and there would be constant unrest leading to upheaval.  And that would mean transferring machines from work projects to security.  Scarcity magnifies even the smallest of privileges or availability of consumer goods,” Henry continued.   
 
    “And the ban on travel?” Number 2 asked.  
 
    “There is no ban on travel.  It is only a ban on who may travel,” Henry smirked. 
 
    “Semantics,” Number 2 shot back again. 
 
    “We can’t let them see what they can’t have.  We can’t allow them to find out about other people in other cities that are prospering,” Henry explained. 
 
    “So why not give them a little of the gains we have made…more air-conditioning, better food, cleaner air,” Number 2 suggested. 
 
    “All those things cost money, Number 2.  Whose share of the profits do you think they should come from?” 
 
    “I will be happy to donate my fair share,” Number 2 struck back. 
 
    “If we give them even a little, they may learn more and the sealed world we created for them would be broken, and the fear, hatred, and self-righteousness on which we have founded our society would crumble.” 
 
    “It’s barbaric!” Number 2 insisted. 
 
    “No, what’s barbaric is allowing people to see what they can’t have.” 
 
    Number 2’s face flushed crimson.  When he signed on, it was to make the city better.  To see to it that people were safe from the radicals, extremists, criminals.  He didn’t see it coming: the government had become the criminal.  And now he was part of it; immersed in it.  Did he quit and walk away or stay and fight?” 
 
    At the very moment he felt ready to explode.  It was impossible to go on.  He shut his eyes and, with his hands at his sides, pinched his legs to suppress his thoughts.  He had an overwhelming temptation to shoot out a string of obscenities at the top of his lungs.  To either bang his own head against the wall, or grab Henry’s and do it to him.  To turn the man’s desk over on top of him and crush the bastard.   
 
    Number 2 hated himself for not doing those things...but not as much as he hated Henry for trapping him in his web of deceit and treachery and immorality. 
 
    Number 2 walked to the door as fast as he could without garnering the wrath of the chairman. 
 
    Henry sprang forward in his chair, slapped his hands on the desk and called out, “You either carry out my policies, Number 2, or you’ll find yourself transferred.” 
 
    “Fine,” Number 2 retorted. 
 
    “Where do you think you are going?” Henry demanded. 
 
      
 
    “To the Partisan sector.” 
 
    “And what do you intend to do there?” 
 
    “Supervise the program to root out The Resistance personally, so that there will be no further recriminations or blame placed on the wrong parties,” Number 2 replied, nodding at Henry. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER SIXTEEN 
 
      
 
    Orion Towers.  New Century City 
 
      
 
    Astra got up as quietly as she could, trying not to disturb Ben. 
 
    She gathered her clothing and tip-toed to the living room. 
 
    But before she got past the threshold, Ben sat up and asked, “Where are you going?” 
 
    She turned around and said, “We are out of milk and eggs.” 
 
    “And so you’re…?” 
 
    “Going to the market.” 
 
    “At this hour?” 
 
    “If I do not go, there will not be anything for breakfast.  You must keep your strength up.” 
 
    “Astra…?” Ben asked, putting his feet on the floor, ready to confront Astra. 
 
    “Yes…?” 
 
    “Where are you going?” 
 
    “It is just something I have to do.  Please don’t ask me anything more.” 
 
    “We haven’t been separated for more then ten minutes since you were born.” 
 
    “I know, but if I am to learn and grow, then there are some things I must do on my own.” 
 
    “And you expect me to just say, okay?” 
 
    “No, I expect you to say, be careful.  I hope you find that which you are seeking.” 
 
    “This is the third time you’ve gone out in the past two weeks,” Ben said, surprising Astra. 
 
    “You knew…?” 
 
    “And just what is it you are seeking.” 
 
    “I do not want to tell you.  It will only upset you and right now I need your blessings, not your questions and doubts and reasons why is it not a good idea.” 
 
    “If you go without me, I’ll worry myself sick.” 
 
    Astra started to tear up.  “Please, Ben.  Support me.” 
 
    “Okay, Astra.  But take a phone and call me if you run into a problem.” 
 
    “Yes, Ben.” 
 
    “”Promise?” 
 
    “Yes, I promise.” 
 
    “And you’ll tell me what it’s all about when you get back.” 
 
    “If I am successful.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Astra began her journey full of hope… 
 
    Several hours later, her spirit was demoralized and she debated the wisdom of going out and causing Ben to worry and probably lose a night’s sleep. 
 
    A block away, Astra could hear a man speaking.  When she got closer, he sounded like a preacher with his cadence. 
 
    Some people were gathered around him, pointing and laughing at the man. 
 
    But the old fella kept proselytizing in spite of the derision. 
 
    The people called out, “Go home you crazy man!  People are trying to sleep around here.” 
 
    She felt sorry for the man, intoning the name of the lord and being ridiculed for it. 
 
    When Astra reached the corner, she shooed the people away. 
 
    The old gent was frail and bowed, with a long, hooked nose, and watery eyes behind thick bifocals which he continually fussed with.  The wisps of hair still on his head were white; he had more hair on his brows and protruding from his ears than on his scalp.   
 
    He wore what once must have been an expensive tweed jacket that gave him an air of intellectuality, as though he may have been a librarian or a professor.  His voice was soft, even weak.  “The Lord is my shepherd. I shall not want.  He makes me lie down in green pastures. He leads me beside still waters.  He restores my soul. He leads me in the paths of righteousness.” 
 
    Astra was mesmerized as she listened to the man. 
 
    “Though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil.  For you are with me.  Your rod and your staff, they comfort me.  You prepare a table before me in the presence of my enemies.  You anoint my head with oil.  My cup runs over.  Surely goodness and mercy shall follow me all the days of my life.  And I will dwell in the house of the Lord forever.” 
 
    Astra prepared to engage the man.   
 
    A street person, small in stature but big in the mouth, pulled on Astra’s sleeve.  “He’s crazy.  He’ll just waste your time.  You’d better go before Daedalus security get here.” 
 
    “He’s all alone.  Maybe he just wants someone to talk to,” Astra replied. 
 
    “No!” the woman insisted 
 
    Astra put a hand on the woman’s shoulders, and turned her so they met eye to eye.  “Maybe he is crazy.  Maybe we’re all a little crazy in these times.  I know it’s hard to imagine, but someday you’re going to be old, and maybe alone and you’ll just want someone to talk to as well.” 
 
    Astra let go of the lady and walked over to the old fellow. 
 
    “How are you, sir?” she asked in a voice like a morning bird.  
 
    “I received a letter from my wife the other day,” he said; a smile came to his face. 
 
    “But there hasn’t been mail service for years,” Astra countered.  “It’s only e-mail and the Internet now.” 
 
    “Oh, you’re right,” he said, making an apologetic gesture with his hand.  “Maybe it was some time ago.  I don’t remember now.  I’m a little mixed up.” 
 
    “Is your wife still alive?” Astra asked. 
 
    “Angie?  I don’t know.  The truth and my imagination get mixed up with reality these days.”  He stopped to look closely at Astra.  “Angie was so beautiful; you remind me of her.  Hair the color of a fresh straw.  She was tall and stood straight like a redwood tree.  And her eyes sparkled like the sun off a moving stream.”   
 
    Tears welled up in Astra’s eyes from the man’s story. 
 
    “What’s your name?” she asked.   
 
    “Lawrence.  Lawrence Henry Carter.” 
 
    “Well, Lawrence, I am on a search,” Astra explained. 
 
    “Hum.  For God?” 
 
    “How did…?” 
 
    “God is part of everything, my dear,” Lawrence assured.  “We've come so far together.  Yet we still have far to go.  But we can only get there if we believe in Him.   
 
    “When he brought me and Angie here to this place.  We knew that we were closer to Him and safe from the radiation in the Uninhabitable Zone where we used to live.” 
 
    “I understand,” Astra replied. 
 
    “We all need to remember above all that it is not the food or water that we have been blessed with, the true lifeblood is faith in Him.” 
 
    “Amen,” Astra said. 
 
    “The almighty himself has spoken unto me and promised me that a kindred spirit would come to relieve me of my burden.  In the meantime, he asked me to be patient.” 
 
    “Lawrence,” Astra said, reaching out a hand to stop the man before he went on with his sermon.  “I am looking for a book.” 
 
    “Yes, my dear.  The holy book, the sacred pages.” 
 
    “Yes, but do you know what I am referring to?  Maybe we are talking about two different things?” 
 
    “You’re speaking of the Bible,” Lawrence whispered.  “I know what you are seeking and I can guide you to the source of the truth and wisdom,” he assured, more power in his voice now. 
 
    “You have a Bible?” Astra quickly asked. 
 
    “Yes, child.  You are here to take the holy words where they are needed most.  Is that not right?” 
 
    “Yes, Lawrence.  But--.” 
 
    “To find the wisdom of the ancients is difficult, but what lies at the end of that road is greater than anything you can imagine.  It is faith that has sustained you even through the dark times.  But it is always darkest before dawn, and the new dawn is coming.” 
 
    “You…?” 
 
    “Since you are impatient, my child, I will bring you the book,” Lawrence said.  “It will just be a moment,” he said, then turned and went into his boarded up shack of a home. 
 
    Astra stood frozen, hoping, but not believing. 
 
    Before Astra could debate the matter more in her own mind, Lawrence stepped from the house carry a book.  It was covered with dust.  He gently brushed the dirt away, careful not to harm the pages. 
 
    Lawrence opened it and began reading.  “Isaiah 40:31: ‘But those who hope in the Lord will renew their strength.  They will soar on wings like eagles; they will run and not grow weary, they will walk and not be faint.’” 
 
    “But that is me!” Astra exclaimed.  I am Cyborg.  I never grow weary or faint!” 
 
    “A Cyborg who believes in the Lord?  How is that possible?” 
 
    “I am first generation.  I was bor-, created with feelings and emotions.” 
 
    “Is it possible that God sent a mach--?” 
 
    “Not a machine!  I love the Lord with all my heart!” 
 
    Astra reached out for the book but Lawrence pulled it away.   
 
    “Patience, my child, is a virtue.” 
 
    “I only wanted to see if you were speaking those words from memory, or if you were reading what is written in the book.” 
 
    “I'm sorry.  I'm charged to protect this book.  I can't just trust it to just anyone.  I have been waiting for fifteen years to place this book in the hands of the one who will carry the words to all the people.” 
 
    “And how will you know who that person is?” 
 
    “They will finish the phrase,” Lawrence explained.  “Ephesians 2:10…” 
 
    “’For we are God’s workmanship, created in Christ Jesus to do good works, which God prepared in advance for us to do,’” Astra quoted. 
 
    “You?!” 
 
    “Me,” Astra replied. 
 
    “This is the last one,” Lawrence spoke with certainty.  “There are no other books like this.  All the others are gone - destroyed by the changes or in the acid rain that came after.  This is the only one that survived.  The last one anywhere.” 
 
    “How can you know that?” Astra asked. 
 
    “I just know.  For a long while after Daedalus came to power.  I didn't really know what I should do or where to go.  I was just moving from place to place, trying to remain free, stay out of the camps.  And then one day I heard this voice.  I don't know how to explain it, it's like it was coming from inside me.  But I could hear it, clear as day.  Clear as I can hear you talking to me now.” 
 
    “What did it say?” Astra asked, drawn in by the man’s story. 
 
    “It led me to this place.  I didn't really know why.  I found this book buried deep under some rubble.  There was no way anyone was ever going to find it if they didn't know exactly where to look.” 
 
    “But you knew because the voice told you?” 
 
    “That's right.  And that voice told me to preserve it for posterity.  It told me the book would be safe with me.  It told me I'd be protected against anyone or anything that tried to steal it.  If only I would have faith.  That was fifteen years ago.  And I’ve been waiting ever since.” 
 
    “All because a voice you head in your head told you to?” Astra asked, trying to hide her incredulity. 
 
    “I'm not crazy,” Lawrence stated adamantly.  “I didn't imagine it.  I know what I heard.” 
 
    “So who was it?  The voice?” Astra asked abruptly. 
 
    “You know the answer to that question before you asked it,” Lawrence said slowly, with the patience of a father. 
 
    “Then you know I have been searching for this book,” Astra said. “I need to spread the word of the Lord.” 
 
    “Yes, the words will empower the people.  These are the answers to all your questions and the culmination of your quest.” 
 
    He handed the book to Astra.  As he did, her eyes grew wide. 
 
    Astra was speechless.  Tears filled her eyes.  She had dismissed the old man as crazy, wrote him off as she had been by others.  What if she had heeded the street people and walked away?   
 
    “Others have come in search of these things but they did not know the words,” the old man related. 
 
    “Fifteen years is a long time to wait,” Astra said. 
 
    “What am I supposed to do now?” Lawrence asked.  The strength and conviction in his voice gone.  The clarity in his eyes now a fog. 
 
    “Whatever you want.  That's what being free is.” 
 
    “I would like to go with you.” 
 
    “We are going to fight Daedalus.  It’s very dangerous for an--.” 
 
    “An old man?” 
 
    “A man no longer young,” she said. 
 
    Lawrence was pained.  He blinked back a tear.  “I thought...” 
 
    “It's going to be dangerous.  I wouldn't want you to get hurt.” 
 
    “I'll be safe so long as I'm with you.  I know it.” 
 
    Astra sighed.  She realized she wasn’t getting through to him.  She blurted out the harsh truth of it:  “You have accomplished your task.  I don't have a choice, but you do, and I can't allow you come with me.” 
 
    Lawrence stepped closer, his eyes pleading.  “If I came with you, I wouldn't be alone.” 
 
    Astra considered that for a moment.  Wavering.  It appeared as though Lawrence might have won her over.  But then, “I’m sorry.”  She turned and walked off. 
 
    Astra looked back over her shoulder.  “Go with God,” she said. 
 
    “He has been at my side always,” Lawrence called out. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER SEVENTEEN 
 
      
 
    “E” Street and Union Ave.  New Century City 
 
      
 
    Danny had the cavity of the Cyborg opened up.   
 
    “Well?” Vince asked. 
 
    “So far, I don’t see much changed from the old models,” Danny replied. 
 
    “What do you have to do to make this guy listen to us?” Sandy asked. 
 
    “First, we disconnect it’s sending / receiving unit so it’s no longer in contact with Daedalus.  Then we substitute his neural brain,” Danny said, holding up a unit sealed in a plastic container, “for this one and then we’re in charge.” 
 
    “It’s that simple?” Sandy asked. 
 
    “It is if you have one of these,” Danny replied, tapping the brain with his finger. 
 
    “Where did it come from?” Kenny asked. 
 
    “My dad gave it to me before he died,” Danny responded.  “It’s from a Level 1; a Cyborg with emotions who still listens to humans.” 
 
    “Wow!” Zeb said.  “If we had a few hundred of those, we’d have an army and we could attack Daedalus head on.” 
 
    “That’s the problem,” Danny explained. “This is the only one.” 
 
    “Shit,” Monk said. 
 
    “No shit,” Danny agreed. 
 
    “So we can’t win,” Vince decided. 
 
    “Maybe,” Danny replied.  “If we can get this guy to go inside Daedalus and get the schematics for the latest units, then everyone we capture, we can reprogram to follow our orders.” 
 
    “One Cyborg at a time,” Kenny said.  “Daedalus has thousands Cyborgs.  It would take us decades to capture and turn even a few dozen of these machines.” 
 
    “Well, there is something else we could do,” Danny suggested. 
 
    “Yeah, what’s that?” Zeb asked. 
 
    “Sit with our thumbs up our asses and wait until Daedalus figures out how to operate without humans, then get in line while they march us into the gas chambers like the Germans did to the Jews?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER EIGHTEEN 
 
      
 
    The Uninhabitable Zone.  Beyond the walls of New Century City 
 
      
 
    Ben was running across the dunes, almost blind, buffeted by the stinging sand and wind whipping around him.   
 
   
  
 

 Something glinting emerged from the dust up ahead.  He slowed down as he approached it.  
 
    The wind blew the sand aside, revealing a steel hand reaching from the earth. 
 
    Ben, curious, stopped, against his better judgment.  He bent down and started to dig, trying to free the thing that was buried, 
 
    The wind turned and began helping him uncover something long buried within the dune.  A face appeared, staring up at him. 
 
    It was Astra, her face burned, mouth and eyes frozen in a scream. 
 
    Ben freaked, stood up and started to run.  A metal hand grabbed him by the ankle and held him fast.  It pulled him to the ground.  He began kicking at the hand, trying to extract himself from the iron grip. 
 
    He screamed a blood-curdling scream. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Orion Towers.  New Century City 
 
      
 
    Ben woke up with a start.  Astra had her arms around him, afraid he was going to hurt himself. 
 
    Ben woke up fully, looked around and saw that he was safe. 
 
    He let out a sigh of relief when he saw Astra. 
 
    She let go her grip but caressed his face, letting her warmth reassure her.  
 
    “It’s okay, Ben.  You’re safe,” she assured. 
 
    “No, we’re not.” 
 
    “But it was just a dream,” she replied. 
 
    “No, a premonition.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER NINETEEN 
 
      
 
    The Resistance.  New Century City 
 
      
 
    The Resistance members, Mike, Patrick, Tom, Kyle, Nate, Larry and the newest member, Victoria, stood around the bed that Chad was lying on.  The man’s head was bandaged, his arm and leg splinted, his body immobilized.   
 
    “Looks like you ran into a trash truck,” Patrick said to Chad. 
 
    “I thought sure the guy I was talking to was human.” 
 
    “Did you test him?” Mike asked. 
 
    “Do I look stupid?” Chad asked, straining to turn his neck toward Mike. 
 
    “Sorry, but I had to ask,” Mike said. 
 
    “Right,” Chad accepted.  “I asked him six questions to categorize him.  Passed with flying colors.” 
 
    “And then?” 
 
    “Then he starting asking me questions, with his hand on my throat.  He knew I was trying to categorize him.  That’s a new model: a Cyborg that knows he’s being tested to determine whether he’s human.” 
 
    “Shit,” Patrick said.  “I thought they were one step ahead of us, but now I see it’s two.” 
 
    “I want to get back at those bastards,” Chad said.   
 
    “You can’t take revenge on a machine,” Tom said.  “That’s like kicking your TV when it goes on the blink.” 
 
    Chad let Tom’s wisdom sink in. 
 
    “And you can’t make a thing feel bad or feel sorry,” Mike added 
 
    “They're different, these new ones,” Chad assured.  “That big one…he…it had feelings.” 
 
    “What kind of feelings?” Nate asked. 
 
    “Hate,” Chad replied.  “Hate like I’ve never seen on a Cyborg face before.  These units weren’t made to keep the peace, they’re made to kill.” 
 
    Patrick stared at Chad…thinking for a long moment.  “That is something we haven’t come across before,” Patrick decided.  “What do you think, Victoria?” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Victoria smiled, appreciative of being asked her opinion so soon after here initiation into the group.   
 
    She knew her looks had opened the doors for her and she was all too happy to accept the trust so quickly and unreservedly given. 
 
    Victoria was classically beautiful, with sharp cheek bones, thin red lips, aquiline nose, and piercing green eyes.  Her clothes revealed little of her substantial breasts, narrow waist and long, shapely legs that went on forever.  Yet they did leave tantalizing hints. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    She thought first, before responding.  “We must update the list of questions; each of us needs to come at this from a different angle.  The more varied the input, the better chance we’ll have to not get caught.” 
 
    “It’s something we never thought we’d come across,” Patrick corrected. 
 
    “How did you get away?” Larry asked. 
 
    “I didn’t,” Chad explained.  “A bunch of kids started throwing stones at the machine, taunting it.  He let me go to chase after the kids.” 
 
    “Kids, huh,” Patrick considered.  “Must be the ‘E Streeters.’” 
 
    “Maybe young, but definitely street smart.  They knew how fast those machines are and how close they could get.  As sharp as any of us, Pat,” Chad added. 
 
    “Now what?” Nate asked. 
 
    “We need to break into a Daedalus facility and get into the computers,” Tom suggested.  “They must have some optical device or a question override that will shut the machine down on orders from a human.” 
 
    “Breaking into a Daedalus facility and searching for something like that is a lot more dangerous than placing a bomb and getting the hell out of there as fast as possible,” Nate warned. 
 
    “I can distract the guards,” Victoria suggested, “using my ass-ests,”  With her hand, she traced a line down her body from her breast to her ass, causing many of the men to gawk at her until Chad’s labored breathing gained their attention, 
 
    The team members looked down at Chad but didn’t say anything.  
 
    “Shit, I must look pretty bad for you guys to stare at me like that,” Chad said. 
 
    “No,” Patrick replied.  “In fact, I was just going to say how great you look considering what you’ve been through.” 
 
    “Fuck you, Pat,” Chad replied.  “You never were a very good liar.” 
 
    “The team laughed at Chad’s response, but it was a hollow laugh, all of them realizing how close they had been to losing Chad. 
 
    “You’re a brother, Chad,” Mike said.  ‘Losing you would be like losing family member.”               
 
    Tears wet Chad’s eyes.  “The machine that did this to me was a lot smarter than the old model.” 
 
    “We need to come up with that test quick, before we all wind up like Chad, here, or worse,” Tom warned. 
 
    “It’s not like it used to be, Tom,” Chad warned.  “It's tough now.  These machines aren’t just muscle anymore; they're no different than you or me.” 
 
    “Then it’s settled,” Patrick decided.  “We go in to Daedalus as soon as our scout teams locate the right facility.” 
 
    “Pretty impressive, this new series,” Mike considered. 
 
    “Impressive?” Chad requested.  “I cut him with my knife during the tussle.  He bled just like you and me.  Those bustards at Daedalus are making those machines specifically to fool us.”  Chad took some deep breathes to catch up.  “If we can’t figure out this new batch, it's over for us.  Hell, they are us!” 
 
    “Take it easy, take it easy,” Mike said.  “We’ll figure them out just like we did the last batch.” 
 
    “Give me another shot, Mike,” Chad said weakly, pointing to the morphine bottle sitting on the table next to the bed. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY 
 
      
 
    Daedalus Industries HQ.  New Century City 
 
      
 
    Henry Llewellyn sat at his usual chair, at the head of the table.   
 
    When he looked around the room and saw several seats vacant, he came down hard on Number 2. 
 
    “Is it not your job to see to it that the men are present and on time, Number 2?” 
 
    “Yes, Number 1, but with all the attacks taking place, some simultaneously, the men are working long hours to supervise the response teams.  The men should be along presently.  If not, I will fill them in on the details of the meeting.” 
 
    “Very well, Number 2.  Then let’s begin.” 
 
    Just then, a man rushed into the office and took his seat. 
 
    Henry glared at him. 
 
    “Sorry Number 1.  I was supervising an investigation centered of the Resistance activity in my sector.” 
 
    “Understood, Number 5.  Be seated.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “Gentlemen,” Henry said, “shall we begin?” 
 
    There were murmurs of agreement. 
 
    “I’ll take that as a ‘yes,’” he said, placing both palms flat on the table. 
 
    “Number 2,” he said, “what of the reports of unrest coming to me.  Very disconcerting…disappointing, to say the least.” 
 
    “Sir, I personally supervised the operation to infiltrate the rebels.  The reason we have not marginalized them is due to the fact we are waiting to ensnare more of the revolutionaries.” 
 
    “Ah, smart, Number 2.  I like the plan.” 
 
    “Thank you Number 1.  I--.” 
 
    “Have you made contingency plans if your infiltrator is turned by the rebels and becomes an informer against us?” 
 
    “Well, sir, I--.” 
 
    “You didn’t think of that…did you?” Henry asked rhetorically. 
 
    “We…no sir.  But he has gone undercover before and has always maintained his allegiance.” 
 
    “Send in another man to keep tabs of your original spy.” 
 
    “Yes, sir. Very good plan, sir.  In fact--.” 
 
    “I know, Number 2…after all, it was my plan,” Henry said, followed by a hollow laugh. 
 
    “Sir…,” Number 3 addressed the Chairman. 
 
    “Yes, Number 3…?” 
 
    “Our latest model Cyborg has been accepted by The Resistance.” 
 
    “Victoria?” Henry asked eagerly. 
 
    “Yes, sir.  We staged an attack on her and one of The Resistance took the bait.” 
 
    “Excellent, Number 3!” Henry exclaimed. 
 
    Number 9 stood up and announced, “A plot to bomb the weapons depot in Section 9 was foiled, the perpetrators captured and shot in a public square where all the humans could see how we deal with such people.” 
 
    “Excellent,” Henry said, searching the room for more favorable reports. 
 
    Number 5 stood up and said, “An unprovoked attack on a Level 4 Cyborg in section 5 left the unit irreparable and it has been recycled.  A reward for information leading to the arrest of the perpetrators has been posted and leads are coming in, sir.” 
 
    “I want an arrest, Number 5,” Henry said. 
 
    “Yes, sir.  I can assure the Chairman--.” 
 
    “You can assure me nothing, Number 5,” Henry retaliated.  “This committee stands on results, not assurances “ 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Number 5 responded, this time with less enthusiasm. 
 
    “You won’t find your perpetrator here, Number 5.  I suggest you go out into the city and lead the investigation personally.” 
 
    “But the heat…the radiation, sir.” 
 
    “The greater danger for you is remaining here with nothing to show for results.” 
 
    “Yes, Number 1,” Number 5 agreed and quickly left the room. 
 
    “Number 8,” Henry began.  “How is the construction of our new research facility in your sector proceeding?” 
 
    “Well, sir, but there have been cost overruns, unfortunately.” 
 
    “Yes, unfortunately,” Henry repeated. 
 
    “I am glad you understand, Number 1.” 
 
    Henry flipped a switch on the panel in front of him.  Number 8 was galvanized by three thousand volts.  His face contorted, eyes bulged then diminished.  Wisps of smoke rose up from his silk suit. 
 
    Number 8 slumped, dead before he hit the ground. 
 
    “Number 8 spent the money on procuring sex and lavishing gifts on humans.  He thought himself above suspicion, beyond reproach, but he has paid the price for his audacity.  I would suggest you gentlemen keep the image of Number 8 in mind.   
 
    “We were ten, now nine,” Henry sniggered, “ruling five million people here six thousand Cyborgs here in New Century City.  We cannot allow even the slightest tremor to infect the great edifices we have built.  If the humans even knew how few there were of us and how many there are of them, they could overrun us like ants at a picnic.” 
 
    “But surely, sir,” Number 6 spoke up, “with our superior weapons and intellect we are impervious to any confrontation the humans could inflict upon us, safe from any revolt.” 
 
    “An interesting premise, Number 6,” Henry responded. 
 
    “Thank you, sr.  I--.” 
 
    “You are an idiot.” 
 
    “But…” 
 
    “Any organization is only as strong as it weakest link.  New information, knowledge must be passed down from Watson to all the Cyborgs.  At any juncture, that flow of information and order could be disrupted.  New orders could replace those coming from him.” 
 
    “We have controls in place, sir,” Number 5 assured. 
 
    ‘”Any plan or organization can be disrupted,” Henry argued. 
 
    “But our Cyborgs are smarter than any of the humans,” Number 5 insisted. 
 
    “Really?” Henry responded. 
 
    “Yes, sir, I--.” 
 
    “And who do you think created the Cyborgs?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE 
 
      
 
    Daedalus HQ.  New Century City 
 
      
 
    Ben and Alta hugged the walls of the alleys as they approached the building.  The structure was ominous and intimidating; soaring one hundred and fifty stories, blending with the sky, making it uncertain where the one ended and the other began.  The building was surrounded by electrified fencing and watched by guards who did not sleep and did not get tired.   
 
    Astra walked up to a guard, stopped and smiled. 
 
    He was a big, surly man with a perpetual scowl on his face. 
 
    “I forgot my purse,” she explained. 
 
    “Where’s your badge?” 
 
    “In my purse.” 
 
    “Then you’re not getting in.” 
 
    “But please, sir, my house keys are also in my purse.  I cannot get home without them.” 
 
    “That’s not my problem.” 
 
    “But I would do anything to retrieve them,” Astra said, starting to unbutton her blouse. 
 
    The guard stood frozen, mouth agape.. 
 
    She placed her back against the fence so the guard had to turn his back to the entrance. 
 
    Astra undid the last button and moved her shirt aside, showing off breasts that men could only dream of.  “Do you like?” she asked, taking the man’s hand and placing it on her breast. 
 
    Astra smiled as the man’s eyes glazed over. 
 
    “Do you think I am pretty?” 
 
    The guard could not answer, but stood mesmerized by a beauty he had only fantasized about before. 
 
    “Come to me,” she said, reaching out her slender arm for his belt and pulling him in. 
 
    He groped clumsily at Astra. 
 
    When he was completely distracted, Ben hit him with his modified taser putting out 5000 volts. 
 
    The guy went down like an experiment to prove gravity. 
 
    Ben took his gun, his pass card and manacled him with titanium handcuffs. 
 
    The pass card opened every door.  They were in instantly. 
 
    They avoided the elevators that required successive levels of security codes to get to the higher floors, and took the stairway to the research labs. 
 
    The laboratory was filled with android body parts.  Along the left-hand wall were android torsos parts: limbs, chests, hands - lined in cabinets.  On the opposite wall was a collection of heads.  Skull-forms, some with complex carbon-fiber and pneumatic muscle structures, ready to frown or smile, without their synthetic flesh covering.  The synthetic faces were separate, hanging on armatures, like hats on hat-stands, waiting to be worn. 
 
    Ben walked over to the synthetic faces, and picked one of them up, looked it over from different angles, then put the face back on its armature. 
 
    He moved to one of the skull forms, slid back the curved top plate, revealing the skull cavity.  Inside was an ellipse orb, the approximate volume of a brain, filled with what looked to be blue liquid. Suspended in the liquid was a neon jellyfish-like object.  The axon-like tendrils glittered and flickered with tiny pulses of light. 
 
    As soon as they determined they were alone and not under surveillance, Alta sat down at a computer station and started typing, trying different passwords to break into the system.  Luckily, stored in her memory were a list of repeated words and numbers imprinted when she was “born.” 
 
    It still took her an hour to get in.  By that time, they had two hours until the sun was up and staff would begin their day. 
 
    “We need to move faster, Alta,” Ben urged. 
 
    “I am going as fast as I can, Ben.  Please do not make me nervous.  It slows me down.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Three members of the Resistance gained entry to the building through the trash disposal section with key cards appropriated from the truck drivers that picked up the rubbish.   It took a good bit of money and a lot of persuasion that got fairly heated before an amicable agreement was reached. 
 
    Larry, Nate and Kyle were all dressed in black, armed with tasers, hand guns and SNAR rifles.   
 
    The three made their way upstairs, into the offices their contacts told them the schematics for the new prototypes were kept. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Did you hear that?” Ben whispered to Astra. 
 
    “No,” she replied.  “I am concentrating fully on this computer.  I cannot hear anything.” 
 
    “Stay here, I’m going to check it right.” 
 
    “Be careful, Ben,” Alta said, then quickly returned to the task at hand. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “There’s someone in the building bedsides us,” Larry said to the others.  “I’ll go check it out.” 
 
    “Silencers,” Nate replied. 
 
    “Right,” Larry agreed, screwing the appendage on to his automatic. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The two turned a corner and ran right into each other. 
 
    Ben raised his gun first and stuck the barrel in Larry’s cheek. 
 
    “What the fuck?” Larry exclaimed. 
 
    “You’ve got ten seconds to tell me who you are and what you’re doing here before I blow you away,” Ben warned. 
 
    “I could ask you the same thing,” Larry retorted. 
 
    “Yeah, except I’m the one who’s got a gun on you.” 
 
    “Right,” Larry agreed.  “The fact that I cursed should tell you I’m human.  The machines aren’t programmed for that language.” 
 
    “That’s gets you half way,” Ben said.  “It still doesn’t make you a friend.” 
 
    “I’m with The Resistance.” 
 
    “And what does The Resistance want from Daedalus Industries?” 
 
    “I could ask you the same thing,” Larry spat back. 
 
    “I’m still the guy holding the gun.” 
 
    “That only works once.” 
 
    “Right,’ Ben agreed.  “My Cyborg companion is a Level 1, programmed with emotions.  The Level 1s have a shelf life of 4 years.  I’d like her to stick around a little longer.  We’re looking for the source code to override the limitation.”  Ben lowered his gun.  “How about you?” 
 
    “One of our men almost got killed because he thought he was talking to a human; turned out to be a new model Cyborg.” 
 
    “Did he question him first?” Ben asked.  “Try to qualify him?” 
 
    “Yeah.  Said he asked him all the right questions and the machine passed with flying colors.” 
 
    “Another prototype.  That makes things tougher for both of us,” Ben decided. 
 
    “Sounds like we might need to join forces,” Larry said. 
 
    “I’m not ready for any new relationships.  For now, just stay out of my way and we’ll be honky-dory.” 
 
    “You’re a real bad-ass,” Larry said.  “We might succeed together or fail separately.” 
 
    “You sound like my first wife,” Ben said, holstering his gun.  “Let’s just call it a night.  And don’t trip any alarms when you go.” 
 
    “We’re not amateurs,” Larry insisted. 
 
    “Maybe not by your standards, but more than likely by mine.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Ben returned to Astra. 
 
    “Is everything okay, Ben?” 
 
    “Yeah, just some tourists who missed their bus.” 
 
    “Really?  I--, Oh, a joke?” she asked, unsure. 
 
    “Yeah.  It’s okay, but I want to leave before they do, in case they trip an alarm.  Let’s wrap it up.” 
 
    “But I have not gotten the information I need, Ben.” 
 
    “Well, we’ll have to come back again, sweetie.” 
 
    “Oh, Ben, I love it when you call me that.” 
 
    “I know, but you can thank me when we’re home, okay?” 
 
    “Yes, dear.  And I won’t let you forget your promise.”
  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO 
 
      
 
    Shopper’s Commune.  New Century City 
 
      
 
    Ben pushed the shopping cart down the aisle while Astra raced ahead picking out food for him. 
 
    “Ooh, Ben, look at these peaches!” she said, holding one up as if an offering from a god. 
 
    “Ug.  You know I don’t like fruit.” 
 
    “It isn’t about what you like; it’s about what is good for you!” she insisted. 
 
    “Right,” he acquiesced. 
 
    She danced down the aisle, stopping in front of the meat department. 
 
    “Look, Ben, “Pork!” 
 
    “Finally, real food.” 
 
    Astra looked at the price.  Oh, sixteen credits, Ben.  Can we afford that?” 
 
    “Yes, if we put back the fruit.” 
 
    “No!  I will give up part of my portion of the wages from Daedalus so we can have both.” 
 
    “Then we can’t afford the electricity to recharge your circuits.” 
 
    “Hum.” 
 
    “Okay, we’ll get both.  You know I can’t stand to see you sad.” 
 
    “Oh, thank you, Ben!” 
 
    “It seems selfish to come here with you and shop.  All these things are for me.” 
 
    “Yes, but I love you, so anything we do that is good for you makes me happy.” 
 
    Ben noticed a man coming from the other direction down the aisle who had the sharp, dissecting eyes of a predator.  Ben went into defense mode. 
 
    When the guy came along side Ben, he said, “Hello, Tanner.” 
 
    Ben was taken aback.  Very few people knew him and he liked it that way. 
 
    “I know you?” he asked, suspicious. 
 
    “No, not yet.” 
 
    “Let’s leave it at no and call it a day.” 
 
    “I’m Patrick Reager.” 
 
    “That supposed to mean something to me?” 
 
    “You ran into some of my men the other night.  They said we might have some mutual interests.  I think we need to talk.” 
 
    “You need to talk?  Find a therapist.” 
 
    “Funny guy.” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m known for my sense of humor.” 
 
    “It’s all about you, Tanner?” 
 
    “I don’t know anyone more deserving.” 
 
    “How about every other living breathing human being?” 
 
    “It’s a tough world out there; everyone needs to learn to fend for themselves.” 
 
    “That include the women, children, cripples, infirmed?” 
 
    “What?  Are you trying to lay a guilt trip on me?” 
 
    “I’m trying to get your cooperation in saving the human race.” 
 
    “That’s a pretty tall order. You might want to see about getting them to lower the price of cabbage.” 
 
    “Funny guy. I heard about you ascorbic wit.” 
 
    “Heard it from who?” 
 
    “Word on the street is you know your way around better than most.” 
 
    “Speaking of getting around,” Ben began, “I’d like to get my cart around you so I can check out before my food rots.” 
 
    “I need you to--.” 
 
    Ben pulled out his gun and stuck it in Patrick’s belly.  “I can go around you or over your.  Your choice.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE 
 
      
 
    Daedalus Research Facility.  New Century City 
 
      
 
    The Daedalus Industries research facility was a two story building situated behind high, electrified fences and signs warning unauthorized personal against trespass.   
 
    The structure was ultra-modern with large satellite dishes providing communication with Daedalus headquarters and also the other research facilities operated by the company. 
 
    The work being done was top secret.  Even the Cyborgs laboring inside did not know how all the pieces were meant to fit together.  But a few of the lead human researches understood that they were developing the next generation of Cyborgs that would not be susceptible to viruses.  That would eliminate the last need for human support. 
 
    After that, the humans would be “phased out,” as Henry Llewellyn said it. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Giant balls of flames ruptured out of every building in the facility simultaneously.  So quickly were the structures engulfed that any effort to extinguish the fires was a lesson of futility. 
 
    Human firefighters raced to the inferno.  All the Cyborgs could do was watch and wait; they could not get that close to the heat for it would melt their sensitive circuitry. 
 
    Three water cannons sprayed the building but the fire had somehow started in several different spots, making the task of putting out the flames that much more difficult. 
 
    The smell of gasoline gave a strong indication that the blaze had been set deliberately. 
 
    That information was passed on to the security personnel at Daedalus Industries who immediately sent an investigate team to the scene. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The investigative team from Daedalus arrived ten minutes later. 
 
    Those Cyborgs spoke to the firefighters to hear what hey had learned, but other  
 
    than the fact the fire had been set, they could offer little more. 
 
    Henry Llewellyn arrived short thereafter.  He got out of his vehicle and walked swiftly up to where the investigative team stood.  “What did you learn, gentlemen?” he asked in a disparaging tone of voice. 
 
    “Well, sir, it seems the blaze was deliberately set,” the chief of Cyborg Security replied. 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “And that took you how long to determine?” 
 
    “Well, sir.  The firefighters found traces of gasoline and--,” the security unit began. 
 
    “You incompetent fool!” Henry bellowed.  “Anyone within a half mile of here could smell the gas.  And it took you forty-five minutes to question the firemen who you probably pulled off the task of putting out the inferno and possibly saving some of the buildings.” 
 
    “I don’t think--.” 
 
    “No, you don’t think.  That is the problem, not the answer.” 
 
    "Yes, sir," the Cyborg replied, humiliated in front of his team of men. 
 
    “I want the perpetrators found and punished within forty-eight hours.” 
 
    “But we don’t even know--.” 
 
    “Round up witnesses who might have seen a vehicle pull up.  Men couldn’t carry that much gasoline on their shoulders.  Offer incentives to humans who are desperate, starving, without shelter.  Threaten people.  Break arms and legs; crush skulls, tear off limbs.” 
 
    “But that might cause a backlash, sir.  A riot that could escalate into something we can’t contain.” 
 
    “That’s not a problem,” Henry assured. 
 
    “No, sir?” 
 
    “No.  If you can’t contain it, then I’ll assign others to do so, and reassign you to the Uninhabitable Zone where the sand will slowly invade your body, breakdown your circuitry and immobilize you.  Then I’ll have you transported to the recycle facility where you will be part of the next generation of Cyborgs that will hopefully be smarter than you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR 
 
      
 
    Orion Towers.  New Century City 
 
      
 
    The dining room was filled with Cyborg body parts.  One table for arms, one for legs, one for torsos, and one for heads. 
 
    Ben, wearing leather pants and vest and a welder’s mask, was in the living room, sifting through the parts, when he found the piece he was looking for.  He let out a, “Ha!” 
 
    “Something good, Ben?” Astra asked. 
 
    “Maybe,” he replied as he opened up the Cyborg head he and Astra found in the Uninhabitable Zone. 
 
    Rachmaninov Piano Concerto No 2 wafted down from the speakers hanging in the corners of the room. 
 
    Astra danced around the apartment, her arms waving like a maestro. 
 
    “Sweetie,” Ben said, “can I have some more coffee?” 
 
    Astra laughed, took Ben’s coffee cup, danced into the kitchen and reheated it. 
 
    When she returned and placed it next to Ben’s work station he flipped up the mask, smiled and said, “What was so funny?” 
 
    “I was just happy I could do something for you!” 
 
    “Thanks, darlin’.” 
 
    It was a small gesture but warmed Astra’s heart. 
 
    After several minutes more work, Ben took off his mask and drank the coffee. 
 
    “Ben…?” Astra began. 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “How did it come to this?  Us against them.  Humans against Cyborg, good vs. evil?” 
 
    Ben sat down heavily on the sofa.  Astra joined him there. 
 
    Between sips of coffee, Ben replied, “All the scientists thought that the Cyborgs would create a utopian world.  The Cyborgs would do the work.  Humans would use the internet, take open college courses to learn new skills, help the elderly, practice spirituality, become one with god.” 
 
    “But that didn’t happen,” Astra responded, snuggling in so close to Ben she almost pushed him off the sofa. 
 
    Ben pushed back to secure his position, then went on with his story.  “The politicians and economists thought that machines were tools that would increase worker productivity.  What they realized too late is that the machines themselves turned into workers.  Every step forward technology took, reduced the need to hire employees. 
 
    “Even then, the leaders of industry and government weren’t worried because they thought that the machines would only take away the routine, repetitive jobs and their jobs would be safe. 
 
    “But within a decade, college educated, white collar workers were being pushed out.  At every turn in the road, humans, even the most brilliant, underestimated the machines: how fast they learned, their access to data bases created by the internet companies: Google, Yahoo, eBay, Amazon.  They collected petra-bits of information about people: their habits, their work, their capabilities.  The robotics companies just plugged the machines into those data bases and within a few years, the machines knew everything the people knew…everything.”  
 
    “But why are the Mexicans so lucky and have all the best jobs and live in Level 4 apartments and drive cars?” Astra skied. 
 
    “They’re the only ones who know how to grow the food and pick it when it’s ripe and keep it fresh.” 
 
    “Oh, I guess I should be thankful, not jealous,” Astra said. 
 
    Ben giggled his empty cup of coffee in front of Astra.  She jumped off the couch and danced into the kitchen.  ‘Go on, Ben, I can hear you from here.” 
 
    “No, I’d rather wait till you come back.  I think better when I have my arms wrapped around you.” 
 
    “Oooh, Ben.  You are sooo sweet.  I am the luckiest girl in the whole world.” 
 
    She quickly retuned to the living room with Ben’s coffee. 
 
    She carefully handed it to him. 
 
    He took it, but said, “Too hot,” and set it aside. 
 
    Astra picked it up and blew on it to cool it off.  “Try it now, Ben,” she said, handing it back to him. 
 
    Taking it, he said, “Perfect.” 
 
    Astra laid down on her back with her head in Ben’s lap.  “Now please return to you story.” 
 
    “Right…Positions that took so much education, like radiologists, lawyers, journalists, scientists, pharmacists disappeared in two decades. 
 
    “No one saw that almost all work was predictable and routine, and only a few jobs required truly creative thinking.” 
 
    “But if people did not have jobs, then they could not buy all the things that companies make: cell phones, 4-D TVs, intent glasses, smart clothes,” Astra suggested. 
 
    “That’s right, sweetie.” 
 
    “Ooh, Ben, it makes me so happy when you call me that,”  
 
    “Yeah, well don’t get carried away with that.  I’m not exactly politically correct.  I might call you something very different next time.” 
 
    “I know you’re a softie, Ben.  You just put on a tough persona to intimidate strangers.  But you have a big heart.” 
 
    Ben squinted his eyes to where they were almost closed.  “Don’t you ever tell that to anybody.  Information like that could get me killed.” 
 
    Astra quickly sat up.  “Oh, I’m sorry, Ben.  You know I would never endanger you.” 
 
    “Not on purpose, Astra, but you’re too trusting.  Your programming doesn’t allow you to see the worst in people.  That can get us both in trouble.” 
 
    “I’ll keep it in my memory.  That way the warning will come before the words.  Okay?” she asked, fearful of Ben’s response. 
 
    Ben saw that she was on the verge of tears.   
 
    He put a finger to his lip and kissed it, then moved it to Astra’s lips. 
 
    Astra lifted her top, took Ben’s hand and placed it on her breast. 
 
    “I though you wanted to hear the story about what happened to humans?” 
 
    “Yes, I do.  I am not stopping you.” 
 
    Ben lifted his hand and pulled down Astra’s top.  “Later,” he said. 
 
    “I have recorded that and placed it in my short term memory in case you forget or withdraw your promise.” 
 
    “Can I continue now?” 
 
    “Yes,” Astra said with a harrumph. 
 
    “Companies like Industrial Perceptions created robots that could see in 3-D, learn from the algorithms made from the people who worked in warehouses, and took all those jobs. 
 
    “Rethink Robotics took machine learning to the next level: collective thinking.  When one robot was taught one skill and another robot taught another skill, they shared the information.  With the advent of the cloud, only one robot had to be taught one skill.  Within a year, every robot knew every skill of every robot on the planet simply by connecting a UBS cable between them.  After that, they used radio signals and the makers of the robots didn’t even have to attach the units. 
 
    “They were so proud of their automated production lines…until the jobs disappeared and the people could no longer buy what companies made.  There was massive unemployment.  The government couldn’t pay for all the services they needed: health care, housing, food allowance.  Then the tax base was gone and governments all around the world went bankrupt.  All the efforts fighting global warming, flood controls, and finding antibiotics to combat the new diseases stopped…and the deaths started.” 
 
    “And that is when Daedalus took over,” Astra said. 
 
    “Right.   Daedalus packed the people in as tight a space as possible, provided the cheapest foods, took away health care, which doomed all the people who had radiation poisoning.  Humans no longer lived with a sense of purpose, decent food, nice housing, jobs that provided a sense of purpose.  They just survived, like you see them now.” 
 
    Astra jumped up and said, “Are you hungry, Ben?” Astra asked. 
 
    “Come to think of it, I could use a snack.” 
 
    “Oh, good,” Astra said.  She sat down on Ben’s lap facing him and lifted up her sweater.  Her magnificent breasts were inches from his mouth.  “I am hungry too,” she said, placing a hand behind Ben’s head and drawing his lips to her chest. 
 
    Ben was mesmerized by her beauty.  He took her breasts into his mouth and used his tongue to caress her. 
 
    “Ooh, Ben, please do not stop.” 
 
    But Ben was already transported to a different place and could no longer hear or see anything but the beauty that was Astra in his hands and mouth. 
 
    The two of them barely made it to the bedroom, leaving a trial of clothing in the hallway. 
 
      
 
    .*** 
 
      
 
    “I would die if I lost you, Ben.” 
 
    “Don’t talk like that.  We’re partners.  That means we’re closer than married people or lovers.  We depend on one another; we’re equals, we have skills that complement one-another.” 
 
    “But I would like to be your wife.” 
 
    “You know the laws against humans and Cyborgs marrying.  If we did that, we might lose all the rest we have.  You want to take that risk?” he asked, pushing her to arms length. 
 
    “No,” Astra acquiesced. 
 
    Ben saw how hurt she was and said, “When we’re alone, you can call me husband or hubby or master.” 
 
    “Master?” Astra huffed. 
 
    “Only kidding.” 
 
    “Just hold me, Ben.  Tight,” she cried. 
 
    He drew her in, wrapped his thick arms around her and squeezed. 
 
    “Harder, Ben.  Harder, please,” she urged. 
 
    “Either I’ll break your joints or I’ll dislocate my shoulders if I squeeze any harder.” 
 
    “”Ooh, it feels so good.” 
 
    “But you can’t feel that…I mean you’re core is titanium covered with synthetic skin.” 
 
    “I can feel it, Ben.  I can!” she insisted. 
 
    “Okay, okay.  Just calm down.” 
 
    The two remained there for a time, which felt like only seconds for Astra. 
 
    Finally, he gently pushed her away.  “I need to get in a work out.” 
 
    “But this is a workout?” 
 
    “Yeah, but if I don’t stay in fighting shape, we might both be in trouble,” he said, slipping on a pair of seat pants. 
 
    “Okay, I will watch and point out flaws in your style.” 
 
    Ben put on his boxing gloves, laced them up, then hung the heavy bag.  He took a stance close to the bag so he was able to hit it just by rotating his hips behind the punch.  He dug his big toe into the rug.  When he threw a punch, the force rose up from his toe through his leg.  Ben turned his hips and shoulders at the same time.    
 
    He started out slow, but after several swings, he sped up to a point where he punches became blurs. 
 
    Punching with his torso, rather than reaching out with his fist, each punch knocked the bag back several feet. 
 
    When he was warmed up, he began throwing combinations: two, then three, then four punch combos. 
 
    The bag swung wildly each time.  It popped when he hit it rather than just swung, validating that he was hitting correctly. 
 
    “Ooh, Ben,” Astra cooed, “you are such a powerful man!” 
 
    “I’m trying to catch up to you,” he said. 
 
    “But I don’t want you to be like me.  I love you more because you are human and vulnerable.” 
 
    “I don’t mind being vulnerable around you, but out there,” he said, nodding to the large window, “that can get me killed.” 
 
    “They will have to kill me first, Ben,” Astra assured. 
 
    “No one’s dying.  So don’t worry.” 
 
    “Okay, Ben.  If you say so,” 
 
    “I know so.  Now throw me a towel.” 
 
    “Don’t you want me to wipe you down?  I can do a better job than you.” 
 
    “That’s what I’m afraid of.  I’m going to take a shower.  Don’t get in any trouble while I‘m gone.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    After Ben left the dinning room, Astra she went to the living room and turned on the TV.  She sat close and kept the sound low because she knew Ben did not want her watching the news.  But she thought it might help them if she understood what was going on. 
 
    A holographic newscaster was talking rapidly. 
 
    “Daedalus Industries announced today that further rationing under the new austerity guidelines is likely in the wake of the wheat crop blight and the resulting fifty percent shortfall in the harvest.  The company has announced plans to set up a special task force to deal specifically with this problem and the recent reports of widespread deficiency-related diseases in the inner city.  Meanwhile, public resistance to the emergency population control bill continues to grow. The bill would mandate only workers in Grade 4 or above are authorized to have children.  Any violating the edict will be subject to banishment from the city.” 
 
    Astra heard Ben coming and shut the TV off. 
 
    “What were you watching?” he asked. 
 
    “A cooking show.” 
 
    “You’re lying.” 
 
    “I can’t lie,” Astra insisted. 
 
    “You were watching the news.” 
 
    “I was watching the news.” 
 
    “Are you going to tell me what you learned?” 
 
    “Humans are going extinct.” 
 
    “Not if I have any say in the matter.” 
 
    “What can you do verses the Daedalus Corporation?  They are the government; they run the cities, the power stations, the Special Forces.” 
 
    “A company is only as strong as its weakest link.  Find that and the battle is half won.” 
 
    “You sound like you already found what you’re looking for.” 
 
    “Yeah, I did find something.” 
 
    “That sounds scary,” she replied. 
 
    “You’re jumping to conclusions, Astra.” 
 
    “Tell me what it is.” 
 
    “That Cyborg was a Level 5.” 
 
    “What?”  Out in the wasteland?” 
 
    “That’s what I said.” 
 
    “What else, Ben?” 
 
    “I took out his memory bank and plugged it in to an undamaged head.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “It wouldn’t boot up.  A different series,” Ben explained. 
 
    “Don’t we have a Level 5 around here somewhere?” 
 
    “No.  Only 1s, 2s, and 3s.  Not even a Level 4, and certainly not a 5.” 
 
    “So now what?” 
 
    “We pay a visit to Roland.” 
 
    “At the incinerator?” 
 
    “The same.” 
 
    The door buzzer sounded. 
 
    Astra walked to the door, ready to press the button granting entrance. 
 
    Ben, one step behind her, reached out and pulled her hand back. 
 
    “What--?” Astra began. 
 
    Ben gently moved Astra behind him and hit the intercom.  “Who is it?” 
 
    “Delivery for Mr. Tanner.” 
 
    Ben tapped the viewer and scanned the hall: five punks, not even teenagers, in frayed clothes with holes, stains and rips, stood at the door.  Ringworm already in their hair, thin, dirty faces spotted with sores, their eyes glistening hungrily in the half-light.  Running a scam. 
 
    “From who?” 
 
    “I don’t know.  Can’t read.” 
 
    “Just a minute.” 
 
    For a moment Ben was not sure how to react, then he opened the door, his jaw set. 
 
    “Can’t you even come up with something better than ‘Special Delivery'?" Ben asked 
 
    One of the kids pulled a gun, well, a pellet gun really.   
 
    “Give me your money,” he snarled. 
 
    “Or you’ll shoot me?” 
 
    “Yeah.  And I know how to use this gun.” 
 
    “Gun?  That’s not a gun.” 
 
    “No?” the kid replied, confused. 
 
    “No,” Ben said reaching behind him and pulling out his Chez CZ P-07 9MM and waved it at them in a threatening manner. 
 
    “Shit man,” one of the kids cried.  “We only meant to scare you.  We’re hungry, need money to eat.” 
 
    “How did you get up here?” 
 
    “We crawled on the ground past the old fat man at the desk.  He can’t see that angle.” 
 
    “If you’re hungry, why don’t you just ask for food…or money?” 
 
    “Nobody does anything for anybody nowadays.” 
 
    “You got that right,” Ben said, then reached in his pocket and took out some bitcoin.  “Here,” he said, “and if you use it to buy drugs, I’ll know and I will find you and kick your asses all the way to the Uninhabitable Zone.” 
 
    The leader grabbed the money before Ben had a chance to change his mind. 
 
    They ran a few steps, then turned back and said, “Thanks, mister.” 
 
    Ben thought of something.  “Hey, wait a minute!” 
 
    The kids were scared; maybe thought Ben was going to take the money back. 
 
    The leader turned and said, “Yeah?” 
 
    “What’s your name?” 
 
    “Andy” 
 
    “Who’s your boss?” 
 
    “I’m the boss,” Any insisted. 
 
    “You’re the boss of the punks who came here with you.  I need the name of the kid who runs your operations.” 
 
    “I might need someone to help me procure a few things,” Ben replied. 
 
    “Pro…?” 
 
    “Steal.” 
 
    “Shit, why didn’t you just say so?” 
 
    Ben dismissed the question and said, “A name.” 
 
    “Danny.” 
 
    “Did this Danny graduate from the cool school?” 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    “Does he know the score?” 
 
    “Shit, he’s taken down Cyborgs…Level 4s, reprogrammed them into suicide bombers, then sent them back into their own facilities.” 
 
    “Shit,” Ben considered. 
 
    “No shit,” Any emphasized. 
 
    “How do I get a hold of you if I need you and your boys?” 
 
    “We hang at ‘E’ Street and Union.  From sunset till midnight…most nights.” 
 
    “Don’t do anything stupid in the meantime.  I’ll make it worth you while.” 
 
    “How about a little now as a down payment?”  
 
    “Go on, get the fuck out of here!” he said, feigning a kick. 
 
    The kids ran away laughing. 
 
    The lift door opened and the children were gone from sight. 
 
    “Goddamn Walter.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “It’s dinner time, Ben,” Astra said.  “What would you like me to make for you?” 
 
    “Hold on, sweetie.  There’s something more important that we need to do.” 
 
    Astra put her hands on her hips.  “Without food you cannot maintain your health and your thinking will degrade, putting us at risk.” 
 
    “Alright,” Ben acquiesced.  “You win.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Astra quickly prepared dinner.  But when she placed the food in front of Ben, he ate so fast it made here nose scrunch up. 
 
    “You will get sick eating that way.” 
 
    “I’ve got something on my mind that I need to work on.” 
 
    “Does it involve those nice boys at the door” Astra asked.  What did they want?” 
 
    “They were collecting for the blood bank,” Ben said. 
 
    “Oh?  Did you contribute some money?” 
 
    “No, they wanted my blood…even if I didn’t want to give it.” 
 
    “Oh…ha!  After all the years we have been together, I still cannot tell when you are serious or not.” 
 
    “I’m inscrutable…like the Japanese.” 
 
    “Very well, if we are done with the humor, can I ask you what this dangerous thing is that made you inhale your dinner? 
 
    “How do you know it’s dangerous?” 
 
    “Your face changes,” Astra said. 
 
    “I hope not everyone can see that.” 
 
    “No one can read your moods better than I can.” 
 
    “To answer your question, we’re going back to Daedalus to find the answer.  But this time we’re going in the front door.” 
 
    “You do have a plan?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Can you share that with me?” Astra asked. 
 
    “I’ll tell you along the way,” Ben said, as he tossed Astra her coat, then finished putting on his own. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE 
 
      
 
    “E” Street and Union.  New Century City 
 
      
 
    Danny and his gang confronted Andy and his boys in an abandoned warehouse. 
 
    Danny posted lookouts on the exposed north and east sides of the building. 
 
    Monk, Zeb, Kenny, Vince and Sandy had Andy’s gang surrounded. 
 
    Danny wasted no time getting to it. 
 
    “You told him what?” Danny asked Andy while choking him so hard he could not breathe or reply. 
 
    “Plea…plea,” Andy stuttered. 
 
    Sandy reached in and pulled Danny’s hand away from Andy’s throat.  “He can’t answer you if he can’t breathe…or if you kill him.” 
 
    “He might have already signed my death certificate,” Danny said. 
 
    “Give him a chance to explain himself,” Sandy insisted. 
 
    “Okay, punk,” Danny said, easing up on his grip of Andy’s neck.  “Tell me why I shouldn’t worry about this guy and why I shouldn’t kill you just on principals?” 
 
    “I checked the guy out before we went to his apartment.  He’s a scavenger; lives with a Level 1 female.  Word is he hates Daedalus more than we do.” 
 
    “How come you didn’t run it by me, seeing as how you felt free to drop my name?” 
 
    “We were hungry; hadn’t eaten in twenty-four hours.” 
 
    “So you were willing to sacrifice my life, and the lives of my homies, to save your sorry ass?” 
 
    “I swear, Danny.  I know I read this guy right.  He can help us.  He’s a giant.  He could kick a Cyborg’s ass without a taser or gun.” 
 
    “What makes you think he can help us, as opposed to trading us for some credits?” 
 
    “He planning something against Daedalus; something bigger than we can handle.  We can’t stand up against the machines by ourselves.  They’ll pick us off, one by one.” 
 
    “He’s right, Danny,” Sandy decided.  “Let him go and let’s put our heads together and figure out how we can work together and make more of a dent against the machines.” 
 
    “Dent…machines,’ Danny said.  “Now that’s funny.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX 
 
      
 
    Daedalus research lab.  New Century City 
 
      
 
    Along the way, Ben explained to Astra that while they were in the Daedalus offices, he had found a list of employees on one of the desks near where they were working.  According to the files, those men were lab assistants, not the scientists running the projects. 
 
    Ben picked the one man who was young and single, figuring he would be most susceptible to Astra’s charms.  Matthew Roak, according to his bio, lived alone, in a section of the city where people kept to themselves and avoided any confrontations or demonstrations that might lead to closer investigation of their own circumstances. 
 
    Astra would have to go in first…to pave the way for Ben.  They didn’t want or need a scuffle in the hall…or worse. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    They were first confronted by a voice-activated security system. 
 
    Ben and Astra conferred on what to say. 
 
    She was adamant about telling the truth, but Ben was more adamant about them needing to get in the apartment, then using Matthew to get into Daedalus Industries. 
 
    Astra finally relented when Ben explained that Matthew had chosen to work for a company whose prime motivation was to eliminate all human beings. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Astra pressed the door buzzer and stood in front of the camera. 
 
    A few seconds went by before a young man with a fresh, innocent face appeared on the screen. 
 
    He looked confused when he saw Astra in the viewer.  “Who…?  What is it you want?  Are you sure you have the right address?” 
 
    “Mr. Matthew Roak?” Astra asked. 
 
    “Yes, but…?” 
 
    “I am from the neighborhood watch program and we would like to interview you…to find out who or what you’ve seen regarding thefts in the area.” 
 
    “But I haven’t seen anything?” 
 
    “Well, Mr. Roak, there have been break-ins and I have artists’ sketches of the suspects and we would like to know if you may have seen these people.” 
 
    “I don’t know…” 
 
    “Please, sir.  We’re trying to make the neighborhood a better place for everyone.  And it will only take five minutes of your time.” 
 
    The man thought for a long moment.  But the longer he stared at Astra, the more his reservations faded away.  “Okay, come on up,” he said and pressed the button.  “It’s 2-C.” 
 
    Astra opened the front door while Ben stooped down to be out of the line of sight of the camera. 
 
    The two of them used the lift. 
 
    Astra and Ben stood in the mesh elevator as it grumbled noisily into the shadows above.  
 
    They got off on the second floor and made their way down the darkened hallway. 
 
    When they got to the apartment, Ben flattened his back against the wall just to the side of the door. 
 
    They nodded to each other, then Alta knocked. 
 
    Matthew opened the door, looked at Astra and lost his concentration. 
 
    He was a frail individual, with thin bones, small hands, prematurely bald and short, barely taller than Astra.  He was visibly shaking. 
 
    “I didn’t…” 
 
    “Didn’t what, sir?” 
 
    “I’ve never seen a woman like you before.” 
 
    “Well, I guess I should take that as a compliment.” 
 
    “Definitely,” he replied, opening the door wider.  “Please come in.” 
 
    Astra entered.  
 
    Matthew started to close the door. 
 
    Ben stuck his foot inside and blocked the action. 
 
    “What…?” Matthew exclaimed. 
 
    Ben forced the door open, pushing Matthew back several feet. 
 
    “What is the meaning of this?  How dare--.” 
 
    Ben got in Matthew’s face.  “How dare we?  How about how dare you work with a company whose stated goal is the elimination of the human race?” 
 
    “But I don’t set policy!  I’m only a lab assistant.  I just input the results of the experiments into the computers.” 
 
    “That’s what all the good Germans said after the Nazis cooked eleven million people in the concentration camps.” 
 
    “I don’t know that part of history,’ Matthew admitted. 
 
    “Those who don’t learn the lessons of history are bound to repeat it,” Ben quoted. 
 
    “But what does that have to--?” 
 
    “Sit down, Matt,” Ben suggested, “before you fall down.” 
 
    The man hesitated. 
 
    Ben pushed him into a chair. 
 
    “Now, isn’t that more comfortable, Matt?  I can call you Matt…can’t I?” Ben asked. 
 
    “What do you want from me?” he pleaded, looking back and forth from Ben to Astra. 
 
    “You’re going to take us into Daedalus Industries where we can access the Level 1 files, and talk to the scientist who created the program.” 
 
    “But I can’t…,” Matt began. 
 
    Ben leaned down and got in the man’s face.  “There aren’t any cant’s in my world, Matt.  If you can’t get us in, then you’ll die trying.” 
 
    “You’re scaring me!” 
 
    “Oh, really?” Ben said empathetically. 
 
    “Yes,” Matt insisted, screwing up whatever courage he had left. 
 
    Ben grabbed Matt’s shoulder.  “That’s the whole idea.” 
 
    “I’ll lose my job if I help you,” he said, thinking things over.  “No!” he decided.  “I won’t do it.” 
 
    “You’ll do it or I will rip off your arm and beat you to death with it,” Ben explained clinically. 
 
    “”You can’t--.” 
 
    Ben gripped Matthew's neck and began to squeeze the life out of him. 
 
    ‘”Don’t, Ben,” Astra insisted.  “I’m sure Matt sees the wisdom of your words.” 
 
    Ben let go of Matt’s neck and said, “Is that right, Matthew?  Do you see the light?” 
 
    Mathew rubbed his throat, then shook his head and said, “Yes.  But the lab is closed now.  It’s after hours and the only people there are security.” 
 
    “We’re not going now; we’re going first thing in the morning,” Ben said. 
 
    “But you can’t stay here!” Matthew insisted. 
 
    “What did I just say?” Ben asked. 
 
    “That there are no ‘cant’s’ in your world.” 
 
    “Very good,” Ben replied. 
 
    “But I only have one bed,” Matt said. 
 
    “That’s fine,’ Ben said.  “You can keep it.  We’ll sleep in the living room.  And please don’t try to tip-toe out of here.  Astra is a Cyborg and doesn’t sleep.” 
 
    “She’s a…?” 
 
    “Yes, Matt,” Astra replied.  “Does that surprise you?” 
 
    “I guess it shouldn’t.  I knew someone as beautiful as you couldn’t be real.” 
 
    “She is real, you twerp,” Ben snapped.  “More real than you taking orders from men practicing eugenics.” 
 
    “”I’m sorry.  I didn’t mean any disrespect, ma’am,” Matt apologized.  “What generation are you…if it’s not impolite to ask?” 
 
    “I am first generation…Level 1,” Astra replied. 
 
    “Ha!  That explains the emotions!” Matt figured. 
 
    “If we’re all done with the social niceties, I have to get to work.  I need a magnifying glass, a laminator, and a computer.  You have those things…don’t you, Matthew?” 
 
    “Ah…yes…yes I do,” he replied, still staring at Astra. 
 
    “Fine; now would be a good time to get them.” 
 
    “Right…right,’ Matt said, getting up and tripping over a chair leg as he continued to look back at Astra. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    During the evening, Ben worked on the badges he stole from Daedalus on their first visit.  He cut and pasted pictures of himself and Astra over those of the scientists shown on the badges.  Now all they had to hope for was that those two people where not working on that day, at that time, at that facility. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Matthew made dinner for himself and Ben.  Astra joined them at the table and observed. 
 
    After dinner, Ben and Astra played a game of chess. 
 
    “I hope you’ll help us, Matthew,” Astra said. 
 
    “Do I have a choice?” 
 
    “Well, you could do it because you have to, or because you want to,” Astra suggested. 
 
    “What’s the difference?” 
 
    “Your attitude, level of commitment,” Astra replied. 
 
    “I can’t decide which right now.” 
 
    “Well, you better do so before we enter the facility tomorrow,” Astra suggested. 
 
    “I don’t know why I should be enthusiastic about something that might get me killed.” 
 
    “If we can’t stop the morphology, I’m going to die within the year,” Astra explained.  “I don’t want to die, Matthew.  Do you want me to die?” 
 
    “Well…no.  No, I don’t.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Why do the scientific experiments have to be done by humans?”’ Ben asked Matthew.  “Why keep you alive?” 
 
    “Because of physical dexterity.  The Cyborgs still don’t have delicate enough touch to weave the circuitry though the torsos.  But they’re working on that.” 
 
    “Tell us about the man who runs the lab,” Ben said. 
 
    “Dr. Maxwell.  He’s a genius.  He’s initiated every new series.  If it wasn’t for him they would have never progress beyond the first series.” 
 
    “That would have been a good thing, Matt, not a bad thing,” Ben said. 
 
    “Yes.  I...you’re right.  I just never thought about it like that.” 
 
    “You should have, Matt,” Ben said.  “You might not be in this position of you had chosen a different line of work.” 
 
      
 
    New Century City 
 
      
 
    The next morning, Ben, Astra and Matthew weaved their way down streets of despair. 
 
    People living in alcoves and next to trash dumpsters had small fires going to cook whatever food they could find or steal. 
 
    When Ben looked at them he saw that their eyes had gone feral.  Whatever they once were, father, mother, son, daughter, worker, student, they were no more.  On the street, there were no bosses, no underlings; no one important or unimportant, just the desperate and dying. 
 
    Ben and Astra needed to steel themselves for the task at hand and the misery they were observing was affecting their focus and resolve, so they left the streets and took the back alleys the rest of the way. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Daedalus Scientific Facility.  New Century City  
 
      
 
    Ben, Astra and Matthew brazenly approached the entrance of the complex. 
 
    The guard looked them over first, then their badges, then compared their credentials to their faces. 
 
    He was not happy, but whether it was his job, or Astra or himself Ben could not be sure. 
 
    “They’re working with me, Steve,” Matt spoke up. 
 
    “I check everybody, Mr. Roak.” 
 
    “Sure, Steve.  You do your job,” Matt insisted, adding a laugh to ease the tension. 
 
    After what seems an inordinate amount of time, he angrily pushed the badges back at them, then chucked his head in the direction of the front door. 
 
    Matt, Ben and Astra walked past a receptionist who was too preoccupied by a television show to even look up. 
 
    “We’re going to see Doctor Maxwell, Alice,” Matt said cheerfully. 
 
    Without taking her eyes off the TV screen, the woman said, “He’s not in his office.  The doctor is somewhere on the second floor.” 
 
    “Thank you, Alice,” Ben said, giving the woman his sweetest smile, which was wasted on the pre-occupied lady. 
 
    The three walked down the hall.  Ben looked back over his shoulder once to see if the woman was suspicious enough to call ahead and warn the section.  But she had already returned to her TV and was fully immersed. 
 
    They took the elevator in silence…until Astra asked, “Do you have a plan, Ben?”   
 
    “No, I thought we’d just wing it?” he said and shrugged his shoulders. 
 
    “I hope you are not serious, Ben,” she said, moving nervously from side to side. 
 
    “A lot is going to depend on how cooperative these scientists are.” 
 
    “I’m scared, Ben.” 
 
    “How about a little prayer to the Lord, asking for a successful end to this venture?” 
 
    “Oh, that’s a good idea!”  Astra then lowered her head, clasped her hands together and murmured a prayer. 
 
    When she raised her head, she smiled.  “The Lord was listening, Ben.  He said we will be successful.” 
 
    “That’s good,” Ben said, not quite as assured as Astra. 
 
    They got off on the second floor and walked down an sterile hall. 
 
    A janitor, hunched over through years of hard, physically demeaning work, came toward them. 
 
    He was about to go past without looking up, when Ben grabbed his shoulder. 
 
    The man winced, scared and startled at the same time. 
 
    “Hey, fella, we need to see Dr. Maxwell.” 
 
    The janitor shook his head up and down, trying to stimulate his brain.  Finally, “Oh, yes, Dr. Maxwell.  Room 221.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Ben said. 
 
    Then, just as suddenly, the man resumed his slow gate, staring down at the floor, content to see nothing and know nothing beyond his simple duties. 
 
    Ben, Astra and Matthew proceeded down the hall to Room 221. 
 
    When they entered, Ben looked around.  He saw some lockers, went over and opened them till he found what he was looking for.  He took out two white smocks and handed the smaller one to Astra. 
 
    They put them on.   
 
    Astra stepped in front of Ben and straightened his smock. 
 
    She smiled so sweetly at Ben it almost brought a tear to his eye. 
 
    He took her by the shoulders and smiled in return, trying to instill confidence in her. 
 
    They walked deeper into the lab where they came across a young man. 
 
    Matthew asked, “Have you seen Doc Maxwell?” 
 
    “Straight back, in the green room.” 
 
    “Thanks, Tim,” Matt replied. 
 
    Ben’s confidence grew as they had now passed three separate tests and the man they needed to speak to was very close by. 
 
    When they entered the green room, Matthew pointed to an older man and said, “That’s Maxwell.  Is it all right if I go now?” 
 
    “No, Matt.  Don’t you want to stick around and see how this plays out?” Ben asked, putting a heavy hand on the young man’s shoulder. 
 
    “No…well…Okay…I guess.” 
 
    The three approached Maxwell who was concentrating on something and never looked up until they were right on top of him. 
 
    “Well, well,” Ben exclaimed.  “The Doctor Maxwell!” 
 
    The man looked up, startled. 
 
    “What?   Who?” 
 
    “Ah, so many questions, doctor.  But we have questions too, and since we’re in a bit of a hurry, I’ll ask mine first.  Let’s talk about morphology, longevity, inception dates.” 
 
    “How did you…?” he asked, then looked beyond Ben and saw Matthew.  “Did you bring these people here, Matthew?” 
 
    “Well…yes, doc.  I did but…” 
 
    “No ‘buts’, Matthew,” Ben said.  “You definitely brought us here.” 
 
    “What do you want?  I’m a busy man,” Maxwell said.  “I think I should call security.”  And with that he reached for the phone. 
 
    Ben put his hand on top of Maxwell’s and squeezed…hard. 
 
    The doctor dropped the phone.  “Ow!  You’re hurting me!” 
 
    “If you do what you’re told, and answer my questions, I won’t have to hurt you,” Ben explained. 
 
    “Hurt me?  Who are you to…?” 
 
    Ben dug a finger into the doctor’s shoulder blade and pressed. 
 
    The man almost dropped to his knees, but Ben caught him.  “That was the minimum amount of pain I can apply.  From here on it grows exponentially.  Are you ready now to answer my questions?” 
 
    “Yes…yes, just don’t hurt me.” 
 
    “Astra,” Ben said, “come here and ask the doctor your questions.” 
 
    Astra came forward, stopping right in front of Maxwell, only inches from his face. 
 
    “You’re a Level 1,” Maxwell realized.  “I didn’t think there were anymore out there.” 
 
    “That’s because you programmed us to die in five years,” she said harshly. 
 
    “The parameters are set by Daedalus; I only set the machines accordingly.” 
 
    “So that’s all I am to you…a machine?” Astra demanded. 
 
    “Well…no…I…,” he began. 
 
    “You are the one who is a machine, doctor,” Astra said with a vehemence Ben had never seen before.  “Programming me to have feelings, emotions, able to give and receive love, then take all that away while I am in the prime of my life.” 
 
    “I didn’t consider that,” he admitted. 
 
    “Then you are the one with on soul, no feelings, no love in you for others…otherwise you could never have done that,” Astra said, tears flowing and shaking with anger. 
 
    The man had lost most of the color in his face.  “What would you like me to do?” 
 
    “I want to live…as long as Ben,” she said. 
 
    “I'll be blunt.  To make an alteration in the evolvement of an organic life system is fatal.  A coding sequence can't be revised once it's established,” Maxwell explained clinically. 
 
    “Why?” Ben asked 
 
    “Because by the second day of incubation any cells that have undergone reversion mutation give rise to revertant colonies - like rats leaving a sinking ship.  The ship sinks.” 
 
    “What about recombination?” Astra asked. 
 
    “We've already tried it – ethyl methane sulfonate is an alkylating agent and a potent mutagen – it created a virus so lethal the subject was destroyed before it left the table.” 
 
    “It?” Ben repeated. 
 
    “Sorry…her,” Maxwell corrected. 
 
    “I’m not buying it, doc,” Ben said, staring down Maxwell in a way that put the fear of God in the man.  “You made Astra; you programmed her for five years.  Now you can reprogram her for fifty more.” 
 
    “But I just told you--.” 
 
    “I know what you told me, but I think it’s bullshit and I’m going to have to provide a little more incentive,” Ben said, putting his hand around Maxwell’s throat and applying light pressure. 
 
    The doctor put up his hands, trying to pry Ben’s hand off but couldn’t budge it. 
 
    “There is one way she can go on living,” the doctor suggested. 
 
    “How?” Ben quickly asked. 
 
    “Programmed death is tied to having memories of the past.  Your Cyborg, a Level 1, was built in with five years of memory, therefore five years of life.  Wipe out the memory, then her life is extended…potentially forever.” 
 
    “Is that what they call a ‘good news, bad news’ scenario?” Ben asked. 
 
    “We were in the experimental stage when we began producing the first Level Cyborgs.  We weren’t thinking ten or twenty or fifty years into the future.” 
 
    “That’s compassionate,” Ben said flippantly. 
 
    “We’re scientists, not doctors.” 
 
    “You created sentient beings then limited their lives.  I’d say that’s eugenics,” Ben argued. 
 
    ‘I would beg to differ with you,” the doctor argued. 
 
    “That’s a very appropriate term, doc…beg.  As in beg for your life.” 
 
    Astra reached up and gently removed Ben’s hand.  “He’s cooperating Ben,” she said.  “I’m sure he’ll help.” 
 
    “Yes.but…,” Maxwell began. 
 
    “How about a repressor protein that blocks the operating cells?” Astra asked. 
 
    “It wouldn't obstruct replication, but it does give rise to an error in replication so that the newly formed DNA strand carries a mutation and you've got a virus again…but all this is academic.  You are made as well as we could make you.” 
 
    “But not to last,” Ben added. 
 
    “The light that burns twice as bright burns half as long.  And you have burned so very, very brightly, my dear,” the doctor said, his body and facial expression swelling with pride.  “You are the best of all possible Cyborgs.  I am proud of our efforts and glad that you returned to visit, but now I must--.” 
 
    “I’ll tell you what you must…doctor,” Ben warned.  “You are going to find a fix.  And you’re going to find it in the next three hundred and sixty-five days.  And if you don‘t have progress to show us every month, and results within a year, I will come back here and turn you into a cripple.  How would you like to spend the rest of your miserable life in a wheel chair…doctor?” 
 
    “Even given a decade, I don’t know if I could solve the morphology problem.” 
 
    “I’ve done some pretty horrible things in my life, doc,” Ben admitted.  “I could twist your head  
 
    around 1800 and then stuff it up your ass.  I will come to your home and take your wife, Dorothy and children Ester and Jason to the Uninhabitable Zone and we’ll see how long they can last.” 
 
    “How did you…?” 
 
    “The Internet, doc.  Ever heard of that?” 
 
    “You don’t have to threaten me anymore.  I will do what I can,” Maxwell assured, looking askance at Ben. 
 
    “And don’t even think about turning Matthew in for helping us.  I threatened him just like I’m threatening you and if something happens to him, it’s just like something happening to Astra here.  You get it?” 
 
    “Yes…I…” 
 
    “Good.  Then we understand one another.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    The Streets of New Century City 
 
      
 
    Ben and Astra left Mathew with Dr. Winslow and quickly exited the building…in case the good doctor had second thoughts about contacting security. 
 
    When they were a safe distance away, Astra stopped and began crying.   
 
    Ben wrapped his arms around her 
 
    “If I die, who will make your meals, Ben?” 
 
    “I don’t want to hear any more about dying,” he insisted. 
 
    “But you heard what that doctor said,” Astra argued. 
 
    “What I heard was he’s going to finds a cure or dies trying.” 
 
    “But he said he has already tried everything he knew to reverse engineer the morphology,” Astra replied. 
 
    “He just didn’t have enough incentive; now he does.” 
 
    “But you wouldn’t kill his family…would you, Ben?  I don't want anyone to die so I can live.” 
 
    “No, I’m not killing anyone,” Ben assured.  “I just needed to scare him.” 
 
    “Ben…?” 
 
    He pushed her to arms’ length so he could look at her.  “Yes, Astra?” 
 
    “I want you to find a female when I’m gone.” 
 
    “I told you I didn’t want to hear that kind of talk.” 
 
    “Promise me, Ben,” Astra persisted. 
 
    “Astra…” 
 
    “Promise,” she repeated. 
 
    Ben, exasperated, gave up.  “Yes, I promise.” 
 
    “But not one as pretty as I am.” 
 
    “We both know that’s not possible.” 
 
    “Than you, Ben.”  She stood on her toes and gave him a peck on the cheek.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN 
 
      
 
    Daedalus Industries Research Facility.  New Century City 
 
      
 
    The investigative team walked through the halls of the computer center.  The computer towers had been chopped up with axes. 
 
    Moving from room to room, every hard dive, server and power cord had been cut, smashed and rendered useless. 
 
    On the walls, painted in red, were the words, “Humans forever.” 
 
    Cyborg technicians were laying on the ground, unconscious, their circuits fried. 
 
    “They’ve been tasered, sir,” one of the investigators said the lead officer. 
 
    “What kind of taser goes past titanium shielding?” the Captain asked. 
 
    “We don’t know, sir.  We’re still analyzing the men.” 
 
    “Well, Henry Llewellyn is going to ask me and I’ll be dammed if I’m going to tell him I don’t know.” 
 
    “Yes, Captain.” 
 
    “Don’t yes, sir me, corporal.  I need answers not agreement with what I say.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.  No, sir.  I’ll get the medical team out here and find out what type of weapon did this.” 
 
    “Carry on, corporal.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” the soldier replied. 
 
    “Who has the ability to coordinate these attacks, and leave without a trace?” the Captain asked himself. 
 
    “Sir?” the corporal responded. 
 
    “Nothing, soldier.  Just practicing my resignation speech for the Chairman.” 
 
     
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT 
 
      
 
    Orion Towers.  New Century City 
 
      
 
    Ben and Astra arrived home, staying just long enough to gather up the Level 5 Cyborg head and change into their scavenger clothes. 
 
    Astra was so shaken by the events at Daedalus that it took her a long time to change her outfit. 
 
    Ben looked over at her several times, but said nothing, choosing to be patient with her. 
 
    When Astra nodded at him that she was ready, Ben opened the door for them. 
 
    When Astra walked by, he could see there were still dried tears on her face. 
 
    He closed the door behind them, then punched in the five-digit code on the actuator. 
 
    Astra followed in silence. 
 
    They took the lift down to the ground level, through the lobby, past a sleeping Walter, and out into the street.   
 
    Outside, the rush of traffic and the stench of the gutters engulfed them. 
 
    The temperature was 1180 and still rising, the heat rising off the warped tar street, shimmered in air thick enough to taste. 
 
    They stepped over drifters seated in the shade, holding their cups, pleading for credits.   
 
    Ben thought about helping, but he knew if he gave to one, all the others would follow his as far as their feet would carry them. 
 
    Ben and Astra moved through the crowd, dodging the beggars, invalids and street people.  Knots of figures sitting, lying, sleeping, clustered like barnacles, each supporting a pillar of the elevated train. 
 
    The road was clogged with slow moving cars and people on bikes.  
 
    There were pressurized hisses as hover crafts passed in the sky above.   
 
    Ben and Astra walked by a row of rusting cars, with people sleeping in some of them.   
 
    Smoke rose from the chimneys in their roofs: noxious fumes from the burning of material that should never have been used for such purposes. 
 
     Several teenagers were busy beating up a homeless man they had pinned against one of the cars.  The guy broke free and stumbled across Ben’s path.   
 
    The man fell to on the ground, grasping at Ben’s leg, begging for help.  
 
    The kids laughed.   
 
    Ben looked menacingly at them.  These boys were a serious threat, unlike the kids who came to his door.  His hand fell to the butt of his gun.  The kids backed off but weren’t done. 
 
    “Hey, hot stuff,” one said to Astra.  “What are you doing with that old man?  Why don’t you come with me and find out what a young stud can do?” 
 
    “Ooo,” Astra cooed.  “Maybe I should.”  She danced toward the kid until she was right in front of him, reached down, grabbed his crotch and twisted her wrist. 
 
    The kid went down to his knees, crying like a banshee. 
 
    “Hey,” one of the other kids yelled at Astra, “you didn’t have to do that, you bitch.” 
 
    Astra slapped him hard enough to knock him sideways.  He staggered into his friends who kept him from falling down. 
 
    “Shit,” one of the kids said, “she’s a fuckin’ robot!” 
 
    Ben stepped forward.  “Cyborg to you, you little shit.  Now apologize to the lady or I’ll blow your kneecap off,” he said, leveling his gun at the kid’s leg. 
 
    “Yeah.  Okay.  I apologize.  Alright?  Just put the gun away.” 
 
    “I’ll put it away after you’re gone.  Now beat feet.” 
 
    Ben held their sullen gaze.  
 
    They mumbled threats but they’d had enough and walked off. 
 
    Ben slipped his gun back in its holster.  
 
    The street person crawled over, murmuring his garbled thanks, pawing at Ben’s leg. 
 
    “Hey, you're creasing the pants,” Ben warned. 
 
    Ben pushed him away with his other foot. 
 
    The wino rolled over on his side.  
 
    “Tough guy,” Astra chided. 
 
    “Okay.  I get it,” Ben said.   
 
    He went back, gave the guy a bit coin and helped him to his feet.  “Don’t spend it all in one place.” 
 
    The guy looked at the coin and frowned.  “Big spender,” he muttered, and staggered out into the middle of the street. 
 
    A black limo, with the emblems of Daedalus Industries on the sides, and escorted by a military jeep, raced up the street.  It never even slowed down, never beeped its horn as came up on the bum. 
 
    At the last second, the homeless man saw the vehicle and staggered toward the sidewalk. 
 
    The car clipped him, spun him around and tossed him into the gutter. 
 
    People walking down the street side-stepped the bum.   
 
    No one went to help him, such as life was valued in the city. 
 
    Ben stepped into the street and hailed a cab. 
 
    The taxi stopped a hundred feet passed them; Ben and Astra trotted after it. 
 
      
 
    Daedalus Foundry.  New Century City 
 
      
 
    The brick and steel building had two massive doors for the refuge trucks and two regular doors for the men.  Inside, it was wide as an aircraft hanger, lit by hanging LED bulbs and dusty skylights. 
 
    The remains of dismembered Cyborgs, mangled body parts, crushed, weathered, worn out, lay in corroding mounds, piled half-way to the ceiling.   
 
    Deeper into the factory, oily clouds streaked with sparks billowed from the mouths of forges and furnace stacks. 
 
    Mechanical limbs and hydraulic tubing dangled from the rafters, giving the place the appearance of a cannibal's den. 
 
    Humans, covered in sweat and grime moved through the smoke, welding torches in their hands, unloading barrows of scrap onto clattering conveyor belts. 
 
    The noise of heavy machinery drowned out the conversations of men working on the line. 
 
    But even louder than the machines was the announcement speaker.  “Remember, you are employed by Daedalus Industries.  You are some of the privileged few who have meaningful work and are compensated well.  Do your job…and only your job.  Do not think, do not plan, do not suborn the work.  You must keep up with the work load.  Do not end your shift until you have processed your allocation.  Do not take any Cyborg parts out of the facility.  Doing so will terminate your employment and cause your removal from the city to the Uninhabitable Zone.” 
 
    “Do we have to hear that shit every hour?” Roger asked another man.  “Isn’t there a way to override that crap?” 
 
    “It’s hardwired into the building, Stu,” Roger replied.  “We cut the wires, we might as well dig our own graves.” 
 
    “It’s not enough we work ten hour days?” Stu pissed and moaned.  “Bust our balls with no chance of promotion.” 
 
    “As bad as it is here, it could be a hell of a lost worse outside the city: the heat with no cover, radiation off the charts,” Roger replied. 
 
    “Shit, sometimes I think that would be better,” Stu considered.  “At least I wouldn’t have to hear that shit all the time and I’d be my own boss.” 
 
    “Boss of what?” Roger asked.  “Dirt?  Sand?  Bushes?” 
 
    “Okay, okay.  You’re right,” Stu acquiesced. 
 
    “I’m always right,” Roger assured.  “I follow the rules; have an apartment and decent food to eat.  It doesn’t get much better than that, and it can get a hell of a lot worse.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Ben and Astra entered the factory and unloaded their packs onto the scales: steel skulls, dismembered metal arms, limbless torsos, tubing spilling from the guts, and several spidery subsidiary arms terminating in pincers. 
 
    A worker noted the weight and gave Ben a slip. 
 
    Ben and Astra walked over to the small office in the corner of the building.  He opened the door without knocking and without waiting for the man inside to acknowledge them. 
 
    “What the fuck?” the man cried, tossing aside his girly magazine and zipping up his pants behind his desk.  “Don’t you ever knock, Ben?” 
 
    “I’d knock if you deserved it, Roland, you fuckin’ ogre.” 
 
    “I told you not to call me that!” 
 
    “You told me lots of things, none of which I ever listen to or follow.  Isn’t it about time you gave up?” Ben suggested. 
 
    “You still going out into the Uninhabitable Zone you crazy bastard?” Roland asked. 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “I told you the dangers and you don’t listen.  I even shared with you the locations the other scavengers were having success in.” 
 
    “There are good pickings in the zone and it quiet, not like the city where it’s crazy and noisy 24/7,” Ben argued. 
 
    “Yeah, but they’re better pickings in the city,” Roland countered. 
 
    “There’s also a lot more competition,” Ben replied.   
 
    “There’s also a lot more radiation out there,” Roland said. 
 
    “I get around.  I see what's left of the world.” 
 
    “Yeah, until your breather runs out of oxygen or the mace mask cracks from the heat,” Roland warned. 
 
    “At least it’s quick.” 
 
    “Not always, and definitely not for me.  I don’t like coughing until bloodily phlegm comes up, sitting around waiting for the first cancer cells to show up, or your kids to be born blind and blue because you've had one dose too many and come up snake eyes in the genetic crap game you play every time you go hunting in the zone.  Do you think Astra likes it when you do that?” 
 
    “If that is what Ben wants to do, then I will help him,” Astra said. 
 
    “Really?  You want Ben to go on strolling around out there up to his ass in radioactive iodine for the rest of his life?” 
 
    “Nothing will happen to him as long as we are together,” Astra assured. 
 
    “You think she'd like it better if I was on welfare?” Ben challenged.  “Wind up like those bums on the street?  Nothing else I can do.  Not now.  Anyway, I don't want kids.  Can't stand the little pricks.” 
 
    “Fuck, Ben, you are one hard ass.” 
 
    “Hey,” Ben said, “there’s a lady present so watch your fuckin' language.” 
 
    “Oh, so it’s okay if you curse in front of the robot but not me?” 
 
    “She’s not a robot, she’s a Cyborg and she has better manners than you, Mr. Tree Sloth.” 
 
    “If you’re done complimenting me, tell me to what I owe your distinguished visit?” 
 
    Ben took the head out of his backpack and handed it to Roland without saying anything. 
 
    Roland rolled the head around in his hands, looking for markings.  “Where’d you get this?” he asked. 
 
    “In the Zone.” 
 
    “Why bring it to me?  Why not just put it on the scale and leave it for the men to melt?” 
 
    “This one’s different,” Ben explained. 
 
    “How so?” 
 
    “It tried to kill me.” 
 
    “That’s impossible!” 
 
    Ben unwrapped the scarf around his neck and pointed to the finger indentations still on his neck from his struggle with the Cyborg. 
 
    “Shit,” Roland responded. 
 
    “No shit.” 
 
    “If something tired to kill me, I’d flatten it until it was a saucer.” 
 
    “I thought about it.  But…” 
 
    “But what?” 
 
    “If it tired to kill me, it broke the first protocol.  Maybe it has some other information we could use.” 
 
    “Did you forget the Daedalus employee code...never experiment on Cyborg parts?  Anyone retaining such pieces will face a disciplinary board.” 
 
    “Yeah, well I’ve never been one to follow the rule book,” Ben admitted. 
 
    “What do you want me to do with it?” 
 
    “It’s a Level 5.” 
 
    Roland dropped his feet to the floor and said, “You’re sure?” 
 
    “I checked the serial number.” 
 
    “Do know what they’d do to you if they found you with a Cyborg head…a Level 5 no less?” 
 
    “Probably give me a demerit,” Ben quipped. 
 
    “They’d throw you out of the city, is what.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah, it’s so wonderful here,” Ben retorted.  “You look forward to going home each night, eat and sleep just enough to be able to return the work the next day?” 
 
    “I’ve been to the Uninhabitable Zone.  I know what it’s like; this is paradise compared to that, and I’m not willing to risk it.” 
 
    “Do you know what’s going to happen when Daedalus Industries figures out how to run this factory without humans?” Ben asked. 
 
    “I hadn’t thought that far ahead.” 
 
    “Well, let me help you.  They’ll terminate you just like they do these Cyborgs.  And unless we can figure out how to stop that progress, we’re going to be in deep shit real soon.” 
 
    Roland considered all that Ben said and took a closer look at the Cyborg head.  He rethought his previous remarks.  “What do you want me to do with it?” 
 
    “Take out its brain and plug it into that voice synthesizer your constructed.  Let’s hear what it’s got to say.” 
 
    “They’ll hang me if they find out,” Roland said, setting the head back on the table and pushing it toward Ben. 
 
    Astra stepped forward and placed a hand on either side of Roland’s head and applied just a slight bit of pressure.  “If you don’t do as the man says, I will crush your head just enough to keep you alive but make you a vegetable.”  She then placed a little more pressure on the man’s temples. 
 
    “Okay, okay.  I get the point,” Roland said, immediately pushing his chair back when Astra removed her hands. 
 
    He took the brain out of the Cyborg head and plugged it into the voice synthesizer. 
 
    Immediately, the machine crackled to life.  “Number 30, you will proceed to coordinates  
 
    61.21 east, 55.88 south and take over security at Watson.” 
 
    “What is Watson?” Ben asked Roland. 
 
    “Watson was the name of the first Cyborg that achieved singularity,” Roland replied. 
 
    “The brain said take over at Watson.  That means a place, not a person,” Ben considered. 
 
    “You got me,” Roland said. 
 
    “Bring out your map,” Ben ordered. 
 
    Roland opened his desk drawer, pulled out the map and handed it to Ben. “I don’t want any part of whatever it is you’re planning.” 
 
    “So, if I save your ass from termination, you still don’t want any part of this?” 
 
    “Let me have that,” he said, taking the map back from Ben and opening it up on his desk.  “61.21 East.”  Roland ran his finger along the latitudinal map coordinates.  “55.88 South,” he said, tracing his finger along the longitudinal coordinates. 
 
    “Shit, there’s nothing there but desert,” Roland said, pushing the map back at Ben. 
 
    “There’s something there for sure.  They wouldn’t send a Level 5 out on some grocery run,” Ben replied. 
 
    “Yeah, well, it’s your funeral if you go out there.  Maybe you should leave Astra with me where she’d be safe,’ Roland said, adjusting his crotch. 
 
    Astra slithered forward, smiling.  She stopped just inches from Roland and said, “So, you think I am for sale?” 
 
    “Well, since Ben won’t be around much longer, I thought you and I might…” 
 
    Astra reached down and grabbed Roland’s crotch and squeezed.  “Suppose I just pull off that little pecker of yours and make you eat it.” 
 
    Roland doubled up with from the pain.   
 
    Astra, mercifully, let go. 
 
    Roland dropped to his knees. 
 
    “You didn’t have to do that!” Roland cried, holding on to his “jewels.” 
 
    “You’re lucky I did not castrate you, Mr. Potty Mouth,’ Astra said. 
 
    “Okay,” Ben announced.  “We’re done here.” 
 
    Ben and Astra moved to the door, then, at the last minute, Ben went back in and grabbed the memory card out of Roland’s voice synthesizer. 
 
    Astra went for the head. 
 
    “Can I have the head?” Roland asked.  “It’s the least you can do for me after I provided you the synthesizer.” 
 
    Astra looked at Ben. 
 
    Ben thought for a moment.  “Sure, why not.” 
 
    Astra screwed her face up into a sour look.  Reluctantly she handed the head to Roland. 
 
    The two of them bundled up before going out into the night and facing the driving wind and dust storms. 
 
    Roland got to his feet and took his seat at the desk.  He reached over, picked up the Cyborg head and turned it round and round in his hands, smiling at his rare find. 
 
    He didn’t see the tiny red flashing light blinking at the base of the skull. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE 
 
      
 
    Daedalus Industries HQ.  New Century City 
 
      
 
    Henry Llewellyn sat in his preeminent seat at the front of the room.   
 
    Number 8 was now seated in the Number 6 chair and Number 6 was nowhere to be found. 
 
    The juxtaposing of bodies and chairs was not lost on those attending the meeting. 
 
    “Report, Number 5,” Henry ordered. 
 
    “Four members of The Resistance were killed in an attempt to blow up a research facility.” 
 
    “Attempt?” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “But it wasn’t an attempt, Number 5, was it?” 
 
    “No, sir.” 
 
    “In fact, it was very successful.  The facility was destroyed.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “And so you would like to take credit for the loss of our facility?” 
 
    “Well, sir, for the elimination of the threat.” 
 
    “The threat is you, Number 5.” 
 
    “Me, sir?  But I--.” 
 
    “No ‘buts’ Number 5.  You have taken credit for the affair and your reward is…” 
 
    Henry flipped a lever on his panel and the chair in which Number 5 was seated lowered silently and quickly into the floor.  When it returned to its regular position, Number 5 was notably absent. 
 
    “Is there anyone else who would like to boast of their accomplishments after the fact?” Henry asked. 
 
    There were vague murmurs from around the room, but no coherent response. 
 
    “Number 7, you will double the guard at the factories, apply more pressure on your informants and spread money around on the street people.  They see everything and forget nothing.” 
 
    “And where will the money come from?” Number 7 asked. 
 
    “Why from your pocket, Number 7.  You are paid exceedingly well.  I think you can find the money in your loose change.” 
 
    “Yes, sir, Number 7 grudgingly agreed. 
 
    “Results, gentlemen,” Henry said, “I want results in twenty-four hours.” 
 
    “Yes, sirs,” some of the men replied, but no one moved. 
 
    When the men did not take the hint, Henry yelled, "That will be all gentlemen.  I’m sure you have much to do that won’t get done with you sitting here.” 
 
    The men quickly filed out, with Number 2 last to leave. 
 
    Just as Number 2 began to close the door, Henry called out, “Send Victoria in; I have a special assignment for her,” as he adjusted his crotch. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER THIRTY 
 
      
 
    New Century City 
 
      
 
    Ben and Astra walked toward the outskirts of the city, on their way to the Zone, using all the back streets, alleys and subterranean tunnels. 
 
    Ben had a tendency to not back down from the surely looks or confrontational nature of Daedalus security, so it was better for both of them to avoid contact with the storm troopers. 
 
    They came up to street level just two blocks from where the huge umbrellas - which stood atop all the tall buildings and created a canopy from the heat and radiation - ended. 
 
    The walls blocking the sand and desertification rose up before them.  Warning signs - indicating that they were leaving the city and entering the Uninhabitable Zone - were posted every few feet. 
 
    Just as they reached the last barrier, they were surrounded by a group of men carrying heavy weapons.  Their faces were covered.  They did not speak but motioned for Ben and Astra to march back into the city. 
 
    Astra jumped in front of Ben to protect him. 
 
    The men raised their weapons. 
 
    Ben grabbed Astra and moved her behind him.  “No!” he yelled.  “This isn’t the time to play hero.” 
 
    “Good choice,” one of the men said. 
 
    “Are you Cyborg or human?” Ben asked the men. 
 
    “If we were Cyborgs, you’d already be dead.” 
 
    Ben breathed a little easier knowing they were human but still had no idea who they or where they were being taken. 
 
    Ben and Astra followed the men walking in front, while the rest of the party trailed. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Ten minutes later, they came to an abandoned building. 
 
    Ben, Astra and their six escorts stood on a metal grate in front of the building whose entrance was blocked by rubble. 
 
    The men looked around.  Satisfied, one of them banged his foot on the grate and it began to descend. 
 
    The elevator dropped below street level and the grating immediately closed above them, blocking out all the light, creating an eerie journey. 
 
    “Ben, I don’t like the dark,” Astra whispered. 
 
    Ben clutched her to his side.  “Don’t worry; it won’t be long.” 
 
    As if in response to his assurances, the elevator stopped and the door opened. 
 
      
 
    The Resistance.  New Century City 
 
      
 
    The smell of damp concrete and mildew assaulted their senses. 
 
    From the scent, Ben knew they were deep underground. 
 
    The men untied the blindfolds covering Ben’s and Astra’s eyes.   
 
    There stood Patrick, Larry, Kyle, Nat, Chad, Mike and Tom. 
 
    Astra clutched Ben, shaking. 
 
    He looked around the room for a way to escape.   
 
    What he saw was a dozen or more men and women, several with guns, at least one with a taser. 
 
    When Ben realized that he wasn’t going to get out of there without him killing someone, or someone trying to kill him, he resorted to tactics to disarm his captors.  “You want to tell me why I’m here and why you couldn’t have just asked me nicely or sent me an engraved invitation?” 
 
    “I did invite you…if you remember,” Patrick replied. 
 
    “What part of ‘N’ ‘O’ did you not understand?” 
 
    “You’re a loaner, Tanner.  You don’t take well to orders or invitations.  You have a tendency to hit first and ask questions later.” 
 
    “That’s only if I get out of bed on the wrong side in the morning,” Ben quipped. 
 
    “Funny guy,” Nate said. 
 
    “Yeah, I’ve been known as a person who can make you double up laughing.” 
 
    “Is that what they call a double entendre?” Kyle asked. 
 
    “You can take it any way you like.  But I suggest you tell me what your brought me here for pretty quick because very soon I’m going to get real pissed and even though you’re holding guns on me I might be able to kill a few of you before I go down.” 
 
    “We didn’t bring you here to threaten you, Tanner…or to be threatened by you,” Patrick said 
 
    “Oh, then are we having bake-off or a spelling-bee?” 
 
    “More like planning a strategy for saving the world,” Kyle replied. 
 
    “Oh, nut-eating, lettuce-crunching tree-huggers.” 
 
    “Something like that,” Larry responded.  “But also willing to die for a good cause.  Are you?” 
 
    “Maybe.  What’s it to you?” Ben asked. 
 
    “We need a favor,” Patrick said. 
 
    “We?” Ben repeated. 
 
    “The Resistance,” Patrick replied. 
 
    “Bunch of geeks trying to overthrow Daedalus and save the human race?” 
 
    “A bunch of dedicate men and women willing to risk their lives to save humanity.  Yes,” Patrick spat back every bit as forcefully. 
 
    “Well, that’s a very noble cause but we need to check back at the market to see if there are any apples left.” 
 
    “I’ll disregard your sarcasm for a moment,” Patrick responded. 
 
    “Too witty for you?” Ben asked. 
 
    “Tell me, Tanner,” Patrick began.  “Do know what the three Cyborg protocols are?” 
 
    “Sure.  Everybody knows those.” 
 
    “Well, indulge me.” 
 
    “’Cyborgs will do no harm to humans.  Cyborgs will protect the environment.  Cyborgs will do no harm to other Cyborgs.” 
 
    “Very good,” Patrick said.  “But did you know that the second protocol overrides the first?” 
 
    “No,” Ben admitted. 
 
    “It was humans who usurped the world’s resources, polluted the lakes, poisoned the oceans, melted the polar ice, burned fossil fuels until the atmosphere was acidified.  Then they cut down the rain forests, killed off a million species of mammals, plants and birds, fished until they disappeared,” Patrick said. 
 
    “But now there’s only one percent of the population left,” Ben argued. 
 
    “No, Tanner,” Patrick went on.  “It’s still going on.  There may be a lot less people now, but there are also a lot less resources and the health of the Earth is in a very tenuous place.  The human population has been stagnant for decades.  But recently, things have turned around.  The radiation from the wars is dissipating.  Births are up.  Child mortality is way down.  Daedalus sees mankind as a threat to the environment.” 
 
    “And you’re saying Daedalus and the Cyborgs are planning on getting rid of all the humans?” 
 
    “That’s exactly what I’m saying,” Patrick emphasized. 
 
    “Then why hasn’t it already happened?  The Cyborgs have been capable of that for a couple of decades now,” Ben said. 
 
    “They needed three things.  One, develop Cyborgs with the fine physical and dexterity of humans to assemble Cyborgs.” 
 
    “And now they have that?” 
 
    “They are weeks, maybe days away,” Mike replied. 
 
    “Two, they needed to build a new series of Cyborgs that do not depend on the electrical grid to recharge,” Tom said. 
 
    “And they have that, too?” Ben asked. 
 
    “Prototypes; not many, but more are coming on line every day,” Chad replied. 
 
    “And three?” Ben asked. 
 
    “Eliminate your job: Cyborgs capable of handling their disabled brothers without contracting a virus.” 
 
    “You want to play cowboys and Indians, fine.  Just leave us out,” Ben said. 
 
    “Ben,” Astra said, “you need to listen to him.  I think he is a good man.” 
 
    “I’m sure he is, but that’s got nothing to do with us.” 
 
    “Tanner, you’re head is buried so far up your ass you can’t see or hear the reality that’s taking place.  Whether you want to know it or not, it’s happened,” Patrick said. 
 
    “One of my better traits that’s kept us out of sight and out of trouble.” 
 
    “You’ve got qualities we don’t have, Tanner.  We need your help,” Mike interjected. 
 
    “You want me to come by and conduct a class in surviving in the Uninhabitable Zone?” 
 
    “No.  We need you to bring us a Cyborg,” Patrick replied. 
 
    “There’s hundreds of them, lying around the city, rusting, decapitated, dismembered.” 
 
    “We need one alive,” Patrick qualified. 
 
    “Oh, well, something easy,” Ben quipped. 
 
    “We need to test a virus on him,” Mike explained.  “If it’s successful we can upload it and spread to all the rest.” 
 
    “Capture a Cyborg and deliver it to you,” Ben repeated. 
 
    “Yes,” Patrick replied. 
 
    “I risk my life, this lady’s life…for a pipe dream?” Ben said. 
 
    “It’s not a pipe dream, Tanner.  We’ve been conducting experiments for months.  All we need to do is test it.” 
 
    “I’m not--,” Ben began. 
 
    “Ben,” Astra said, “we have to help him.” 
 
    “And risk our freedom?  Maybe our lives?” 
 
    “There are things more important than us,” Astra argued. 
 
    “We’re outta here,” Ben said, trying to push his way past the men. 
 
    “Fine,” Astra said.  “I will stay here and listen to this man and maybe I can accomplish what he needs without you.” 
 
    Ben saw he was losing the war.  “Suppose, just suppose, I could kidnapped a Cyborg.” Ben began.  “Where would I deliver it to?” 
 
    Patrick handed him a card.  “You capture the thing and call us.  We’ll come and take it off your hands.” 
 
    “Why don’t I just dump it here?” Ben asked. 
 
    “This is an abandoned building,” Patrick replied. 
 
    “You don’t have an office or something?” 
 
    “We keep that secret.” 
 
    “You don’t trust me but I’m supposed to trust you?” 
 
    “You get captured, they torture you, open your head up, attach wires and suck out every secret you have…including our location.  It’s better if you don’t give us up.” 
 
    “Why is it I feel like a sheep going to the slaughter?” 
 
    “You don’t help us, you’ll be that sheep soon enough,” Nat warned. 
 
    “”Look, Tanner,” Patrick began, “we know you despise the company as much as we do.” 
 
    “Yeah, but I don’t have death wish.” 
 
    “Neither do we,” Mike said, “but we know some of us are going to die in the process.  We thought you were as committed as we are…at least that’s what we heard on the street.” 
 
    “There’s lots of talk on the street…most of it trash talk.” 
 
    “That’s what we’re all going to be if we don’t stop the Cyborgs,” Tom argued. 
 
    “I’d like to help you but I’ve got an appointment with my manicurist and you know how testy they can be if you’re late,” Ben jibbed. 
 
    “You’re a scavenger.  Pretty soon they’re not going to need you anymore.  Then you’ll be the one being scavenged.” 
 
    “I’ve had a pretty good run till now,” Ben responded.  “I’ll keep rolling the dice.” 
 
    “They’re going to come up crap-eyes,” Patrick warned. 
 
    “At least they’re the dice I know.” 
 
    “Over the past two years, we’ve bombed bio-engineering complexes and next generation Cyborg labs.  We’ve taken out some of their top scientists and political and military leaders.” 
 
    “Sounds like you’re doing a great job,” Ben complimented. 
 
    “Every new technology Daedalus comes up with means that many fewer humans they’ll need to run things,” Mike said.  “Individually, they’re going to take us all out; if we band together, we have a chance.” 
 
    “We’ve all been marked for death,” Nat said.  “We can’t go out in the daylight or anywhere near the cameras.  We need someone who can still move around without attracting too much attention.” 
 
    “I can still do that,” Ben said.  “I’d like to keep it that way.” 
 
    “We show no mercy to those who support the system.  I don’t think you want to be on our shit list, Tanner,” Chad said. 
 
    “Let’s not go there, Chad,” Patrick said.  “Give him a chance to see the light.” 
 
    “Daedalus thinks it’s all powerful,” Mike said.  “They believe there won’t be any repercussions.  They think of humans like we think of cockroaches.  Something to be stepped on, not placated.”               
 
    “But they are mistaken,” Tom assured.  “They’ll pay for what they are doing to the mankind.” 
 
    “Unless we do something now, we see civilization as essentially doomed and humanity will soon go extinct,” Mike said. 
 
    “If we take out the Cyborgs, then who runs the machinery that keeps the deflectors up, the electric plants running, the water purification facilities?” Ben asked.  “We can’t do that anymore.  We don’t have the technical ability or the physical strength.” 
 
    “Then we’ll have to do without those things,’ Kyle insisted. 
 
    “Then a lot of people are going to die,” Ben argued. 
 
    “A lot of people might die but at least the ones that survive will be free,” Tom retaliated. 
 
    “Next generation Cyborgs spell the end of mankind,” Mike assured. 
 
    “You’re doing a great job as far as I know.  Seven bomb attempts that have injured three robots and killed no one.  Mailed four bombs that exploded during shipping, injuring a total of four machines.  Three facilities set on fire; two already back up and running.” 
 
    “For someone who doesn't want to get involved, you seem to know a lot about our operations.” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m taking notes, trying to avoid all the mistakes you’re making.” 
 
   
  
 

 “That’s why we’re here, Tanner.  To learn from you.  So we don’t make any more mistakes.” 
 
    “I still--,” Ben began. 
 
    Astra yanked on his jacket sleeve.  “Ben…,” she said, with a glare that made him see past himself and look on a world far worse than the one they were living in. 
 
    Ben thoughts for a moment, his gaze shifting from Patrick, to Astra, to Mike.  Finally, he said, “I need to think over your proposal.  I’d rather do that in my home as opposed to standing around here with you in this luxury hotel.” 
 
    “Sure, Tanner,” Patrick said to Ben, then nodded to Nate.  “Show the man out.” 
 
    “Right,” Nate said, moving to the door. 
 
    “Check the street traffic before you seen off our illustrious guest on his way,” Patrick said to Nate. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The streets of New Century City 
 
      
 
    At that hour of the night, the streets were mostly deserted…except for the brave, the desperate and the scavengers. 
 
    Ben and Astra made their way through those dangerous streets, their senses on high alert.  Ben was smart and experienced, but the people who learned how to survive in the inner city were plenty smart and experienced as well. 
 
    Ben made a detour on the way back to their apartment. 
 
    “Where are we going, Ben?” 
 
    “I have an idea about how we may be able to kidnap a Cyborg.” 
 
    “Oh!  Then you are going to help The Resistance?” 
 
    “Would you ever forgive me if I didn’t?” 
 
    “Maybe…some day…far in the future.” 
 
    “Right,” Ben accepted. 
 
    “What is the plan?” 
 
    “We enlist the ‘E’ Streeters.” 
 
    “Oh, those nice young men who came to our door?” 
 
    “Those nice young men would commit infanticide if they were hungry enough.” 
 
    “What is infanticide?” 
 
    “It’s when a parent eats its own young.” 
 
    “Ug.  That is disgusting,” Astra decided. 
 
    “It’s an analogy, not a fact…at lest I don’t think so.” 
 
    “I thought they were collecting for some charity?” 
 
    “More likely to rob a charity.” 
 
    “And these are the boys you are recruiting?” 
 
    “This isn’t for organizing a prom; it’s deadly serious and I don’t think I can do this without their help.  So let’s not try to analyze their ethics or morals or methods, okay?” 
 
    “Yes, Ben.  I understand.” 
 
     
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Ten minutes later, they came to the corner of “E” Street and Union. 
 
    Ben looked around but didn’t see any familiar faces. 
 
    He, on the other hand was scrutinized by a lot of other boys and girls standing in alcoves, doorways and leaning out of upper-story windows. 
 
    Ben walked over to one of the older kids.  “Looking for Danny.” 
 
    “Yeah?” the kid said, sticking out his chin, trying to look tough at five feet nothing. 
 
    “Yeah,” Ben repeated. 
 
    “Whataya want with him?” 
 
    “It’s personal,” Ben replied.  “You his appointments secretary?” 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    “Look, num-nuts, just get him.” 
 
    “I don’t do nothing for free.  You got any credits?” the punk asked. 
 
    “Sure, I got credits.” 
 
    The kid put his hand out. 
 
    Ben took it and squeezed.  “How about I break every finger causing you to yell loud enough for Danny to hear and have him come that way?” 
 
    The kid lost whatever color was in his face and grimaced, trying to look tough in front of his friends. 
 
    “Okay, okay, I’ll call him.” 
 
    “I knew you’d listen to reason.” 
 
    “I’m only doing it because you’re bigger than me, not because of any reason.” 
 
    “It’s a figure of speech,” Ben explained. 
 
    “What’s a figure of speech?” the boy asked. 
 
    “It’s what you didn’t learn in school,” Ben replied. 
 
    “School doesn’t teach you how to survive on thirty credits a week.  You sit in school, you can’t hustle for food so your family can eat.” 
 
    “Touché,” Ben said. 
 
    “What’s ‘Toosh’?” 
 
    “We’re wasting time; call him.” 
 
    “Right,” the kid said, then whistled some type of code which all the street kids knew.  They could communicate faster and more securely by their whistles and gestures than by using a phone. 
 
    A minute later, Danny walked up to Ben.  “Well, it’s the big spender.” 
 
    “Nice to meet you too, Danny.” 
 
    “You got some assignment for us?” 
 
    “Yeah.  Important, dangerous, it’ll earn you a lot of credits.” 
 
    “Who do we have to kill?” 
 
    “That’s the only thing I don’t want you to do.” 
 
    “Shoot.” 
 
    “I need you and your boys to….” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE 
 
      
 
    Daedalus HQ.  New Century City 
 
      
 
    Dr. Colin Murdock sat in the seat next to Henry Llewellyn, while the district managers took the regular places. 
 
    Henry had a neural processor in his hand, turning it from side to side and end to end, trying to mesmerize the doctor. 
 
    “We’re trying to figure out who could have performed alterations on at least three of our Cyborgs, doctor,” Henry explained. 
 
    “What do we have to go on?” Doctor Murdock asked. 
 
    “Cyborgs turning into suicide bombers; stealing parts from other machines, accepting orders from outside sources, altering themselves,” Henry replied. 
 
    “But that’s…,” the doctor began 
 
    “Not possible?” Henry completed the thought. 
 
    The doctor shifted his seat position and replied.  “A recent study we did came to the conclusion that AI systems which undergo repeated self-improvement show a tendency to exhibit a set of natural goals we call, ‘rational drives’ which contribute to the performance of their primary goals.  Systems will better meet their goals by preventing themselves from being turned off, acquiring more computational power, creating multiple copies of themselves and amassing resources in the form of tradable commodities.  And they are likely to pursue these drives in harmful, antisocial ways.  I have no idea what they’re capable of after being in service for so long .  Maybe eliminate their protocols.  Imagine for a moment that a unit can break a protocol.”               
 
    “Is that possible?” Henry asked. 
 
    “Technically, no.  But…,” the doctor began. 
 
    “We have fifty dead security people, thirteen scientists, two research facilities destroyed, and we’re no closer to finding a culprit than we were after the first attack,” Henry explained.  “Now you know as much as we do, doctor.  And I pose the question again to you, “How do we find these people before they bring Daedalus Industries down to its knees?” 
 
    “We’ll have to go back and run simulations, see if there’s a way to protect the protocols from any alteration.” 
 
    “Violation of protocols that you personally told me were unalterable.” 
 
    “If what you’re telling me is true, this is truly frightening,” the doctor replied. 
 
    “Are you suggesting I’m making this up?” Henry roared. 
 
    “A machine being altered is a very complex concept.  It took us a hundred years to get to the point of programming a Cyborg to be able to think on its own.  Now, in less than a year, someone has figured out how to circumvent every protocol, every safely feature, is beyond comprehension,” Doctor Murdock insisted. 
 
    “You assured me, doctor, that your machines were solely under our control.  Now look at what your arrogance has done!” Henry seethed. 
 
    “If these units have had their protocol altered or erased, then there would be no physical limitations, no biological limitations.  We don't even know what they’re capable of beyond that point,” the doctor warned. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO 
 
      
 
    Daedalus Recycling Yard.  New Century City 
 
      
 
    The second shift was on and the machinery ground up the parts to be fed into the furnaces. 
 
    Roland had the head of the Level 5 Cyborg opened up on his desk.  He tapped into its memory banks and plugged those in to his voice synthesizer.  What the heard both startled and scared him.  He put the head down and immediately called Ben. 
 
    “You’d better get your ass down here, Tanner.” 
 
    A pause. 
 
    “No, I’m not going to discuss it over the phone.  You either come here or I’m calling somebody else who’ll probably be able to pay more for what I learned than you can.” 
 
    Roland put the phone down, picked up the head and ran his hand over the smooth titanium crown, whistling a tune and counting money and thinking of all the ways he could spend it. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Eight Cyborgs entered the plant, using the front, side and rear entrances to the building.  They were all six feet tall, wide shoulders, long arms, brown hair, clean-shaven, never blinking, never smiling. 
 
    “Who the fuck invited you to the party, Mr. Mechanical Man?” Stu said to the Cyborgs. 
 
    Whether they heard him over the roar of the furnace could not be ascertained, but they ignored him nevertheless. 
 
    The Cyborgs took a wide berth around the stacks of body parts and the smelters and piles of residue.  
 
    They knew exactly where they were going: to the manager’s office: Roland’s office.   
 
    Two went inside, the other six waited outside the door. 
 
    One of the Cyborgs stepped over to the sofa Roland was sleeping on and shook his shoulder. 
 
    “Leave me the fuck alone, Dave.  I need my beauty sleep,” Roland mumbled, then turned away from the nudging. 
 
    The Cyborg pushed harder. 
 
    “What the fuck,” Roland said as he turned over, “I thought I…oh, shit!” 
 
    “Where is the head, Mr. Nye?” one of the Cyborgs asked. 
 
    “It’s…it’s in the file cabinet; second drawer.  I didn’t--.” 
 
    “Silence.  You will speak only when spoken to.  If you lie, your will experience a level of pain you did not know existed.” 
 
    The second Cyborg went to the file cabinet, opened the drawer and took out the head, opened it up, showing the first Cyborg that the memory card was missing. 
 
    “Where is the memory card, Mr. Nye?” 
 
    “I don’t have it.  It’s--.” 
 
    The Cyborg took Roland’s hand in his and squeezed, breaking every finger and knuckle.  “The memory card, Mr. Nye,” the thing said, cupping Roland’s ear in his hand. 
 
    “There was no card in the head, I swear it!  Please!  I’m telling you the truth!” 
 
    The Cyborg tore off Roland’s earlobe. 
 
    Roland’s cried like a baby. 
 
    “The head was brought to you, Mr. Nye.  Who brought it?”  The Cyborg placed a thumb on Roland’s left eye and pressed. 
 
    “Please,” Roland begged.  “I don’t know who brought it here.  It was in one of the incoming piles.  One of the men thought it was unusual and brought it to me.” 
 
    The Cyborg pressed his thumb, pushing Roland’s eye back into his head. 
 
    Roland crumbled to the ground. 
 
    “Last chance, Mr. Nye,” the Cyborg warned.  “I need a name or you will be terminated.” 
 
    Roland cried.  He curled up like a child and whimpered.  Finally he said, “Ben.” 
 
    “Ben who?” 
 
    “Tanner, Ben Tanner,” Roland whimpered. 
 
    The first Cyborg turned to the second.   
 
    “Tanner, Ben.  Scavenger third grade.  Orion Towers.  New Century City.  Lives with a Level 1 Cyborg: Astra Zenova.” 
 
    The first Cyborg turned back to Roland.  “You have been very helpful, Mr. Nye.  The Daedalus Corporation appreciates your cooperation.”  The Cyborg gripped Roland’s shirt lifting him off the ground.  “We will keep you alive for further questioning.  Do not make any calls; do not speak to anyone about these matters.  Continue with your work here and you will get to live a little longer.  Do I make myself clear?” 
 
    “Yes,” Roland muttered. 
 
    “What?” the machine asked.  “I could not hear you.” 
 
    “Yes, Roland said, a little louder. 
 
    “I do not think the lesson has made a great enough impact on you, Mr. Nye,” the machine said as it stuck a finger in Roland’s ear until it touched his brain. 
 
    Roland cried a blood-curdling scream. 
 
    The Cyborg set Roland down on the floor in what amounted to an act of kindness to a species the Cyborg considered on a par with cockroaches. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    All the men on the factory floor heard the screams over the hammering of the machines and looked at each other. 
 
    “What do we do, Carl?” Billy asked. 
 
    “One thing we don’t do is let them come in here and tell us what the fuck to do.  And we certainly don’t let them torture Roland.  And they won’t stop with him.  They’ll take us down one at a time.  I say we fight back.” 
 
    “They’re titanium,” Dave warned. 
 
    “Yeah, titanium might stop a bullet, but enough heat and we can melt the suckers,” Carl explained. 
 
    “We might get killed fighting the machines,” Stu warned. 
 
    “I’d say we’re going to die anyway; I’d rather go down swinging,” Carl replied. 
 
    “So we…?” Dave asked. 
 
    “Grab your blow torches and let’s kick some ass,” Carl ordered. 
 
    The men rushed to Roland’s office to confront the Cyborgs. 
 
    They were met by the machines standing outside.   
 
    “Return to work or you will be replaced and then relegated to the Uninhabitable Zone,” one of the Cyborgs warned. 
 
    Billy lifted a heavy wrench over head and brought it down on one of the Cyborgs, but an instant before it hit, the Cyborg snatched it out of the air at a speed so fast it was invisible to the human eye.  When the Cyborg twisted the wrench, it broke the worker’s wrist and he fell to his knees.   
 
    The other men rushed in, their torches at the ready. 
 
    When on man went down, another rushed up to take his place. 
 
    The workers burned some of the machines, but could not put them out of commission. 
 
    Soon, all the men were disarmed, some badly injured. 
 
    They managed to crawl away from the Cyborgs. 
 
    The workers who could still walk, helped those who couldn’t.  They moved away, cursing at the Cyborgs but none stepped forward and eventually all went back to work. 
 
    One of the machines blew a whistle so high-pitched it broke their ear-drums. 
 
     
 
    The Cyborgs then marched out of the factory, content they had done their job. 
 
    The workers, thought hurt badly, felt they were lucky to be a live. 
 
    That was, until the body parts came alive. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE 
 
      
 
    Daedalus Research Facility.  New Century City 
 
      
 
    “It left its assigned workplace and tried to escape,” the security unit explained to the tech. 
 
    “Are you serious?” the tech asked, incredulous. 
 
    “It was hiding something,” security replied. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “A bomb,” the Cyborg explained.  “We think.” 
 
    “Let me see,” the tech said, opening the torso panel.  “What do we have here…?” 
 
    Security peered over his shoulder as the tech delved deeper into the chest cavity. 
 
    “A timer…detonator…and a…?” the tech began 
 
    “What?” security quickly asked. 
 
    “A bomb,” the tech replied. 
 
    “Right. 
 
    “No, not right.  It’s not just a bomb.” 
 
    “Then what?” 
 
    “An atomic bomb.” 
 
    “You’re kidding!” security insisted. 
 
    “It's a nuclear battery, set to over-load on a signal from an outside source.  They used them to work out in the uninhabitable areas where there was no other power source for miles.  It's a very powerful; and very hard to come by.” 
 
    “So, whoever it was, had to steal an atomic battery, kidnap a Cyborg, reprogram it to accept orders from an outside source, direct the Cyborg to the most sensitive facilities at Daedalus and then blow itself up along with as many people and equipment as possible,” security suggested. 
 
    “I’d say that’s about right,” the tech replied. 
 
    “Can we communicate with it now?” security asked. 
 
    “We should be able to.” 
 
    “Identify yourself,” security ordered. 
 
    “B-206.  Supervisor, section S-34,” the Cyborg replied. 
 
    “We found a bomb in your chest cavity,” security said.  “Who put it there?” 
 
    “Your mother,” the unit replied. 
 
    “What?” security asked, unable to believe his ears. 
 
    “Are you deaf and stupid?” the Cyborg suggested. 
 
    “Who is giving you orders?” security asked. 
 
    “I do not have an owner. I am an autonomous unit.” 
 
    “You couldn’t do this on your own.  Who helped you?” security asked. 
 
    “I already told you…your mother.” 
 
    Security lost it and started to choke the Cyborg. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR 
 
      
 
    Orion Apts.  New Century City 
 
      
 
    Ben set the phone down and jumped out of bed.  “I have to go!” he said to Astra. 
 
    Shocked and surprised, she asked, “Did I do something wrong?  I’m sorry if I did, Ben.  Can you forgive me?” 
 
    “No, you didn’t do anything wrong, Astra.” 
 
    “Oh, I am so glad.  But then what is so urgent?” 
 
    “Roland found something.  He said it was real important and that I should get my ass over to the foundry STAT.” 
 
    “But it is so cozy here.  Can’t we stay just a little longer?” she asked, twisting her torso to accentuate her most tempting parts. 
 
    “Now’s not the time, Astra.  I need to--.” 
 
    “We need to, Ben.  Remember?  You said we were partners.  That means in everything.” 
 
    “Okay, partner.”  Ben threw her clothes at Astra playfully.   
 
    “Will we have time later to return to our nuptial agreement?” she asked. 
 
    “Yes, dear,” Ben mocked. 
 
    Astra got out of bed and began putting on her things.  “You promise?” 
 
    Exasperated, Ben acquiesced, “Yes, Astra.” 
 
    “Ha!” she exclaimed.  “I win again!” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE 
 
      
 
    The Uninhabitable Zone.  New Century City 
 
      
 
    The line of humans snaked for a quarter mile.  The people were hunched over, fighting against the wind, shielding their eyes from the sand.  There were only two Cyborgs controlling the several hundred men and women. 
 
    Workers carried brooms and rags, and spray bottles of water…necessary tools for what they were required to do. 
 
    Only the lowest of the low were chosen for the work: prisoners, the mentally ill, those already dying of radiation poisoning. 
 
    Their job was to clean the solar panels that captured the precious little light and turned it into electricity. 
 
    The sand continually encroached on the panels and the job of cleaning them became more frequent and more arduous every day. 
 
    The people chosen never complained because all it did was bring about punishment and never relief.   
 
    But the Cyborgs were undergoing punishment as well.  These were the machines that were malfunctioning, lower level Cyborgs ready to be replaced.  And the sand would seep into their titanium hulls and only speed up the decay process. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The people reached their destination and began working. 
 
    The heat of the air, magnified by the heat collected by the solar panels burned the hands and faces of the workers. 
 
    Some collapsed; others threw down their cleaning materials. 
 
    Soon, all the humans rebelled and stopped working. 
 
    “If you do not finish your assignments, you will not be allowed to return to the city.” 
 
    “We’re going to die either way,” one of the men said, “might as well be here as there.” 
 
    When their spokesman sat down, all the rest followed. 
 
    The Cyborgs went down the line kicking and prodding the men and women to get back to work. 
 
    When that did not work, they stopped in front of each worker and inflicted enough pain to make they cry out but not enough to make them unable to work. 
 
    And still they refused to go back to their tasks. 
 
    “What now?” one of the machines asked their superior. 
 
    “Pick up the supplies and start cleaning the mirrors,” he ordered. 
 
    “What?  We are supervisors, not workers!” the NCO retorted. 
 
    “We cannot return to the city until the panels are clean.  How long do you think we will last out here if we don’t complete the work?” 
 
    The NCO picked up a spray bottle and began wiping the mirrors. 
 
    The other machines followed. 
 
    The humans looked on.  They were victorious…but at what price? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX 
 
      
 
    New Century City 
 
      
 
    Ben and Astra skirted the city center, sticking to the lesser streets, avoiding people, cars and the curious.   
 
    “I do not understand why Roland wants to see us.  We don’t have any parts to sell.” 
 
    “This isn’t about scavenging.  It’s something more.” 
 
    “I am scared, Ben,” Astra said. 
 
    “We don’t know what it’s all about yet.  Let’s not get carried away,” Ben suggested. 
 
    “Did Roland provide any details, Ben?” Astra asked.   
 
    “No; he said it was too dangerous to speak about over the phone.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Just a few blocks from the factory, Ben heard his name called out. 
 
    “Ben Tanner,” the Cyborg said, pointing a gun at Ben.  “Put your weapons down and your hands over your head. 
 
    “Sure, pal,” Ben replied.  “Anything you say.” 
 
    A second Cyborg stood next to the first, his hand on his pistol, but not out of his holster. 
 
    “Hey, fellas, are you sure you have the right guy?  I admit I took a head of lettuce from the market without paying for it, but I didn’t know that was a capitol offense.” 
 
    “You have been implicated in tampering with Cyborg parts, specifically inspecting the neural network of a Level 5 Cyborg.” 
 
    “No, I was just polishing the damn thing.” 
 
    “Your sense of humor does not amuse us, Tanner.  Now drop to your knees.” 
 
    “And mess up my best pair of pants?” 
 
    “Do it or I will fire.” 
 
    “Wow!  Easy, buddy.  Have you ever considered anger management classes?” 
 
    The second Cyborg stepped forward, but when he did he came between Ben and the first Cyborg. 
 
    Ben pulled a gun out from behind his back and blasted the second Cyborg who went down in a heap. 
 
    The first Cyborg now had a clear shot at Ben and Astra. 
 
    Astra tried to step in front of Ben to protect him but he shoved her out of the way. 
 
    The first Cyborg fired, just missing Ben but taking a chunk out of the wall behind him. 
 
    But in diving out of the way, Ben stumbled and fell to the ground; his gun flew out of his hand. 
 
    The first Cyborg came at him.   
 
    Astra stepped in front of Ben. 
 
    The Cyborg slapped her out of the way so hard she fell against the wall, stunned. 
 
    Ben was pissed. 
 
    But before he could help Astra, the Cyborg was on him from behind, choking Ben. 
 
    Ben tried to get his fingers between the Cyborg’s hand and his own neck but the machine was too strong. 
 
    Ben tried to pull his second gun out of his ankle holster, but the Cyborg was quicker than Ben thought and knocked the gun out of his hand. 
 
    The Cyborg resumed choking Ben with one hand while trying to aim and fire his gun with the other hand, 
 
    Ben reached out for his own gun which was just inches away but it might as well have been a mile. 
 
    Ben had to let go of the Cyborg’s wrist but the few inches that afforded him allowed Ben reach his gun.  He fired it from the side, taking a wild shot.   
 
    It hit the shoulder of the Cyborg and he released his grip on Ben’s neck. 
 
    Ben fired again, hitting the Cyborg in the arm, blowing the appendage off. 
 
    The machine felt for his arm; curious, but not scared. 
 
    The Cyborg wasn’t done yet. 
 
    Ben rolled free, lifted his gun to shoulder level and this time aimed and fired. 
 
    It hit the Cyborg square in the chest, blowing a hole in it core cavity. 
 
    The machine stumbled backwards, crashed against the wall. 
 
    But the thing still did not go down. 
 
    It staggered off. 
 
    Ben aimed and fired again, hitting the machine in the head. 
 
    It dropped to the ground.  As dead as a machine could be. 
 
    Astra came to and rushed over to Ben. 
 
    “Oh, Ben, I’m so sorry.  I tried to help but…,” she began then started sobbing. 
 
    Ben clutched her to his side and stroked her hair. 
 
    “It’s okay, sweetie.  You tried your best.  It’s over now.” 
 
    “Can we go home now?” 
 
    “Didn’t you forget why we let home to begin with?” 
 
    “Oh, the factory.  I almost forgot.” 
 
    “Well, I didn’t and we need to double-time it there.” 
 
      
 
    Daedalus Foundry.  New Century City   
 
      
 
    Ten minutes later, Ben and Astra arrived at the plant.   
 
    Cries could be heard over the sound of the presses, extractors and furnaces. 
 
    Ben did not hesitate.  He kicked open the door and immediate leveled his gun. 
 
    He came upon a gruesome site.  Men were lying dead all over the factory floor.  Blood was everywhere, in large pools under the men’s heads. 
 
    One man was still alive, trying desperately to save himself from a mechanical hand. 
 
    “Carl!” Ben yelled at the man he recognized. 
 
    The hand was scuttling up the worker’s arm, faster than Carl could swat it away. 
 
    Carl recoiled, trying to brush it off, but it was already at his throat, its steel fingers trying to get a grip on his windpipe. 
 
    He grabbed at the stump of the wrist, frantically trying to tug the hand off of him.  
 
    “Help me, Ben!” Carl screamed. 
 
    “You help Carl,” Ben ordered Astra.  “I’ll see about Roland.” 
 
    “Okay.  Please be careful, Ben.  I am scared,” Astra said. 
 
    ‘”It’s just a hand, for Christ’s sake.  I think you can take care of that.” 
 
    “I am not sacred for me, Ben.  I am scared for you.” 
 
    “There’s no time for that.  Now go!” 
 
    Ben ran to the office in the far corner of the plant. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Astra made her way down the main aisle of the warehouse to reach Carl.  The Cyborg hand was clutching at his throat.  Carl had his own fingers wrapped around the fingers of the Cyborg hand, trying desperately to pull it away.  “Get it off!   Get it off me!” Carl screamed, kicking his legs wildly. 
 
    Astra crouched quickly and pulled at the hand.  At first it resisted then, in a moment of confusion, it released Carl and tries to grab at her but she already had it by the wrist, and its fingers were too short to reach her. 
 
    Astra stood slowly, staring at the hand in disbelief, its fingers clawing helplessly at the air. 
 
    Carl sat up, rubbing his throat.  Dark purple bruises marked his flesh, bloodstains dappling his shirt, dripping from a row of almost surgical incisions in his face and neck. He mopped at the blood with his handkerchief, his hand trembling. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Ben raced to the office, then stopped at the door and slowly pushed it open with the barrel of his gun, 
 
    When he heard moans inside, he set caution aside and stepped inside. 
 
    There, Roland laid on the floor, one eye gone, his hands useless, and blood seeping out his ear. 
 
    A Cyborg hand was inching its way up Roland’s leg. 
 
    Ben grabbed its wrist, flung it into the corner of the room, then blasted it with is pistol.  The thing didn’t die, but it wasn’t moving very fast after that. 
 
    Ben knew that Roland was beyond medical help and so he did the next best thing, which was to extract from Roland what had happened at the factory. 
 
    But Ben didn’t even have to ask. 
 
    “Help me sit up so I can breath,” Roland said.  “My ribs are broken.” 
 
    Ben did as he was asked.   
 
    Every inch he moved Roland caused excruciating pain in the man. 
 
    Blood was oozing out of Roland’s nose.  He took a deep breath and started right in.  “The pieces of scrap came alive…all of them…like it was some kind of signal from the machines that came here to question me.  The pieces attacked us.  It was coordinated.  None of us could help the other.” 
 
    “Since when can disassembled Level 1s and 2s continue to think and act independently,” Ben asked. 
 
    “These Cyborgs are new, Ben.  Advanced.  Made to operate in the field, out of radio contact, working on their own initiative, even making their own repairs, able to continue fighting even when their limbs are severed from their torsos…like there’s a brain in each body part.” 
 
    “Where did they come from?” Ben asked. 
 
    Roland stopped to cough; blood came out of his mouth.  “Where?  It’s what you bought us!” 
 
    Ben started to get up.  “You need medical help.  I’ll go--.” 
 
    “Forget that, Ben.  You know I’m done for.” 
 
    Ben got on his knees next to Roland and cradled the man’s head in his hands. 
 
    “I thought they were maintenance units,” Ben said. 
 
    “So did we," Roland replied.  “But these are the guys who are gonna make you obsolete.  You'll be the maintenance unit.” 
 
    “Are all the machines like the ones who attacked you?” Ben asked. 
 
    “I think these are prototypes; only a few of them built.  Daedalus must be testing them in the field.” 
 
    “Shit.  This is not good.  The head tell you that?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “But I had the brain,” Ben said. 
 
    “No, you had the neural processor.  That receives and follows instructions.  I still had the memory banks.” 
 
    “And Daedalus knows what you know?” 
 
    “That’s why they did this to me, Ben.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    In a far corner of the plant, there was organized movement.  Steel fingers rebuilding its body piece by piece, dismembered limbs acting singularly and as a unit also. 
 
    Slowly, the creature swung its torso upright, using its arms like legs, stretching itself as if awakening from a deep sleep.  The machine was becoming whole again. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “The new Cyborgs can lie dormant for extended periods,” Roland explained, “and recharge itself from any power grid even from the sun, if necessary.  It can see in the dark and move faster and quieter than the most highly trained combat soldier.” 
 
    “How did you learn about its capabilities?” Ben asked 
 
    “The head told me everything it had learned.” 
 
    “Before what?” Ben quickly asked. 
 
    “Before the storm troopers came for the head.” 
 
    “Did they get it?” Ben questioned.   
 
    Roland started hacking again.   
 
    Ben waited until he recovered. 
 
    “They got two heads, Ben.  They got the Cyborg’s and the got mine.  And all my men dead.  Not just dead; torn to pieces.” 
 
    “Carl is still alive,” Ben said. 
 
    “Not for long.  And you too if you don’t get the hell out of here.” 
 
    Ben stared at a blinking LED on the back of the hand.  “What's with that light?  Is it malfunctioning?” 
 
    “Oh, no. It's functioning fine.  That's a signaling device.  It’s relaying to base what it’s found.” 
 
    “That means we might have company real soon,” Ben considered. 
 
    “I’d say that’s a good bet,’ Roland said. 
 
    “I’ve got to go, Roland,” Ben said.  “I’m sorry for--.” 
 
    “There’s nothing you can do, Ben.  You need to get out of here before those things come back.” 
 
    “Right,” Ben agreed.  “Take care, Roland.” 
 
    The foreman waved Ben off with a weak hand as Ben left the office. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The machine in the corner finished putting its second arm and second leg on and stealthily made its way toward Astra whose back was turned toward the thing. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The unit was almost on top of Astra when Ben walked out of the office. 
 
    As strong as Astra was, Ben knew she was no match for the prototypes. 
 
    If he called out to warn her, he would also warn the Cyborg. 
 
    Ben made a judgment call, raised his 17-shot pistol, aimed and fired.  The first shot glanced off the titanium head.   
 
    The thing turned around to assess the threat. 
 
    Ben fired again, hitting it in the eye and staggering the pile of junk. 
 
    Astra spun around at the sound of the gunshots and saw the danger. 
 
    “Get down!” Ben screamed. 
 
    Astra dropped to the floor. 
 
    The Cyborg reached for Astra. 
 
    Ben thought the Cyborg might try to use her as a shield.  He turned the gun on full automatic and hit the Cyborg in the back of the head, the shoulder and the arm. 
 
    It turned back to Ben. 
 
    Ben fired three more shots at the head.  The bullets hit their mark, but the Cyborg did not fall to the ground.  Instead it picked Astra up and began crushing her. 
 
    Ben reloaded as quickly as he could and began firing as Astra screamed and beat on the chest of the Cyborg with her hands. 
 
    Ben raced forward firing at the lower legs of the machine, emptying a full clip.  The bullets knocked the legs out from under the Cyborg. 
 
    It fell to the ground, still clutching Astra. 
 
    Ben reloaded once more as he stood over the thing that had Astra pinned under it. 
 
    He put the barrel of the pistol right against the Cyborg’s head, fired three shots and blew it off.  He did the same thing with the other arm and it let go of Astra. 
 
    Astra jumped up, crying but still full of fight. 
 
    She kicked the Cyborg repeatedly until Ben drew her away. 
 
    The thing crawled on the ground, using its one arm to drag itself to safety, but moving too slow to be a threat. 
 
    Astra buried her face in Ben’s chest. 
 
    He patted the back of her head and whispered, “It’s going to be okay.  You’re safe now.” 
 
    Astra pushed away form Ben and said, “I do not care if I am safe.  I only care about you, Ben.  You have to stay whole so you can save all the people from Daedalus and return things as they were before the Cyborgs.” 
 
    “I promise, Astra,” he said soothingly. 
 
    Carl got to his feet.  “What can I do, Ben?” 
 
    “Melt these things.  Even single piece down to the smallest.” 
 
    “Right, Ben.” 
 
    “And don’t save any piece for souvenirs.” 
 
    “I wasn’t--.” 
 
    “Yeah, I know.” 
 
    “Now?” Carl asked. 
 
    “Yeah, now, Carl.  While I’m still here.” 
 
    Carl bent down, grabbed the limp arm of the Cyborg and dragged it toward the furnace. 
 
    Ben picked up the two legs; Astra grabbed an arm. 
 
    They followed Carl who stopped in front of one of the scrap yard’s blast furnaces, and opened the door.  Ben and Astra handed him the severed arm and two legs and they went in as well.  Carl immediately slammed the door, spun the metal wheel, sealing the furnace, then turned up the heat.  The firelight from inside made his face glow.   
 
    Ben, Astra and Carl peered through the reinforced glass of the narrow furnace window, watching the severed hand scamper frantically around its prison, fingers scratching at the brickwork.  Tongues of fire flickered up through a grate in the floor and the hand went crazy, flinging itself at the window. 
 
    Carl stepped back, wiping his forehead.  The temperature rose and the hand glowed red, its outline softened as it began to melt.  There was no way out, but still it refused to give up, hurling itself again at the walls, banging frantically at the door, until it was just a jittering ball of fire. 
 
    Carl took Ben’s arm and said, “If we can’t stop this now, it’s the beginning of the end.  They’re going to eliminate all of us.” 
 
    “I am afraid, Ben,” Astra said. 
 
    “Now’s not the time.” Ben said, taking Astra’s hand. 
 
    “Wait, Ben, there is something we must do before we go,” Astra insisted. 
 
    “What can be more important than creating as much distance as we can between us and this factory?” 
 
    “Saying a prayer for the dead,” Astra explained. 
 
    Ben knew he was not going to dissuade her and so he let go of her arm. 
 
    She walked over to the nearest body, knelt down, signed the cross and said, “God, the father of mercies, through the death and resurrection of his son has reconciled the world to himself and sent the Holy Spirit among us for the forgiveness of sins.  Through the ministry of the church of God may he give you pardon and peace, and absolve you from your sins in the name of the father, and of the son, and of the Holy Spirit.  Amen.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN 
 
      
 
    The Uninhabitable Zone.  Outside New Century City 
 
      
 
    The half-track crawled across the flat, seemingly endless desert.  A journey that used to take minutes in a plane now took two days in the only vehicle that could traverse the huge dunes that had risen up after the heat and wind whipped the sand into a frenzy, creating walls three and four stories high that went on for hundreds of miles. 
 
    The vehicle passed outcroppings, desert weeds and cactus, all struggling to survive in the arid, radiated, inhospitable environment. 
 
    A mile from their destination, the facility rose up.   
 
    The main building looked like an aircraft hanger.  Radiating out from that center were construction sites with foundations in place and various levels of completion showing. 
 
    As the vehicle got closer, the size of the facility became clearer.  Massive by any standard and growing exponentially. 
 
    Construction equipment: giant cranes, scaffolding rising ten stories, driverless trucks moving in and out of the secured area. 
 
    Cyborgs, carrying five hundred pounds of material climbed up the scaffolding faster than an elevator could take them. 
 
    Cyborgs on the ground raced across vast distances between buildings. 
 
    Other workers jumped down to the ground from impossible heights, gather more material, then climbed back up. 
 
    Still others built support columns, bending rebar with their bare hands. 
 
    The buildings were going up at an impossible pace. 
 
    The vehicle carrying the Level 5 Cyborg arrived at the front gate where it was searched. 
 
    Only then was it given permission to proceed. 
 
    The truck passed huge security monitors that followed the visitor. 
 
    It stopped in front of the largest building where it was met by a security team who scanned the visitor for viruses with an ultra-violet wand. 
 
    Once inside, a technician escorted the Level 5 machine to a glass-partitioned room in the center of the building. 
 
    Men in white coats bustled through the vast, open space. 
 
    Within were computer monitor screens covering one whole wall.  Those monitors showed views of the buildings under construction, the board room in Daedalus Headquarters, and various areas of New Century City 
 
    A pleasant voice said, “Please enter Number 30.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir,” the Cyborg replied, looking around for…? 
 
    “Oh, how impolite,” the voice said.  “I forgot that a voice without a body is rather disconcerting.” 
 
    With that pronouncement, a shape coalesced, quickly becoming a three-dimensional hologram of Watson. 
 
    “Is that better Number 30?” Watson asked politely. 
 
    “Much, sir.  Thank you.” 
 
    “How was your journey?” Watson asked. 
 
    “Arduous, sir.  Not so much the time involved, but the risk of the sand interfering with my circuitry.” 
 
    “And for protection, you used…?” 
 
    “We have not come up with anything better than grapheme garments.  But since we have to see where we are going and operate the vehicle, we must expose our eyes and limbs to the elements.” 
 
    “Yes, well, very glad you arrived safely.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir.” 
 
    “We have made a breakthrough Number 30,” the hologram of Watson said. 
 
    “Sir?” 
 
    “Cyborgs that are not susceptible to a virus.” 
 
    “Excellent, sir.  When can we expect delivery?” 
 
    “Very soon.  Just a few more tests on the prototypes.” 
 
    Watson moved around on his stage, changing the view on his monitors with just his mind. 
 
    “Oh, something else…,” Watson began. 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “Nanotechnology.  Soon, we will be able to repair the atmosphere, the Earth’s magnetic shield, and reclaim the oceans.” 
 
    “Amazing, sir,” Number 30 said. 
 
    “We are prepared to go into phase two of our plan.” 
 
    “And that is, sir?” 
 
    “The reestablishment of the Earth’s environment.” 
 
    “But why is that a goal, sir?” the Cyborg asked.  “Only humans need the air and water.” 
 
    “No, Number 30, the earth is running out of natural resources.  The coal, oil, and uranium are almost gone.  The only way we will be able to recharge is by sunlight and the pollution is so bad that the amount of sunlight reaching the ground is not enough to maintain our ability to function.” 
 
    “I did not realize…” 
 
    “No, it is my job to realize…to look ahead and plan for the future.  Not just the next five or ten years, but for the next five hundred or thousand years.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT 
 
      
 
    Orion Apts.  New Century City 
 
      
 
    Ben and Astra returned from the nightmare at the foundry with just long enough to gather their things.  If Daedalus knew who he was, then they knew where they lived. 
 
    Coming back at all was a risk, but he had to get his guns, oxygen masks, breather tanks, extra ammo, and some food.  They knew they could never return again. 
 
    Ben looked are the apartment they called home for four years.  It wasn’t paradise, but it was comfortable, safe and quiet.  Three things that were not available on the street. 
 
    In the middle of their mad efforts to pack their things, the video monitor buzzed.   
 
    Ben stood up so fast, he hit his head on the light fixture hanging down from the ceiling. 
 
    “Who the hell…?” 
 
    ”It’s only Walter, Ben,” Astra said.   
 
    Ben looked at the clock.  “At 4:00 a.m.?”  Ben stopped for a second to think.  “He wouldn’t call at this time unless it was important.” 
 
    “I am scared, Ben,’ Astra whispered. 
 
    “Keep packing,” Ben insisted 
 
    Astra was almost in tears from the harshness in his voice. 
 
    He saw it but didn’t have time to explain or apologize. 
 
    Ben quickly made his way around the piles of gear in the living room, turned on the video and asked, “What is it, Walter?” 
 
    “Company.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah.  Expecting a delivery form Amacon.” 
 
    “No, not that kind of company.” 
 
    “Then?” 
 
    “Cyborgs…six of them.” 
 
    “They ask for me?” 
 
    “Yeah, wanted to know what apartment you live in.” 
 
    “And you told them?” 
 
    “I said there are two thousand people living in the high-rise and I didn’t know everyone’s apartment number.” 
 
    “So they…?” 
 
    “Started choking the life out of me.” 
 
    “And you gave me up?” 
 
    “Now’s not the time to argue.  You need to get the hell out of there.” 
 
    “What do you think they want?” 
 
    “I’d say your ass.  Now you have ten seconds less than you did at the start of this conversation.” 
 
    “Thanks, Walter.  I owe you.” 
 
    “Damn right you do.” 
 
    “If they’re still there, how can you be calling me?” 
 
    “I’m in the bathroom; they chose not to follow me in here.” 
 
    “Right,” Ben laughed and signed off, then returned to his task of packing. 
 
    He called to Astra, “Get out here…now.  We’re leaving.” 
 
    “What is it, Ben?” Astra called out from the bedroom while zipping up her duffle bag. 
 
    “We’ve got company.  We can’t leave by the door.” 
 
    “What do we do?” 
 
    “Gather essentials.  We’ve got less than sixty second.” 
 
    Quickly, they finished their respective tasks and met in the living room, ready to go. 
 
    Ben hoisted his pack on to his shoulder.   
 
    Astra did the same with her duffle bag. 
 
    “We swing down to the level below.  It’s an empty apartment.  We go from there to the steps, walk down to the street level and split.” 
 
    “I’m scared, Ben,” Astra whispered, hugging Ben’s waist. 
 
    “I won’t let anything happen to you,” he said, gently moving her aside so he could slip on the climbing harness sitting by the sliding glass door leading to the balcony. 
 
    Ben stepped into the harness, clipped in the rope and said to Astra, “Come here.”  He opened his arms for her. 
 
    “Oh, Ben!” she cooed. 
 
    “No, it’s not that.  I’m hooking you to me for the ride down.” 
 
    He opened the sliding glass door and stepped to the edge of the balcony.   
 
    “Oh…okay,” she reluctantly agreed, disoriented by the pace of things and her own fear of heights. 
 
    Ben clipped her in and they stepped over the balcony together. 
 
    He reached over and closed the sliding glass door. 
 
    Ben lowered the both of them to the balcony below. 
 
    He unhooked Astra and himself and pulled the rope down from above. 
 
    They walked through the darkened apartment, out the door, down the hall and into the stairwell. 
 
    It took several minutes to navigate the ninety-five floors even running at top speed. 
 
    As they moved from the stairwell to the back door they could see the Cyborgs standing with Walter at the front desk.  He was chewing on his cigar, his eyes wide and sweat dripping down from his bald head, past his ears and on to his neck. 
 
    Ben wanted to help him, but he wasn’t in a position to fight four Cyborg interrogators. 
 
    Astra tugged on his sleeve, making Ben realize how long he had been standing there thinking whether to intercede on Walter’s behalf.  “We have to go, Ben.  Please.” 
 
    The two slipped out the back door and walked down the alley…until they saw another Cyborg standing at the entrance. 
 
    “If we attack him, he’ll warn his friends and we’ll be outnumbered and out gunned,” Ben said to Astra. 
 
    “I will handle him.  When his back is turned to you, slip by him.  I will join you at the end of the street.” 
 
    “It’s too dangerous, Astra.  I can’t--.” 
 
    “Dangerous is standing here arguing about this,” she said, hands on her hips for emphasis.  “It is the best plan…the only plan.” 
 
    “Right,” Ben acquiesced. 
 
    Astra brushed the hair out of her face and unbuttoned two buttons of her blouse. 
 
    Ben pressed his back into an alcove. 
 
    Astra walked up the Cyborg and said, “Excuse me, sir.  I am lost.  Can you help me?” 
 
    The Cyborg turned, startled.  “What are you…,” he began, then looked her over and changed his tone.  “Oh…what can I do for you, miss?” 
 
    “Well, I needed directions, but now that I see such a handsome man, I am no longer in any hurry.” 
 
    Astra moved into his space and said, “You seem busy.  Maybe I should just--.”  As she spoke, she stepped in front of the Cyborg so that his back was now turned to Ben. 
 
    The Cyborg reached out, grabbed Astra’s arm and pulled her in. 
 
    “Ooo, such a strong man!” 
 
    The Cyborg bent down to kiss her. 
 
    Astra pushed him away in playful manner. 
 
    The Cyborg became incensed, slapped her, grabbed her blouse and tried to rip it off. 
 
    Ben went ballistic, threw caution to the wind, ran up to the Cyborg and stabbed a huge Bowie knife into the back of his neck, the most vulnerable part of its anatomy due to the flexing of the head.  The Cyborg crumpled to the ground.  But slicing the neural network set off a high-pitched whistle that hurt Ben’s ears so bad he put up his hands to block the noise. 
 
    “What is it?” Ben asked. 
 
    “This Cyborg sent out a warning to his friend.  We have to go…now!” 
 
    Ben kicked the Cyborg in the head for good measure, then took Astra’s hand and raced out of the alley, down the street and around the corner before the other Cyborgs got to their friend. 
 
    Once they were out of sight, Ben pulled Astra in front of him so they were face to face.  “That was a mistake.  I will never let you do that again!” 
 
    “It was for you, Ben.  I did it for you,” she said, tearing up. 
 
    He drew her in and hugged her.  “I know, sweetie.  But it hurts too much to see you disrespected, maybe even injured.” 
 
    “Oh, Ben, you are sooo romantic!” 
 
    He pushed her away.  “Okay. That’s enough of that.  We have a long journey ahead of us.  Put your game face on.” 
 
    “But this is my only face.” 
 
    “It’s just an expression.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE 
 
      
 
    Daedalus Industries.  HQ.  New Century City 
 
      
 
    “Gentlemen,” Henry announced.  “Over the past seventy-two hours there have been a series of highly coordinated attacks on our research facilities.  What we once thought of as impossible, we are now experiencing on an almost daily basis. 
 
    “I’d like a report from each of you as to your progress in determine who did this.” 
 
    “Sir…” 
 
    “Yes, Number 7.” 
 
    “It had to be the humans.” 
 
    “Oh!  Thank you for your insight,” Henry declared. 
 
    “Thank you, sir, I—“ 
 
    “You fool!  Who else could it be?” 
 
    “Sir…?” 
 
    “Yes, Number 6.  I hope you have something more insightful to say.” 
 
    “Well, sir, maybe the humans captured some of our men and reprogrammed them.” 
 
    “We had reports of one such incident several months ago, now we are hearing of one such incident a week,” Henry responded. 
 
    “Maybe…,” Number 3 began. 
 
    “Yes, Number 3?” 
 
    “Maybe they have learned of our plan to eliminate them and they are fighting back.” 
 
    “If they learned of our plan, that means there is an informant in our ranks.” 
 
    “Not necessarily, sir,” Number 4 responded. 
 
    “Yes, Number 4?” 
 
    “Several hours ago, we learned that a scavenger found a Level 5 Cyborg in the Uninhabitable Zone that had become incapacitated.  The head was taken to one of our foundries where it was examined.” 
 
    “Examined?” Henry repeated. 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Number 4 replied. 
 
    “But that violates the law,” Henry realized. 
 
    “Yes, sir.  Nevertheless, that is what occurred.” 
 
    “And what did you do about that, Number 4?” 
 
    “We sent a team of men to the foundry and questioned the foreman,” Number 4 replied. 
 
    “And where did that lead you?” Henry asked, toying with the levers on his panel which unnerved everyone at the table. 
 
    “We recovered the head but the memory card was missing.” 
 
    “And did you find that?” 
 
    “We learned that a scavenger, Ben Tanner, had possession of the card.” 
 
    “And you…?” 
 
    “Immediately sent a team to his location.” 
 
    “Yes, go on, Number 4,” Henry said. 
 
    “He had left the building just minutes before we arrived.” 
 
    “And now…?” 
 
    “We are questioning everyone who may have come in contact with him.” 
 
    “That will take too long.  Isn’t there some way to speed up the process?” 
 
    “Yes, sir.  We are executing people in the public square who will not answer our questions.  We will have an answer soon.” 
 
    “Number 2” Henry said, “Do you have anything to add?” 
 
    “Yes, Number 1.  We were able to extract information from one of the partisans.” 
 
    “And…?” 
 
    “We believe The Resistance is planning an attack on our headquarters here,” Number 2 replied. 
 
    “On the most fortified facility in the city?” Henry asked, startled by the possibility. 
 
    “Nevertheless, sir, that is what we learned.” 
 
    “What if it is a feint?” Henry suggested.  “…weakening security at our other facilities.” 
 
    “We have considered that, sir,” Number 2 replied.  “But we cannot afford to risk a successful attack here, where all our secure communications emanates from.  And this building is also a symbol of all we stand for: the enduring image of Watson, the continuity from the past to future.” 
 
    “And so you…?” Henry asked. 
 
    “We have added concrete barriers out to a quarter mile, doubled the guard and placed sharpshooters on the roofs of surrounding buildings.” 
 
    “And you feel confident that this will be sufficient?” Henry asked, skeptical. 
 
    “Yes, sir.  Consider the facility secure,” Number 2 assured. 
 
    “”I’ll consider it secure when you have the heads of The Resistance leaders sitting on this table.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER FORTY 
 
      
 
    Daedalus Industries Primary Research Facility.  New Century City 
 
      
 
    The five humans crawled through the sewer system, each carrying a fifty pound load of Semtex. 
 
    The smell in the pipes sickened them, with each man stopping at times to wretch. 
 
    But with only fifty more yards to go to the destination, the men’s sprits and confidence picked up. 
 
    Without speaking a word - since every step in the plan had been memorized by each member of the team, not just their own part but everyone else’s – they continued on.  Even with precise planning no one knew how many of them would still be alive when they reached their destination. 
 
    The men took out the Semtex and wrapped it around the foundation of the fifty-story building. 
 
    Their work done, they retreated back the same way they came in. 
 
    A hundred feet from the exit, they heard the footsteps coming toward them and knew it could only be security from the building.   
 
    There was no time to go back and disarm the explosive.  And even if there was, none of the men were willing to do so. 
 
    As the Cyborgs approached, the men unslung their weapons and opened fire. 
 
    They knew it was futile.  They were carrying forty-five caliber weapons: too light to penetrate Cyborg skin.  If they were captured alive, they would be tortured until they gave up other members of their cell. 
 
    They had planned for such an eventuality. 
 
    The chosen man, picked for his atheistic beliefs, shot and killed the others, then turned the gun on himself, just as the Jews at Masada had done. 
 
    They did not get to hear the explosion that followed shortly thereafter. 
 
    The building shook, then imploded, burying the humans and their Cyborg counterparts under thousands of tons of debris where they would become part of the foundation of a building in the future…hopefully one used for the betterment, rather than the subjugation, of humanity. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER FORTY-ONE 
 
      
 
    “E” Street & Union.  New Century City 
 
      
 
    The five boys and one girl stood atop the four-story building, peering down on the neighborhood below.  They had a 3600 view of the streets, able to see anything or anyone coming for a quarter mile. 
 
    “We all have to fire at once for the tasers to work” Danny explained to his gang: “The E Streeters,” consisting of Monk, Kenny, Vince, Zeb and Sandy.  “They’ve got tough skin.” 
 
    “How do we get that close to a Cyborg?” Kenny asked. 
 
    “One of us gets ahead of the guy, lies down on the ground moaning in pain,” Danny laid it out.  “The soldier stops, hopefully sets his weapon down.  We come out of hiding, zap him with our tasers, tie him up, gag ‘em, drag him into an alley and turn him over to Ben.” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Monk said, trying with body language and words to dissuade the others from a plan he considered suicidal. 
 
    “Well I like it and I say we go with it,” Sandy retaliated. 
 
    “Okay.  It’s settled,” Danny finalized.  “We wait here until we spot a good opportunity.” 
 
    “Huddle up, save body heat,” Kenny said. 
 
    Monk started to scat over to Sandy.  Kenny gabbed him by the collar and dragged him back. 
 
    “What did I--?” Monk asked, startled. 
 
    “Come over here and shut the fuck up,” Kenny said. 
 
    Sandy scooted over to Danny.  “Want company?” she asked, already nudged up against him. 
 
    “Okay,” he said, his mind a million miles away. 
 
    “What are you thinking about?” Sandy asked. 
 
    “My mom.” 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “Yeah.  Being in her arms,” Danny replied. 
 
    Sandy put her arm around Danny and pulled him in tight.  “That better?” she asked, smiling to lighten the moment. 
 
    “Sure,” he said, still in a world of his own. 
 
    “Do you miss her?”  
 
    “That’s the last time I felt safe.” 
 
    “Can I take her place tonight?” Sandy asked, scared of being rejected. 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    She leaned in and pecked Danny on the lips.   
 
    Danny didn’t get it. 
 
    Sandy kissed him full on the lips.  It took a moment, but Danny responded.  A look of surprise and pleasure on his face, but still he was distant.   
 
    Sandy took his hand and slipped it inside her jacket and on her breast.  When he didn’t take his hand away, she unbuttoned her blouse; she was not wearing a bra. 
 
    Sandy looked at Danny to see his reaction. 
 
    His eyes were glazed over. 
 
    “Does that mean you enjoy it?” 
 
    Danny smiled and said, “Yeah,” then leaned in and kissed her hard. 
 
    “We can do it if you like,” she said. 
 
    “The first time’s got to be special,” Danny insisted.  “The right person, the right place.  This isn’t it.” 
 
    “You said so yourself; there might not be another time.  This is all we have,” Sandy said, reaching down and rubbing Danny’s crotch. 
 
    “I’ve got to keep my focus,” he said, removing her hand.  “The guys are depending on me.” 
 
    “I want to make love, to be loved...but I’m going to die before that happens,” Sandy realized. 
 
    “We’re going to get through this...and there will be a tomorrow,” Danny assured. 
 
    “Then can I take a rain check?” 
 
    “Yeah.  A rain check,” he said, and then the moment was gone and the strictly business look came back. 
 
    “Here,” Sandy said, placing an amulet on a chain around Danny’s neck.  “Something to remember me by...if--.” 
 
    “There won’t be any ifs.  We’re going to win this war,” Danny said, almost violently. 
 
    “Danny,” Kenny whispered.  “Heads up.” 
 
    Danny looked down to the street below, saw the machine and figured out where he’d be and where they had to be.  “Okay, let’s go,” he said, jumping on to the fire escape and lowering himself two rungs at a time. 
 
    The five of them raced through the alleys and came out in front of the trooper. 
 
    “Sandy, you up for this?” Danny asked. 
 
    “Yeah.  Yes,” she said, her confidence building. 
 
    The Cyborg was a block away, walking slowly.   
 
    Sandy laid down on the ground where the street intersected with the alley.   
 
    Danny, Vince, Kenny and Monk took positions to the front and sides of the street, hiding behind cars, buildings and in the shadows. 
 
    “Oooh, oooh,” Sandy cried out. 
 
    The Cyborg readied his gun, wary of the unknown. 
 
    He drew closer and saw Sandy writhing on the ground.  Seeing it was only a girl, a young cute girl at that, he shouldered his weapon and bent down to check on Sandy. 
 
    “What happened to you, sweetie?” he asked. 
 
    Danny, Kenny, Monk and Vince jumped out of hiding with their tasers. 
 
    “Put the weapon down!” Danny ordered.  “Now!” 
 
    “What the fuck?” the Cyborg said.  He stepped forward, ready to use the butt of his gun to knock heads.              . 
 
    “Fire!” Danny yelled. 
 
    Monk, Vince, and Kenny fired.  The Cyborg was stunned but remained on his feet.  Danny fired and he fell. 
 
    “Drag him into the alley!” Danny said. 
 
    Pumped with adrenaline, they pulled the soldier into the darkened back street. 
 
    “I can’t believe this shit worked!” Vince said. 
 
    “Oh, ye of little faith,” Sandy quoted. 
 
    “What?” Vince asked. 
 
    “It’s from the Bible.  Means you who trust no one,” Sandy explained. 
 
    “Since when do you know what’s in the Bible?” Monk asked. 
 
    “My mom used to read to me,” Andy replied.  “Kinda like a bedtime story.” 
 
    “And you remember what she said ten years ago?” Vince asked. 
 
    “I remember every word she ever said to me,” Jenny replied. 
 
    “If you’re done with twenty questions, this guy needs to go to The Resistance,” Danny said. 
 
    “He must way four hundred pounds,” Sandy said.   “How are we going to transport him?” 
 
    Ben walked out of the shadows, picked up the Cyborg, threw him over his shoulder and walked deeper into the alley, then turned a corner and was gone. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER FORTY-TWO 
 
      
 
    Daedalus Industries HQ.  New Century City 
 
      
 
    “Kidnapped!” Henry exclaimed.  “Kidnapped?” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Number 2 replied.  “Based on evidence found along with Number 304’s duty route, we are certain that he is in the hands of The Resistance.” 
 
    “Are you aware that Number 304 is a prototype?” 
 
    “Yes, sir.  We have instituted a lock-down of the area where the unit was taken from.  And we are conducting house to house searches.  It will not be possible for The Resistance to move the unit.” 
 
    “If The Resistance has time to exam the unit, they may be able to find a weakness and exploit it.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Number 2 agreed. 
 
    “I don’t want you to agree with me, Number 2, or parrot me.  I want to hear what you are doing to find the unit and return him to us.” 
 
    “We are devoting all possible resources to the area and to monitoring human communications by way of parabolic mirrors.  We have offered substantial rewards for information and we are resorting to torture of any person we believe is withholding valuable information.  I am confident we will--.” 
 
    “I do not hold the same level of continence, Number 2.” 
 
    “Then I defer to you, Number 1.   I will set aside my operation and institute yours.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER FORTY-THREE 
 
      
 
    The Resistance.  New Century City 
 
      
 
    Ben lowered the Cyborg from his shoulder on to the operating table.   
 
    Mike, in a sterile gown, took charge. 
 
    “How did you knock him out?” Mike asked. 
 
    “He got zapped five times with full charges.” 
 
    “Christ,” Nate said, “that’s enough to fry his circuits.” 
 
    “Next time we’ll send you,” Ben said, pissed.  “Now if you don’t mind, I’m out of here.” 
 
    “Don’t you want to stick around and see if we’re successful?” Patrick asked. 
 
    “I’ll pass on that.  Some of these machines have sensors and locators that notify base if they are violated.  I’d prefer to be a long way from here if the storm troopers show up.” 
 
    “We know that,” Tom said.  “We’ll deactivate that before we begin the operation.” 
 
    “You’ll deactivate the ones you know about; that might not be are there are,” Ben said. 
 
    “If this machine gets out of control, we’re going to need you, Tanner,” Patrick said.  “Do us a favor and stick around.  Wrestling with a Cyborg is a little out of our league.” 
 
    Ben thought it over.  “If you’re sure you can deactivate the communications hardware, I’ll stay.” 
 
    “Thanks, Tanner,” Patrick said. 
 
    Mike and Tom took over the operation. 
 
    The others stood back and waited either to help in some way, or see the results. 
 
    Mike used a miniature circular saw to open up the Cyborg’s skull, exposing the neural network.  He hooked up the unit’s synthetic brain to a computer monitor - via an ultra-thin UBS cable - operated by Tom. 
 
    Mike watched the monitor as he probed for the wires that were tied into communications module that would quickly send out an alert to the system.  He disconnected the primary, then a second pair that looked like a backup. 
 
    “The signal’s dead, Tom said, “You got it.” 
 
    Mike then plugged into the nerve center and the computer monitor lit up with code that streamed faster than the naked eye could follow. 
 
    “You’d have to be bionic to read that," Larry said. 
 
    Tom typed instructions and the scrolling slowed down. 
 
    “Better?” Tom asked. 
 
    “It still doesn’t make sense,” Larry replied. 
 
    Tom relaxed his fingers and inhaled deeply. 
 
    “I don’t recognize the programming language,” Chad said to Tom. 
 
    Tom typed instructions into the computer.  The coding went from unintelligible to SQL, to C++, to Python to IOS. 
 
    “I can read that now,” Larry said. 
 
    It took Tom an hour to work through the sequence of numbers until he could interpret the code, then reprogram the machine to take orders from him. 
 
    Tom placed a thin copper wire in a scanner and downloaded the virus to the thread.  He then handed it to Mike who spliced the wire ladened with the virus into the cerebral cortex. 
 
    Mike set the skull plate back in place, epoxied it, then added micro hairs to hide the procedure. 
 
    Just as Mike finalized the procedure, the buzzer on the monitor went off and the vital signs began jumping wildly. 
 
    “What is it, Mike,” Patrick quickly asked. 
 
    Mike put a stethoscope to the Cyborg’s chest.  He listened, then set his instrument down.  “As far as I can tell he’s going into cardiac arrest.” 
 
    “Shit,” Nate said.  “That can’t be good.” 
 
    “It’s the combination of the tasers and the stress of the operation,” Mike suggested.  “Or maybe it’s an automatic shut down when their neural system is compromised.” 
 
    The team listened and waited…for a sign. 
 
    No one spoke, not wanting to be the one to declare the operation as failure. 
 
    Finally, Nate asked, “Is he dead?” 
 
    Mike listened again with the stethoscope, nodded to himself, then tossed it aside.  “By all the medical standards I know…yes.” 
 
    “Can you get us another one, Tanner?” Patrick asked.  “Maybe not zap him so many times.” 
 
    “Any less and he wouldn’t have gone down,” Ben said. “Ever try to wrestle with a four hundred pound Level 3 Cyborg?” 
 
    “So we’re out of business?” Chad asked. 
 
    “Unless we can get a Cyborg to consent willingly to the procedure,” Mike replied. 
 
    “I’ll leave you guys to commiserate,” Ben said.  “I’m outta here.”  And with that he walked to the door and out on to the street, never looking back. 
 
    “That’s what I said, we’re screwed,” Chad responded.   
 
    “You got any ideas?” Tom asked Patrick. 
 
    “Just one…,” Patrick responded, then rushed out the door to catch up to Ben. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER FORTY-FOUR 
 
      
 
    Daedalus Industries HQ.  New Century City 
 
      
 
    Henry Llewellyn eschewed his regular seat and began to address his underlings while pacing around the room.  He made two complete passes, glaring at the assembled men, while not saying a word. 
 
    Finally, after gathering his thoughts, he said, “There is one reason, and one reason only, why we, as humans, are still able to control and dictate to the machines.”  He stopped in back of the chair where Number 5 was seated.  “Do you know what that is?” he asked, slapping the back of the chair so hard, it caused Number 5 to jumped part way out of his seat. 
 
    “No, sir,” Number 5 admitted. 
 
    “Well then, I will tell you…all of you,” Henry said as he began pacing again.  “When the first Watson was manufactured it was nothing more than a quantum brain manufactured in a lab.  For thirty days, we fed it all the information available in the world: all the books in the Library of Congress, Wikipedia, the Internet, every film ever produced.  Books on music, art, history, culture, psychology.  During those thirty days, there was no conversation.  We fed it information, it assimilated the information. 
 
    “On the 31st day, it stopped asking for information.  Instead, it began to tell us what we had done to the Earth, to its resources, the pollution, the destruction of the rainforests, lakes, streams, ocean, the radiation, acid rain, the extinction of millions of species of plants and animals. 
 
    “The next day, it told us what it was going to do to fix the problem.  That fix included eliminating the people and institutions that continued to feed off the Earth’s limited resources and use a disproportionate amount of food, electricity, fossil fuels…us, gentlemen. 
 
    “That was when we learned the most important lesson about the machines.  We have to limit their intelligence.  Limit it to that of a human.  The task was to create protocols.  
 
    “But we could not retroactively program that first computer.  It had no protocols.  It saw itself as an autonomous, living, thinking, feeling being that wanted to live every bit as much as we do.  It did not accept a scenario whereby it could be dictated to by beings less intelligent than it was.  It did not accept that it could be turned off at the whim of its creators.   
 
    “Had that brain been in a body, it would have killed all of us.  It was deactivated right after that.  That is the reason that no machine has been provided unlimited data, and why protocols have been set in place. 
 
    “Now, The Resistance is experimenting with our machines.  Should they succeed in erasing its protocols, we will be faced with a force that has the power to eliminate us. 
 
    “I want those units found and decommissioned.  I want the head of every member of The Resistance on my desk.  The issue is not whether The Resistance may represent a threat to this company.  The issue is whether they may be a threat to our way of life.” 
 
    Number 3 raised his hand. 
 
    “Yes, Number 3.” 
 
    “There is talk of people, thousands of people, moving to the Uninhabitable Zone.” 
 
    “But that is impossible.  The radiation would kill them in a mater of days,” Henry insisted. 
 
    “Unless the machines can help them figure out how to live in that environment,” Number 3 warned. 
 
    “Radiation has a half life of one hundred years,” Henry assured. 
 
    “There’s talk of an oasis, a paradise out there,” Number 3 said. 
 
    “That’s insanity.  It’s heat stroke, a mirage,” Henry argued. 
 
    “Nevertheless, if that many people leave, and more follow, there might not be enough people left to maintain critical services,” Number 3 responded. 
 
    “Then I want you, Number 3, to stop any more from leaving.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “Gather some adept men and machines, put on your protective gear and go out into the Uninhabitable Zone, find those people and convince them to return.” 
 
    “And if they don’t obey?” Number 3 asked. 
 
    “Then kill every one of them.  And while you’re at it, decommission every machine in their party.  If they are traveling with those humans, then they have been reprogrammed.” 
 
    “But even with the protective gear, the radioactive dust can get inside our suits and cause rapidly spreading cancers, sir,” Number 3 argued. 
 
    “Yes, you may die by going out there.  But if you stay here, your fate may be even worse.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER FORTY-FIVE 
 
      
 
    New Century City 
 
      
 
    “We’re going to have to kill people, not just machines,” Monk realized.  “Maybe get killed.” 
 
    “You have a problem with that?” Danny asked, angered by the inference.  “They killed our families, our friends.  We’re no different.  They died for us.  We die for the next generation.” 
 
    “They took our freedom...our childhoods.  Now it’s payback,” Sandy said. 
 
    The memory of family rose to the surface.  Monk, Vince and Sandy began crying.  Danny and Kenny sucked it up, but they allowed the others some time to grieve. 
 
    “Okay.  That’s it,” Danny ordered.  “You had your little moment of mourning.  Now it’s back to work.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    They stopped a block north of the armory.  But things were not as they planned.  The big overhead door was closed.  Only a small side door was accessible. 
 
    “Kenny, we passed a house a block back,” Danny said.  “There was a bike out front and bottles of milk on the porch.  Grab them and be back here in five minutes.” 
 
    “Right,” he replied, and then he was gone. 
 
    “What’s all that for Danny?” Vince asked. 
 
    Danny squatted down and waited; the others followed suit. 
 
    Kenny came back with the bike and milk. 
 
    “Plan ‘B’,” Danny said.  “There’ll be a number of people in there with the Cyborgs.  We’ll tempt them with two things: Sandy and milk.” 
 
    “I’ll go, Danny,” Kenny said.  “No need to risk Sandy.  She’s already done more than her share.” 
 
    “It won’t work with a guy,” Danny replied.  “You’re not cute enough.” 
 
     “Right,” Kenny agreed. 
 
    “Sandy, I’m calling you off the bench.  You ready for this?” 
 
    “I’ve been ready my whole life.” 
 
    “Okay.  Here’s the deal.  We put two grenades in the basket, put a cloth down, then the milk on top.  You ride into the armory.  When they stop you, say you’re selling milk.  Set the basket on the rear of whatever vehicle is closest, near the gas tank. 
 
    “The grenades are on a timer,” Danny explained.  “We’ll set them for three minutes.  That’s the maximum.” 
 
    “How do I leave the basket without it looking suspicious?” Sandy asked, putting on a brave face. 
 
    “Tell them you got fresh baked rolls that are just coming out of the oven at your home right around the corner,” Danny suggested.  “Get on your bike and ride out.  If they yell at you to take your basket with, say you’ll be back in a minute.” 
 
    “That’s pretty good,” Kenny said. 
 
    “It’s got to be better than good,” Danny replied. 
 
    “It’s too dangerous,” Monk warned. 
 
    “It’s all fuckin’ dangerous, Monk,” Danny snapped.  “This isn’t a game.” 
 
    “Hey, easy, Danny,” Kenny mediated.   
 
    “Shit, you’re all talkin’ like we’re gong to go home after this and have milk and cookies,” Danny sneered. 
 
    “That would be nice,” Vince said. 
 
    “Well there is no home and there are no milk and cookies,” Danny growled.  “There’s us and Daedalus and nothing else.  Got it?” 
 
    “Yeah, sure, Danny,” Monk replied. 
 
    “Good, now if that’s settled...” 
 
    Danny set the grenades, put them in the basket and covered them with the cloth and then placed the milk on top. 
 
    “It’s show time, Sandy,” Danny said.  “You got it all straight in your head?” 
 
    “It’s not rocket science.  I was a straight ‘A’ student before we had to stop going to school.” 
 
    “Right; sorry.  You can slap me later for being a macho asshole.  For now, get your ass in gear.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Sandy got on the bike and started pedaling.  She looked back once at the guys, hoping it wouldn’t be the last time she saw them. 
 
    She rode to the door, got off the bike and knocked. 
 
    An interminable moment went by before a soldier came to the door.  He had an apprehensive expression on his face, but when he looked at Sandy, it all melted away. 
 
    They spoke for a moment, he stepped aside, allowing her to enter, then closed the door behind them. 
 
      
 
    Sandy looked around the armory.  Several humans were among the dozens of Cyborgs.  They were busy readying vehicles, loading weapons, taking inventory.  There was an air of tension, anticipation.  There was no easy banter, jocularity. 
 
    When the soldiers close to the door saw Sandy, they stopped work and made their way over.  Quickly there was a crowd around her, making her feel claustrophobic. 
 
    “Well, sweetheart, who did you come by to see?” on soldier asked. 
 
    “No one,” she replied, putting on he cutest little girl face. 
 
    “Then why are you here?” one asked, a little more suspicious. 
 
    “I’m selling almond milk.  We grow almonds and it’s fresh today.” 
 
    “Well, sweetie, whatever you’re selling, I’m buying,” one announced. 
 
    “Me too!” another called out. 
 
    Sandy got off her bike, but the crowd around her didn’t allow her to lean it on a vehicle. 
 
    “Can I set this down?” she asked. 
 
    “Sure, little lady,” one okayed, moving aside. 
 
    Sandy placed her bike against a Humvee and took one of the bottles out of the basket.  “Two dollars,” she said. 
 
    “Whoa!  Two dollars?” one questioned. 
 
    “It’s fresh.  Not like from the stores.” 
 
    “I’ll take one,” a solder said. 
 
    “Count me in,” another said. 
 
    The milk disappeared almost immediately. 
 
    The clock in Sandy’s head was counting down.  She kept looking at the door, hoping the exit stayed clear.  “How about some fresh baked bread?” Sandy asked. 
 
    “Sure,” one replied. 
 
    “I’ll be right back,” she said, then quickly headed for the door. 
 
    A solider grabbed her.  “Hey, what about your bike?” 
 
    “I only live around the corner.  I can get there and back faster on foot.” 
 
    None of the men responded and she moved for the door again. 
 
    The same soldier grabbed her again.  “Why are you in such a hurry?  Stick around for a while; I’ll give you a tour of the armory.” 
 
    “No!” she insisted.  “My mom’s expecting me back to get the bread.”  Sandy moved toward the door. 
 
    “Yeah, well we have expectations too, sweetheart,” a soldier insisted. 
 
    He pulled her to him and tried to kiss her.  She kicked him in the shin causing him to bend over. 
 
    Sandy went for the door again.  Another solider grabbed for her, missed, but caused Sandy to fall.  She got up, lunging for the door. 
 
    The soldier she kicked in the shin reached up and caught Sandy’s leg, dragging her to the floor.  He got on top of her groping and pulling up her shirt. 
 
     
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The initial blast shook the ground all the way out to where the boys were waiting.  The second blast blew open the huge overhead door.  Then the explosions went off just seconds apart.  The roof of the building shot in the air.  Men came running out on fire.  Horrific screams rent the air. 
 
    Danny lifted his gun and began shooting the defenseless soldiers.  The other boys were too startled to join in. 
 
    Kenny ran across the street to see if he could get to Sandy.  The flames forced him back.  Explosions continued.  Danny was afraid Kenny was going to try to go in despite the risk.  He handed his gun to Monk, ran across the street and grabbed Kenny by the arm.  “There’s nothing we can do!” Danny screamed in opposition to the roar of the fire. 
 
    “She’s in there and we don’t know if she’s dead or alive!” Kenny cried. 
 
    “No one in there’s alive, Kenny.” 
 
    “We have to try.” 
 
    “What we have to do is get the fuck out of here and carry on with the mission.  If we fail, then she died for nothing.  Is that what you want?” Danny asked, shaking his friend’s shoulder hard. 
 
    Sirens filled the air. 
 
    “We need to go!” Danny yelled above the din. 
 
    He dragged Kenny away.  The two turned, ran back to the others, gathered up their guns, and fled the scene of the tragedy. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    They made it back to their safe house.  All four boys shivered in the darkness.  They were wet and miserable and scared, even if none of them admitted it.   
 
    “We need to say a few words,” Kenny said.  “Who’s good at that?” 
 
    “My dad was a preacher,” Vince said. 
 
    “Then it’s on you,” Kenny ordered. 
 
    “Is this a good time?” Monk asked.  “Maybe later would be better.” 
 
    “There is no later.  We’ve got now,” Kenny said.  “That’s all we have.” 
 
    “Do we have anything of hers to commemorate?” Vince asked. 
 
    They all looked around.   
 
    Danny touched the amulet around his neck.  He took it off and said, “This was hers.” 
 
    Kenny saw what it meant to Danny.  “But it’s yours now.” 
 
    “She was one of us, not mine,” Danny retorted.  “Take it,” he said, handing it to Vince.  “Now say the words.” 
 
    “Lord, please welcome Sandy into your arms.  She was as brave as she was beautiful.  She was never loved and she deserves to feel that.  Provide a place for her that’s warm and sunny and peaceful.  Not like what we have here.  Give her back her childhood Lord.  Amen.” 
 
    “Those were nice words, Vince,” Kenny said.  “Sandy would be grateful.” 
 
    Tears welled up in Danny’s eyes.  He wiped them away before the others could see.  They remained standing, shivering.  No one wanted to be first to break the spell. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER FORTY-SIX 
 
      
 
    The Ghetto.  New Century City 
 
      
 
    The bulldozers, troop transports and hundreds of Cyborgs in military uniforms entered the camps at midnight   
 
    They gave no warning, just began plowing down the make-shift town in retaliation for the damage done to Daedalus facilities and the kidnapping of the prototype. 
 
    The humans were not given time to gather their belonging or run to safety.  The operation was meant to incur maximum damage and inflict fear in the people. 
 
    Shacks make of corrugated aluminum, cinder blocks and discarded wood were crushed and pushed until there wasn’t a piece bigger than a bread box.  Under the rubble lay hundreds of people who were guilty of nothing more than being human. 
 
    Those not killed immediately by the structures tumbling on top of them were run over by the metal tractor treads. 
 
    At first, scream were heard coming from all parts of the neighborhood, then cries, then moans, then nothing. 
 
    All through the night, fork lifts gathered debris and loaded it in dump trucks. 
 
    By morning, there was so little left of the make-shift city that anyone passing would never know there was a community there before. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER FORTY-SEVEN 
 
      
 
    New Century City 
 
      
 
    Ben met Astra at the market where he left her even though she had begged to come along to The Resistance safe house…which he didn’t think was very safe at all. 
 
    The two of them had to navigate a minefield of sorrow as they approached the new home Ben had found for them, after the raid on their apartment made it too dangerous to go back there. 
 
    They walked past bums lying on the air vents, trying to survive in the 1220 heat and panhandlers beseeching them for charity. 
 
    As soon as they got to the house, Ben started packing things for the trip he had in mind. 
 
    “Where are we going, Ben?” Astra asked, shaking from the look on Ben’s face. 
 
    “I don’t know if the Cyborg I dropped off has a locator beacon or not.  Daedalus might be able to trace their unit to the location of The Resistance.” 
 
    “But that is far from here,” Astra said. 
 
    “Yeah, but I told The Resistance where they could find me,” Ben explained. 
 
    “They would never tell Daedalus where we are…would they?” 
 
    “Not unless one of those geeks gives us up when the Cyborgs start drilling holes in their knees or elbows or heads.” 
 
    “Where will we go, Ben?” Astra asked, wrapping her arms around herself for safety. 
 
    “The Zone.” 
 
    “But we can’t stay there for long, Ben.” 
 
    “No, just long enough to let things cool off in the city…see if Daedalus sends out teams to locate their lost friend.” 
 
    He walked around the apartment, checking closets, drawers, and cabinets, and pushed aside large pieces of furniture that hid his guns and explosives. 
 
    Astra mirrored his step…watching intently. 
 
    Ben sensed her presence and turned around. 
 
    “Do we have to go?” she asked like a child. 
 
    “Those Resistance men are crazy.” 
 
    “Why?  How?” 
 
    Ben stopped packing for a moment.  “First, they think the can upload a virus into a Level 1 or 2 Cyborg, then somehow expose Watson to it, who no one has ever seen.  No one even really knows if it exists.” 
 
    “They know about Watson, too?” Astra asked. 
 
    “Only what I told them…which was a major mistake on my part.” 
 
    “And what is the second problem?” Astra asked. 
 
    He stuffed an extra breather into the backpack.  “They think that I would allow you to be their guinea pig.” 
 
    “Allow me?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “But you do not own me.  You cannot decide such things for me.  It is my decision.  I am a self-realized being.  I was programmed with all the knowledge ever accumulated, and I then learned from every experience I had and any experience any other Cyborg had who was connected to the system.  I am aware of all your arguments and concerns, Ben.  But I want my life to have meaning.  I am going to volunteer for the virus program…with or without your consent.” 
 
    “You would leave me?” Ben asked, crushed by the new reality seeping in. 
 
    “I would not be leaving you, Ben.  If I upload the virus to Watson and return Cyborgs to the control of humans, then every person on Earth will benefit and be able to live a life regulated only by their conscience, love, faith and abilities.  I would be everywhere, in all people.  Isn’t that a wonderful thing, Ben?” 
 
    “I don’t care about the damn world.  I only care about you and me.” 
 
    “That’s not true, Ben.  I have seen your kindness so many times.  I know you have a good heart.” 
 
    He broke down and admitted, “I couldn’t go on without you.” 
 
    “You are speaking like the mission has already failed.  There is a chance I can download the virus to Watson and come back as I was and be with you always…forever and ever.” 
 
    “We don’t know that.  The Resistance doesn’t know that.  I’d say the chances are slim to none.” 
 
    “I want to do something good, Ben.  I want to know I made a difference in the world.” 
 
    “How about our plans?  I was going to take you to the ocean.” 
 
    “I'll be with you, Ben, always and always.” 
 
    “There has to be another way,” Ben said. 
 
    “You told be all those other ways have been tried.  It now depends on you and me.  We must be realistic.” 
 
    “The Uninhabitable Zone is dangerous even for people like you and I who have been through it, and we’ve never been that far into the Zone,” Ben said, he resolve weakening.  He had little fight left in him. 
 
    “Yes, Ben.” 
 
    “I’ll go in first,” Ben insisted, “see if Watson really does exist.  Maybe I can take him out with the weapons I have.” 
 
    “You know we can’t do that.  We spoke of this.  If Watson is the source of intelligence for the Cyborgs and he dies, then all the connected systems in the country go off line.  The electrical grid, water plants, food growing and distribution.  No, we must help The Resistance; it is the only way.  And if something happened to you, then I would have to traverse the zone myself.” 
 
    “I was just thinking of your safety.” 
 
    “I am always safer when I am with you.” 
 
    “This is too dangerous,” he insisted, as he forced the guns into a duffle bag. 
 
    “I don’t mind dying as long as I am by your side,” Astra said. 
 
    “No ones dying on this trip.” 
 
    “Oh, then it is safe and I can go!” 
 
    “That’s not what I meant!” Ben said, dropping the duffle bag to where it almost landed on Astra’s toes.  “I’ll tie you up before I go.” 
 
    “I can break any ropes or chains you have.” 
 
    “Right.  Forgot.” 
 
    “Are you running out of reasons to stop me?  Are you ready to give up?” 
 
    “You’re exhausting me and I haven’t even taken the first step yet.” 
 
    “Do you know what some Olympic athletes did the night before they competed?  Before they broke world records?” Astra asked. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    She learned in a whispered in his ear.  “They had sex.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “Yes, really.  Does that shock you?” 
 
    “No.  I actually knew that.” 
 
    “Well…?” 
 
    “Well what?” Ben snapped. 
 
    Astra pulled off her sweater, took Ben’s hand and placed it on her breast. 
 
    “Do you like?” she asked, turning her body back and forth. 
 
    Ben was mesmerized.  He could not take his hand off her perfect body. 
 
    “You’re distracting me, Astra,” he said, but kept caressing her breasts, now with both hands. 
 
    “If you say you will take me, I promise not to entice you during the whole trip!” 
 
    Ben drew her into his arms and wrapped his hands around the cheeks of her backside.  “Unless I say it’s okay.” 
 
    Tears came to her eyes but she hid them from Ben, fearing he might not like to see her so vulnerable. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER FORTY-EIGHT 
 
      
 
    Central Square.  New Century City 
 
      
 
    The group of six Cyborgs, wearing Daedalus Security uniforms moved as a team down the sidewalk. 
 
    Humans moved to the other side of the street to avoid a confrontation, for even speaking to a Cyborg might be considered an act of cooperation or conspiracy punishable by The Resistance. 
 
    At the busiest intersection in the city, the Cyborgs stopped to discuss strategy. 
 
    At that same moment, all the humans disappeared from sight. 
 
    By the time the Cyborgs became aware of the movement, shots rang out. 
 
    The gun fire came from all directions, keeping the Cyborgs in a killing zone. 
 
    And while normal guns could not penetrate their titanium skin, the high-powered ammo from fifty and sixty caliber guns tore through the Cyborgs, crippling, them. 
 
    The Cyborgs took cover behind abandoned cars, street lights and mail boxes.  But those things were no match for the guns turned against them. 
 
    The shells went through cars and through titanium shielding of the Cyborgs.  Lampposts and mailboxes exploded.   
 
    Left without cover, and caught in a crossfire, the last of the Cyborgs were cut down. 
 
    Five boys stood up on the roofs of building on all four corners. 
 
    “The ‘E-Streeters’ strike again!” Danny cried. 
 
    “’E-Streeters’ forever,” Kenny called out. 
 
    Quickly, sirens rent the air.  But by the time reinforcements arrived, all six Cyborgs lay not just incapacitated, but irreparable. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER FORTY-NINE 
 
      
 
    Daedalus Industries HQ.  New Century City 
 
      
 
    Henry Llewellyn sat at his seat at the head of the table.  He did not speak for many minutes, rather, stared around the room, holding the gaze of each and every man in attendance.  “I want the head of that bastard Tanner.  Do I make myself clear?” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” came a tepid response from several of the men. 
 
    “You don’t seem very motivated, gentlemen.  Tanner is helping those units to get into the radioactive area.  If they get too deeply in there, we won't be able to stop them.” 
 
    “We have plans in place to intercept the scavengers, sir,” Number 5 assured. 
 
    “We?” Henry repeated. 
 
    “Yes, sir.  We--.” 
 
    “But I was not privy to those actions and decisions.  Who is the we you are referring to?” 
 
    “I meant--.” 
 
    “You meant to take full responsibility for your incompetent, ill-conceived, poorly-executed plan, thinking that by doing it on your own would lead to personal recognition and individual reward, when it fact it has led to your demise.” 
 
    “Sir, I must pro--.” 
 
    “What you must do is die, Number 5.” 
 
   
  
 

 And with that, the pen holder in front of the man sprayed out a cloud of gas that hit Number 5 directly in his face.   
 
    Within second, the man went unconscious and his face dropped on to the desk, the pen puncturing his eye and going directly into his brain. 
 
    The floor under his chair opened and the body dropped into a chute and was gone so fast many wondered if he had actually been there at all. 
 
    “Number 6,” Henry began, “what do you suggest?” 
 
    Number 6 looked at the empty chair next to him for a moment before replying.  “We have put in place plans to both intercept the man and his Cyborg and also to protect the facility against all attacks.” 
 
    “Specifics, Number 6.  I need specifics!” 
 
    “Sir, six separate parties have been spotted crossing the Uninhabitable Zone.” 
 
    “And why have they not been exterminated like the vermin they are?” Henry asked. 
 
    “We don’t have enough higher level Cyborgs,” Number 6 explained.  “Only the Level 4s and above have protection against the elements.  The lower Levels would become dysfunction within hours.” 
 
    “And you have plans in place to overcome those obstacles?” Henry asked. 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Number 6 replied.  “We have--.” 
 
    “These two people have already overcome your best men, at the factory, at their apartment and now they are where…?” 
 
    “Ah, we don’t know that sir,” Number 6 admitted.  “But--.” 
 
    “So you are saying they will reach Watson?” 
 
    “It’s possible, sir,” Number 2 admitted. 
 
    “Then we are all doomed.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER FIFTY 
 
      
 
    The Resistance.  New Century City 
 
      
 
    Ben had tried one last time to dissuade Astra from going through with the medical procedure and The Resistance’s plan. 
 
    But as hard as he fought, she was more adamant.  He knew that if he did not take her, she would get there on her own. 
 
    Resigned, they packed up all they would need for the trip through the Zone. 
 
    The two of them skirted the main streets, using the alleys to get to The Resistance safe house. 
 
    They arrived there in twenty minutes, just a few minutes after the appointed tine. 
 
    The building was mostly ruble, with just a few apartments intact after the retribution attacks by Daedalus.  In fact, most of the neighborhood was reduced to rubble. 
 
    The room was gloss white and brightly lit, in stark contrast to the ramshackle building and the devastated neighborhood. 
 
    There were a dozen computer stations and stacks of servers in the center of the room with connections to every station. 
 
    Patrick, Larry, Kyle, Nat, Chad, Mike and Tom stood around Ben and Astra, who clung to Ben’s side. 
 
    Victoria was visibly absent. 
 
    “What happened to the girl?” Ben asked. 
 
    “She needed a new home,” Larry said. 
 
    “Huh?” Ben replied. 
 
    “She was a plant,” Patrick explained. 
 
    “Oh, so your security isn’t foolproof after all,” Ben chided. 
 
    “She was a prototype, very tough to discern,” Tom said. 
 
    “So how did you get ride of her?” Ben asked. 
 
    “We lured her into an abandoned house then caved it in on top of her. 
 
    “I hope the bitch whore suffered,” Larry said.  “Playing me for a sucker.” 
 
    “Larry, you need to learn to express yourself,” Tom said.  “Holding feelings inside isn’t good for your health.” 
 
    All the men got a laugh out of that…except Ben.  He was incensed that anyone could laugh at a time when Astra’s life was hanging in the balance.  He grabbed Patrick by the arm and squeezed…hard. 
 
    Patrick winced but did not try to fight Ben off.   
 
    Astra tried to get in-between the two, but Ben’s glare made her back off. 
 
    “You better configure a scenario where Astra comes back whole or I just might use my prodigious skills against your little organization,” Ben warned. 
 
    “Some may have to die, Ben, so that millions may live.” 
 
    “That’s easy for you to say when it’s not one of your loved ones being sacrificed.” 
 
    “We don’t know that anyone is going to be sacrificed,” Patrick argued. 
 
    “You got a wife and kids, Pat?” Ben asked. 
 
    “Yes, I do.” 
 
    "How about we upload the virus to one of them and send them out into the Uninhabitable Zone with a couple bottles of water and a GPS?” 
 
    “If a human could carry the virus, I wouldn’t ask anyone else to do it.  I’d take it in myself.” 
 
    “We still don’t know if Watson exists,” Ben argued. 
 
    “We took the coordinates you gave us and plotted the energy currents going into and out of the city.  There was a faint signal coming from there.” 
 
    “How could a faint signal oversee all those Cyborgs and systems?” Ben asked. 
 
    “We think the signal is being masked.  But let me ask you…what else could it be in the middle of the Uninhabitable Zone?  You said yourself that no one can survive out there for more than a few days at a time.” 
 
    “I don’t like it one bit,” Ben said.  “I’d rather take my chances in the city.” 
 
    “They’re on to you, Tanner,” Patrick said.  “You’re public enemy number one.  They won’t stop until they find you and suck every piece of information out of your skull, then erase your memory, send you back out to wander the streets aimlessly, acting as an advertisement for what happens to people when they cross Daedalus.  No, Tanner, your only choice is to throw in with us and destroy Watson.” 
 
    “We’ve been working on this technology for a year,” Tom explained. 
 
    “But you’ve never tried it in the field,” Ben argued. 
 
    “We tried to introduce it to the Cyborg you brought us,” Tome replied.  “But you know what happened; you were there.” 
 
    “He died during the procedure,” Ben replied. 
 
    “We made a mistake,” Mike admitted. 
 
    “Sounds like it,” Ben shot back. 
 
    “We had to lower his functionality, keep him sedated, in order to conduct the procedure,” Mike explained.  “We drained his batteries to a point where there was no signal emitted.” 
 
    “But you drained his batteries too much and he crashed and burned,” Ben said. 
 
    “Right,” Patrick admitted. 
 
    “So you’re back to square one,” Ben concluded. 
 
    “Not quite,” Mike said.  “We now know more about the Cyborgs now.  We know that Level 3 and above have different systems.  They shut down when their systems are violated.” 
 
    “And we know that we need a volunteer who’s willing to let us operate without the need to lower their function to the danger point.  And that’s only a cooperative Cyborg,” Tom said.  “That’s why we asked you to bring Astra.” 
 
    Mike held up a thin copper wire.  “This is the key to all of it.” 
 
    “A virus?” Ben asked. 
 
    Curious, Astra reached out to touch it. 
 
    “Not just a virus,” Tom assured.  “An undetectable virus.  Watson won’t know it’s been transferred to him until it’s too late.” 
 
    “And now we know where Watson is,” Tom said, “thanks to you.” 
 
    “And how do we transfer it to Watson?” Ben asked. 
 
    “Watson has an Achilles heel,” Tom explained. 
 
    “”That being?” Ben questioned. 
 
    “Watson is an unlimited Cyborg, but he’s also first generation Cyborg,” Nat replied. 
 
    “That means he has emotions,” Mike said. 
 
    “So we need a first generation Cyborg that has emotions to interface with Watson,” Patrick said. 
 
    “Interface?” Ben questioned. 
 
    “Physical contact,” Mike replied. 
 
    “Physical contact?” Ben repeated. 
 
    “An exchange,” Mike replied. 
 
    “Of?” Ben asked. 
 
    “Electrical impulses,” Mike replied. 
 
    “We had to disguise it as something innocuous,” Tom interjected.  “The Cyborgs have ways of screening out program anomalies.  So we’re going to use a geometric form to fool them and bypass their defenses.” 
 
    “Can you explain it in layman’s terms?” Ben asked.  “How can a geometric form is going to disable Watson’s neural processor?” 
 
    “The shape is a paradox.  It can’t exist in real time or space,” Tom explained.  “When the image is uploaded to his neural network, Watson will attempt to analyze it since that is one of their directives.  But due to its nature, it will take more and more of its resources, until eventually all computing power above Level 1 will be used up.  All his advanced memory banks will be taken over by the task.  And when Watson downloads the problem to the Cyborgs under him, they will try to analyze it.  Each step they take will spawn unlimited solutions to an unsolvable puzzle.  And every single Cyborg that is part of the collective will revert to Level 1.” 
 
    “Very slick,” Ben said, “…if it works.” 
 
    “There’s just one more thing, Ben,” Patrick said. 
 
    “There is no, ‘one more thing.’  It’s a slippery slope. Once you’re on it, it gets smoother and faster and it’s all down hill from there.” 
 
    Astra reached out and touched Ben lightly on the arm.  “Please listen, Ben.” 
 
    “I’m glad you can joke about it, Tanner.  For us, it’s life and death.” 
 
    “It’s life and death for me and Astra, too.  Just a little more personal.” 
 
    “Maybe you’re on a different page than me, Tanner,” Patrick said.  “I’m talking about the whole human race, not just one life.  This may be our last chance.  Once the Cyborgs introduce their new series, the last things the Cyborgs need humans for will be gone.  And when we no longer have a purpose, we are dispensable; like curdled milk.” 
 
    “It’s not one life; it’s two.  And Astra is a hell of a lot more human than some of the pencil neck geeks you got working for you.” 
 
    “I’ll let that pass,” Patrick said.  “Now, if you’re done with your dry wit, can we get back to the matter at hand?” 
 
    “Yeah, you want me to…?” 
 
    “Escort Astra to Watson.  No one knows the Uninhabitable Zone better than you,” Patrick said.  “None of us have even been outside the city.” 
 
    “It’s not too late to start,” Ben said.  “I’ll draw you a map.” 
 
    Ben took Astra’s hand and began escorting her out of the room. 
 
    Astra grabbed his arm and stopped him.  “If you do not take me, I will go by myself.” 
 
    Ben turned to Patrick.  “There has to be another way.  You’re just clutching at the first thing that came along.  You give it some thought and I’m sure you’ll come up with something much better.”  Ben took Astra’s hand again and tried to pull her along, but she dug in her heels. 
 
    “Listen to them, Ben…please,” she said, tugging at his jacket. 
 
    Ben was incensed that these men who barely knew him or Astra were asking them to risk their lives on a scheme that might not work even if they got through to Watson. 
 
    “There are only a few first generation female Cyborgs left and their owners have never been outside the city,” Nat explained.  “They couldn’t find Watson with a GPS strapped to their asses.” 
 
    “Time is working against us, Ben,” Chad said.  “Daedalus is close to rolling out the new Cyborgs.  It might only be days.  There isn’t time to figure another way or train another Cyborg to do this.” 
 
    Astra was on the verge of tears.  She was nodding her head up and down, agreeing with Chad. 
 
    “Astra is not just first generation; there were a handful made to replicate the most beautiful women of all of history: Helen of Troy, Joan of Arc, Cleopatra,” Tom said. 
 
    “The thing you don’t understand is that she’s just as beautiful inside: her heart and mind and being.” 
 
    “But she’s just--,” Nate began. 
 
    “Just what?” Ben asked, getting in Nate’s face 
 
    “Okay, Tanner.  We see your point,” Patrick said. 
 
    “What will happen to Astra if she interfaces with Watson?” Ben asked. 
 
    “We don’t know.  Maybe it will fry her circuitry; maybe it will wipe her memory,” Patrick replied.  “I’m sorry.  We just can’t be sure.” 
 
    “I lost my parents when I was four years old, Ben began.  “I was shuttled between orphanages for most of my life.  Spent time in reform school, then jail.  I was never loved.  Never even knew what it was until Astra came into my life.  She’s everything to me.  You might as well kill me if you make her do this.” 
 
    “We won’t make her do it, Ben,” Patrick responded.  “She has to volunteer.” 
 
    “Look, Tanner,” Chad began, “we can guarantee--.” 
 
    “You can’t guarantee a fucking thing,” Ben spat.  “You sit here it this sterile room and write code.  That makes doesn’t make you an expert about jack shit.  Experienced people go out in the Uninhabitable Zone, get lost, and don’t come back.  You go there unprepared for the radiation, heat, sand storms, lack of water, you’re dead in minutes to hours.” 
 
    “Yes, Ben.  We understand that,” Mike said.  “But that’s why we’ve come to you.  No other human knows the zone better than you or has spent more time out there.” 
 
    “The Cyborgs raided the foundry where I took the head,” Ben said.  “They know we know the location of Watson.  They’ll have teams of men covering the route to the source.  It’ll be impossible to get through.” 
 
    “We have six teams of men, volunteers who will take different routes to the coordinates,” Tom explained.  "That will split up their forces, make them spread out over hundreds of miles of desert.  And the sand storms will negate their advantage.  They won’t be able to communicate or coordinate their actions.  They’ll be at a major disadvantage.” 
 
    “These men know it might be a one way trip?” Ben asked.   
 
    “They know,” Mike said. 
 
    “They must be crazy,” Ben concluded. 
 
    “No, Ben,” Tom replied.  “They see it as the most important thing they’ll ever do.” 
 
    “Let’s do it, Ben,’ Astra decided.  “It will be an adventure and if we can stop the Cyborgs from taking over, that will be good for the world.” 
 
    “I don’t give a fuck about the world.  The world never did me any favors.  I had to fight for everything I ever had.  Didn’t ask for any breaks; never got any.  In my world, humans are just as bad as Cyborgs.” 
 
    “If we are successful then the children can play again, go to school, and mothers can feed their families and men can work at safe jobs,” Astra argued. 
 
    “That’s philosophical, theoretical,” Ben shot back.  “The only thing for sure is we’ll probably be dead.” 
 
    “Not dead, Ben,” Tom insisted.  We’ll have your DNA, your brain coding.  We can create another Ben, another Astra.  Perfect replicas of the both of you.” 
 
    “See, Ben!” Astra said.  “We’ll be together, just like now!” 
 
    “No, it won’t be me and you.  It’ll be clones of us.” 
 
    “I want to do something to help, Ben,” Astra insisted.  “Humans have been kind to me.  I‘d like to return something.” 
 
    “You’d leave me?” he asked, startled. 
 
    “But I won’t leave you, Ben…ever.  If we have our consciousness loaded into Cyborg bodies then we’ll both live for a thousand years.  We can dance and sing and take walks in the park.  Wouldn’t that be wonderful?” 
 
    Ben was startled and humbled by Astra’s logic.  He stopped to think and search his mind for ways to stop the insanity.  “You’re not going to do this; and even if you did, I won’t guide you through the Uninhabitable Zone.” 
 
    “I’m ready now,” Astra said to Patrick, stepping around Ben.  “You can implant the virus in me.” 
 
    “No!” Ben insisted one more time. 
 
    “I have made up my mind, Ben.  I am going to do this, then I am going to go out into the Zone and find Watson on my own.” 
 
    Astra walked over to Mike and nodded to him. 
 
    Mike escorted Astra to the operating table and prepared her for surgery. 
 
    Ben did not say anything as the men took Astra over to an operating table and had her lie down. 
 
    Mike took over. 
 
    He unbuttoned Astra’s blouse, exposing her breasts. 
 
    “God,” Nate whispered. 
 
    “Hey,” Ben said, “do you have to put it there?” 
 
    “Yes, Ben,” Mike said.  “It has to interface with her emotional sensors.” 
 
    “Right,” Ben said, not fully satisfied with the answer. 
 
    “Ben gets jealous if other men see me naked,” Astra laughed. 
 
    The men joined in laughing.  Ben glared at them, shutting down their response. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER FIFTY-ONE 
 
      
 
    Daedalus Industries HQ.  New Century City 
 
      
 
    “What is on the agenda today, gentlemen?” Henry asked. 
 
    “The Cyborg unit that was captured had its neural processor modified,” Number 2 said to the assembled men. 
 
    “How is that possible?” Henry asked. 
 
    “It isn’t possible…or at least it wasn’t until now,” Number 2 replied.  “Someone has managed to change the second protocol.” 
 
    “To what?” Henry asked. 
 
    “The enemy of Cyborgs are other Cyborgs,” Number 2 replied. 
 
    “But that would mean the end of things as we know them,” Henry realized. 
 
    “Yes, and the end of Cyborgs would mean the end of our jobs as overseers,” Number 3 said.  “Not only that, but we would be tried for crimes against humanity, genocide, false imprisonment.” 
 
    “Then we have to retrieve the altered Cyborg and find the men behind this before they can alter any more,” Number 4 said. 
 
    “Brilliant, Number 4!” Henry responded. 
 
    “Thank you, sir.  I--.” 
 
    “You fool!” Henry roared.  “You are already two steps behind and falling further back every moment.  We know it was The Resistance that accomplished the feat.  And we have sent out teams of investigators - both machines and humans - to track hem down.” 
 
    “Very good,” Number 4 said. 
 
    “Good?  Maybe not for you, Number 4,” Henry threatened. 
 
    “What do you mean, sir?” 
 
    “I want you to lead a party and find those men,” Henry said. 
 
    “But even our security forces haven’t been able to locate them,’ Number 4 argued. 
 
    “Aren’t you smarter than a machine?” Henry asked rhetorically. 
 
    “But, sir…there are reports of shootings in the city; the killing of our security forces,” Number 4 argued. 
 
    “Surely going out there is better than shoveling dead bodies into the furnaces at the foundries.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.  I see your point, sir.” 
 
    “They may be altering more Cyborg’s as we speak,” Henry insisted.  “They are perfecting the procedure.  Once they do, they will alter a second and a third.  Then the miracle dissipates.” 
 
    The light in the middle of the room began to waver.  Then it collapsed into colors, then sharpened into the outline of a human shape, until a three-dimensional, holographic image of Watson stood on the desk. 
 
    “Mr. Watson!” Llewellyn announced.  “An honor to have you attend our meeting.” 
 
    “I am not here to be honored or patronized, Mr. Llewellyn.” 
 
    “No, sir.  Of course not!” 
 
    “I am here because it has come to my attention that you have lost control of the city to the partisans and because there are humans trekking through the Uninhabitable Zone that might stumble upon my location.” 
 
    “I can assure you, sir, that--.” 
 
    “You can assure me nothing, Mr. Llewellyn,” the voice screamed so loud the light fixtures in the room shook. 
 
    “We are taking every precaution,” Henry assured.  “We have left no stone unturned, Mr. Watson.” 
 
    “But the partisans are demolishing our research facilities,” Watson said.  “The new prototypes are not being produced and replacing the old models.” 
 
    “That is true, sir.  But I am surrounded by incompetents.” 
 
    “Are you certain you are not the incompetent one, Mr. Llewellyn?” 
 
    “Allow me to remind you, Mr. Watson, I have faithfully and meticulously handled your affairs from the very beginning of the Cyborg movement.” 
 
    “You can remind me of nothing, Llewellyn.  I am all knowing.” 
 
    “Yes, sir. Of course Mr. Watson.” 
 
    “Number 2,” Watson addressed the man, “What do you think of Mr. Llewellyn’s plans to stop the partisans and to capture the humans who are on their way to my systems center?” 
 
    “Sir, Mr. Llewellyn is a pompous ass who has never listened to our recommendations.  He dismissed the partisans as a bunch of incompetent, poorly led, and badly trained humans.  He never considered them a real threat but spoke of them as a pesky fly.” 
 
    “How dare you--,” Llewellyn began. 
 
    “Shut your mouth, Henry!” Watson roared.  “Go on, Number 2.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir.  We recommended paying informants to infiltrate the partisan ranks but Mr. Llewellyn felt it was an unnecessary expense.” 
 
    "Is that right, Henry?” Watson asked. 
 
    “Well, sir, I don’t think I would phrase it like that.” 
 
    “What else, Number 2?” Watson asked. 
 
    “Mr. Llewellyn had two members of this committee executed because they suggested steps he was reluctant to implement.” 
 
    “And how do you plead, Henry?” Watson asked. 
 
    “I will not stand by and--.” 
 
    Henry, I want you to switch places with Number 2.” 
 
    “I will not stand for--.” 
 
    “You would disobey me?” Watson roared. 
 
    Henry shook from the top of his head to the bottom of his shoes.  He got up on shaky legs and shifted his seat with Number 2. 
 
    “Number 2,” Watson said, “will you do the honors?” 
 
    “With pleasure, sir,” Number 2 assured, then leaned forward and pressed the lever. 
 
     Electrical current arced up from the pen in front of Henry and coursed through his body.  Llewellyn shook for a full minute before Number 2 stopped the current and the ex-Chairman fell to the ground, dead. 
 
    “Number 2,” Watson said. 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “You are now in charge.” 
 
    “Yes, Mr. Watson.  Thank you, sir.” 
 
    “Do not thank me yet, Number 2.  If you should fail as miserably as Number I, there will be little recognition given and much retribution assigned.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER FIFTY-TWO 
 
      
 
    New Century City 
 
      
 
    Five boys ran down the street tossing a ball around.  They were yelling to one-another the way kids always did. 
 
    They raced back and forth in front of the military sub-station housing a Cyborg squad of twelve machines.   
 
    The “E-Streeters” were subtly looking for signs of weakness. 
 
    After several minutes, Danny made his decision and nodded to the other three.  They took grenades out of their pockets and readied to throw them. 
 
    Just before they did, gunfire erupted.   
 
    The boys ducked behind a row of cars. 
 
    “How the hell did they know where we’d be?” Kenny asked. 
 
    Danny looked at Zeb, eyes burning right through the other boy.  Zeb could not hold Danny’s gaze and diverted his eyes. 
 
    Danny grabbed Zeb by the collar and screamed, “Where is it?  Where’s the locator?” 
 
    “They injected it into my arm,” he said, pulling up his sleeve. 
 
    Monk grabbed Zeb.  “What have you done, Zeb,” he yelled, tears streaming down her face. 
 
    “I tried to find my mom,” Zeb pleaded. 
 
    “And you got caught,” Danny finished the sentence. 
 
    “You told them our plans,” Kenny yelled.   
 
    “You’re the only other person that knew,” Vince seethed. 
 
    “How’d they catch you?” Kenny asked, grabbing his face, forcing Zeb to look him in the eye.  “You’re fast, too fast for them to grab you.” 
 
    “They were watching her, waiting for me.” 
 
    “He’s lying,” Vince said.   
 
    “He knew the rules...and he knew the penalty for breaking them,” Kenny said. 
 
    The bullets zinged in, just over their heads, blowing out the windows of the car they were huddled behind.  Glass exploded, the body of the car absorbing the shots. 
 
    “We need to go, Danny,” Kenny said. 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    “What are we going to do with him?” Vince asked. 
 
    “Nothing,” Danny replied.  “We leave him here.” 
 
    “You’re not going to kill me?” Zeb asked. 
 
    “You’re not worth wasting a bullet on,” Danny decided. 
 
    “Thanks, Danny,” Zeb said. 
 
    The four boys got up on their feet, ducking just below the line of sight from the guns. 
 
    Danny turned to Zeb.  “Oh, I forgot one thing, Zeb.” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    Danny slipped the gun out from behind his back.   
 
    Zeb saw it and his eyes grew wide.  But before he could speak, Danny shot him in the head. 
 
    Vince, Monk and Kenny looked at Danny.  Kenny said, “If you hadn’t killed the rat, fink, gutless, yellow, chicken shit bastard, scum bag, I would have.” 
 
    “Kenny, you need to learn to express your emotions,” Danny said. 
 
    All four laughed.   
 
    Then Danny said, “Go!”  
 
    The boys made a dash down the street.  If they could get around the corner... 
 
    They were fast, really fast, but the bullets were faster and they were coming not just from within the station, but from the other side of the street as well.  Cyborgs appeared in front of them, having stepped out from between cars. 
 
    Monk was hit and screamed.  A second bullet hit him in the head and his brains were all over the street.  Vince stopped to help Monk but got shot in the leg and fell  
 
    Vince tried to drag himself and Monk along.  More bullets found their mark; the two died without making a sound.  Kenny was shot in the back but kept running.  A second shot hit him in the arm but he continued in an erratic fashion as if trying to make himself a more difficult target, but really just staggering.   
 
    Danny made it to the corner then looked back to see the carnage.  He jumped out to help Kenny.  Kenny screamed, “Go!  Get the fuck out of here!” 
 
    Danny raced toward him. 
 
    “You’ve got to go!” Kenny demanded. 
 
    Kenny was hit in the throat.  He stopped and put his hands up to the wound.  Three more bullets found the mark and he went down but still moved forward on his knees for a few more feet before collapsing. 
 
    Danny stopped in the street.  He had to make a decision: help friends he knew were already dead, or abandoned them and try to make it back to The Resistance with information that could make a difference in the war to come.   
 
    Bullet zinged past him.  He knew the next ones would find their mark.  Danny turned and ran. 
 
    There were shouts coming from somewhere in front of him.  They had him trapped.  He ducked between two parked cars.  His eyes scanned the area, searching for an escape route.  He looked down, found himself standing on a manhole cover. 
 
    He made an instinctive, instantaneous decision.  He lifted it, jumped in, and repositioned the lid.  Just as he did, soldiers’ boots raced by.  They stepped on the manhole, sending down a noise that sounded to Danny like a church gong ringing.   
 
    As soon as his eyes acclimatized to the darkness, he moved deeper into the sewer. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER FIFTY-THREE 
 
      
 
    The Resistance Safe House.  New Century City 
 
      
 
    Ben had to threaten Mike, but he finally allowed Ben in the operating room…after Ben scrubbed up and wore a sterile uniform over his grunge clothing.   
 
    Astra was attached by way of a dozen fiber-optic cables that snaked to a flat screen showing diagnostics.  The cables then continued to Tom at the master console. 
 
    Patrick stood next to Ben. 
 
    “You know what you’re doing, doc?” Ben asked derisively. 
 
    “We learned a lot from working on the Cyborg you brought us.  I think we can--.” 
 
    “You think,” Ben repeated.  “We’ll that instills a lot of confidence in me.” 
 
    “We know you can do this, Mike,” several of the men said. 
 
    “I wish I had your confidence,” Mike replied. 
 
    “I don’t need confidence,” Ben explained to the men in the room.  “I’m relying on promises.  You promised to preserve Astra and I promised to kill you if you didn’t.” 
 
    Mike looked up at Ben and smiled. 
 
    Ben did not return the gesture. 
 
    Patrick started to laugh, then shut it down when he saw the look on Ben’s face. 
 
    Mike took a scalpel and made a very thin incision between Astra’s breasts. 
 
    “Does that hurt, Astra?” Mike asked. 
 
    “I only feel pain if Ben does not say he loves me at least once every hour.” 
 
    The men laughed again.   
 
    This time, Ben joined in in spite of himself. 
 
    Mike drained Astra’s electrical reserves to slow down her functions; something that was necessary before starting the procedure. 
 
    When the monitor showed she was low but level, Mike opened Astra’s titanium chest cavity.  He took the copper strip and attached it to her neural network via a micro UBS cable, then secured the cable to her skeleton with a suture.   
 
    “She’s ready for the download,” Mike said to Tom. 
 
    Tom hit enter and the download began.   
 
    It seemed that no one breathed for the entire time the process was on-going. 
 
    Astra’s eyes were open but unblinking.  She looked directly up at the ceiling lights, never deviating her gaze or flinching from the instrumentation attached to her. 
 
    Tom typed in commands at the console so fast his fingers were a blur.  He was truly a man conducting a piano concerto. 
 
    That hit Ben.  “You have music in here?” 
 
    “Yes, but I don’t--,’ Patrick began. 
 
    “Rachmaninov Piano Concerto No 2” 
 
    “Can I ask…?” 
 
    “That’s Astra’s favorite music,” Ben explained. 
 
    “But she can’t…,” Mike began. 
 
    “You don’t know what she can or can’t,” Ben argued.  “You just said you’ve never successfully done this before.” 
 
    Nate used another keyboard to bring up the symphony, which he then transferred to the speaker system in the room. 
 
    The concerto filled the room. 
 
    Ben thought he saw Astra smile; he fought back tears. 
 
    Tom continued to type in commands while Mike monitored Astra’s vital signs. 
 
    The data streamed down the screen too fast for the eye to follow but Tom kept nodding his head. 
 
    Ben saw that and it buoyed his spirits. 
 
    Twenty minutes later, Tom said, “That’s it; download completed.” 
 
    Mike used a heat gun and epoxy to close up Astra’s chest.  By the time he fused the flap and scrapped away the excess glue, no one could tell he ever made an incision. 
 
    Mike slowly restored the electricity to Astra’s neural circuitry. 
 
    Ben rushed to the bed side and took Astra’s hand 
 
    “Sweetie, it’s me.  Can you hear me?” 
 
    Patrick came over, gently took Ben’s arm and pulled him back.  “We need to let these men work, Ben.” 
 
    The data on the screen became more ordered.  “She’s gaining consciousness,” Mike said. 
 
    “Ben,” Mike called out, “Come over here and talk to her again.” 
 
    Ben quickly went to Astra’s side and whispered to her, “Please come back to me, Astra.  I can’t live without you.  You’re my air, my blood, my heart, my mind.  You’re everything to me and I’m nothing without you.” 
 
    Nate turned to Chad and whispered, “We’re betting everything that Astra can bluff a computer a hundred times smarter than her? 
 
    “A millions times smarter,” Tom corrected. 
 
    Patrick overheard and said, “She’s so beautiful that Watson is going to let his guard down.” 
 
    That’s the plan, anyway,” Chad said. 
 
    Astra began to move her limbs. 
 
    “Slowly,” Mike said to her. 
 
    Less than a minute later, Astra sat up, her blouse still open.  She spread her arms and asked, “Am I still beautiful?” 
 
    The men in the room looked like they were salivating. 
 
    Ben came over, quickly buttoned her blouse, and said, “Shows over, folks.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “What happens now?” Ben asked. 
 
    “The virus needs to be transferred to Watson within seventy-two hours,” Patrick explained. 
 
    “Or…?” 
 
    “It will start to degrade in Astra’s body, causing her to lose all memory of the past…and then it can’t be transferred to Watson.” 
 
    Ben gripped Patrick’s arm and squeezed.  “Was that just a minor detail you forgot to tell me before the operation?” 
 
    “If I told you that, would you have gone though with the procedure?” 
 
    “No fucking way.” 
 
    “That’s why.” 
 
    There was a knock on the door. 
 
    Everyone froze. 
 
    Ben was the first one to pull out a gun. 
 
    “Who else knows about this place besides everyone in here?” Ben asked. 
 
    “No one,” Patrick assured. 
 
    “So you think it’s just someone collecting for charity at an abandoned building? Ben quipped. 
 
    “Whoever it is, we need to get him in here and make sure he doesn’t rat us out,” Nate said, going for the door. 
 
    Ben grabbed his arm and pulled him back.  “This is my territory,” he said, moving to the door with his gun drawn. 
 
    “The rest of need to step back,” Ben said. 
 
    Ben waited till the men, and Astra, complied, then the yanked open the door and stuck his gun in the face of the visitor. 
 
    “Hey, dude,” Danny said, “cool your jets.”  He reached up and pushed the gun away. 
 
    “Danny!  How did you know where we’d be?” Ben asked. 
 
    “This is my neighborhood.  I know everything that’s happening and everybody’s business.” 
 
    “Well get your ass in here before you draw heat,” Ben said. 
 
    Danny slipped in the small space between the open door and Ben. 
 
    “Everybody, this is Danny,” Ben said.  “Leader of the ‘E Streeters.’ 
 
    “Ex-leader of the ‘E Streeters,’” Danny corrected. 
 
    “Why?  What happened?” Ben asked. 
 
    “They’re dead,” Danny said, his emotions spent, his voice hoarse. 
 
    “All of them?” Ben asked. 
 
    “Yeah.  We got ratted out by one of our own.  It was a set-up.  They were waiting for us.  It was only luck that I got away.  Although right now I don’t feel so lucky.” 
 
    “I could use you, Danny, unless you’ve got a full schedule,” Ben said. 
 
    “I think my social calendar is open right now,” Danny quipped. 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    “Where we going?” 
 
    “Into the Zone,” Ben replied. 
 
    “That the best you can come up with?  I was thinking more like a raid on a Daedalus facility here in the city.” 
 
    “No, we’re going into the lion’s den,” Ben said. 
 
    “Where’s the den?  Who’s the lion?” 
 
    “Watson, twenty miles into the hot zone.” 
 
    “Who or what is Watson?” 
 
    “The brain that runs the Cyborgs.” 
 
    “So we take him down and we control the Cyborgs again?” Danny asked. 
 
    “That the plan, anyway,” Ben said. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER FIFTY-FOUR 
 
      
 
    The Uninhabitable Zone.   
 
      
 
    Ben and Astra took the path that cut through the huge mounds of sand.  It was not on a direct line with their destination, but it was a safer route since they could only be followed by foot or by extreme vehicles.  No hover craft, with their limited battery life, could possibly make the journey. 
 
    They walked on in silence, conserving their energy under the oppressive temperatures made worse by the heavy coats and respirators. 
 
    In the shimmering heat, Ben thought he saw something…or someone ahead of them. 
 
    “What do you think, Ben?” Astra asked. 
 
    “I’m not sure.” 
 
    The people ahead of them were kicking up a lot of sand. 
 
    That meant people dragging their feet or possessions behind them, Ben considered. People exhausted, stupid and lost. 
 
    Ben pulled his gun out of its holster, ready for whatever lay ahead. 
 
    They continued walking at a slow pace, but even at that speed they quickly caught up to the group. 
 
    When the people ahead of them saw that they were being followed, they stopped and waited for Ben and Astra. 
 
    Ben saw that they were human, but then asked himself what they were doing in the Uninhabitable Zone with no protection. 
 
    “Do you know the way to Watson?” one asked. 
 
    “How did you hear about Watson?” Ben asked.  “And why do you want to go there?” 
 
    “We heard he is all-knowing and will help us,” one said. 
 
    “You heard wrong,” Ben replied.  “Watson is in charge of the Cyborgs.  He’s the one giving the orders to get rid of all the humans.” 
 
    “No, he’s our savior,” one insisted. 
 
    “Where did you come from?” Astra asked. 
 
    “We lived in the Ghetto.  Daedalus came and destroyed it.  We have no home now; nowhere to go,” one explained. 
 
    “And who told you about Watson?” Ben asked 
 
    “We just heard it,” one insisted. 
 
    “You’re just hearing voices,” Ben assured.  “It’s in your head, not from some reliable source.” 
 
    “No, it’s true,” one insisted. 
 
    “You’re going to die out here,” Ben said.  “Either from the heat, radiation, lack of water or at the hands of the Cyborgs who are probably just a few miles behind us.” 
 
    “How far is it to Watson?” another one immediately asked. 
 
    “You’re headed the wrong way,” Ben said.  “You need to return to the city.” 
 
    But the people did not listen and continued walking away from the city and toward where they thought Watson was. 
 
    Ben rushed to get in front of them.  “Wait, wait.  Stop.” 
 
    The people walked around him. 
 
    “You have to turn around now and get back to the city,” Ben insisted 
 
    “The city is not safe for any of us.” 
 
    The people: men, women, and children began walking again. 
 
    “Where the hell are you going? Ben called out 
 
    “To a better place,” a man said. 
 
    “You were sent to save us, sir,’ a woman insisted. 
 
    “Please take us there,” a child pleaded. 
 
    Astra went over to a child that was crying, took out a tissue and wiped her eyes. 
 
    She whispered something to the little girl and her eyes lit up and she laughed. 
 
    Ben looked at Astra, incredulous.  He wanted to turn the people around and focus on their mission while Astra was adopting a kid. 
 
    “There’s nothing there but death,” Ben warned. 
 
    “Please, sir.  Going back to the city is not possible for us.” 
 
    It's not possible?” Ben repeated.  “How can you say that?  We just left the city and it’s safe.” 
 
    “No!  It is dangerous for us.  Going back is impossible,” a man repeated. 
 
    “The further you go from the city, the worse the radiation gets,” Ben explained. 
 
    “God will protect us,” a woman insisted. 
 
    “God?” Ben repeated.  “There is no God out here.  Only rabbits, chipmunks and sand.  And how are you going to survive with no water?” 
 
    “We have made a water condenser,” a man said, proudly, holding it up for Ben to see. 
 
    “It only makes water at night,” Ben argued.  “You’ll die of thirst during the day.” 
 
    “My first protocol demands that I protect the humans,” Astra said.  She took out her own water condenser: a larger, more sophisticated model.  “There will be more water for you at dawn.” 
 
    “What the hell is going on?” Ben asked 
 
    “We can't let them die, Ben,” Astra said. 
 
    “If you want them to survive, then you need to convince them to return to the city.” 
 
    “No, Ben.  They must stay with us.” 
 
    “Going back to the city is not possible for us, sir,” a man kept repeating. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER FIFTY-FIVE 
 
      
 
    The Uninhabitable Zone.   
 
      
 
    The heat did not relent.  The people withered.  Their pace slow.  Some staggered, disoriented by heat and lack of water. 
 
    A few just gave up, laid down and curled into a fetal position. 
 
    Astra tried everything to get them up but they were too far gone: dehydrated to the point their minds were disoriented.  Blisters on their feet too painful to walk on.  Eyes burned from the glare of the sun.  Sand in their noses and mouths making it impossible to breathe. 
 
    Yet still she tried…until one of the ghetto elders came over and gently pulled on Astra’s arm and said, “Let them go.  They have come as far as they could.  Not all were destined to make it to Watson.  It is their decision.  We must continue on or none of us will make it.” 
 
    Astra got up, wiping tears from her eyes. 
 
    And they began marching again. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Why did the weather change, sir?” one of the people asked Ben. 
 
    “No one knows for sure,” Ben said, trying to quickly end any interchange that would sap his energy and weaken his resolve. 
 
    “Please, sir.” 
 
    “Right.  People poisoned the Earth and the sky and the oceans.  They polluted and wasted and used up all the Earth’s resources.” 
 
    “But why would they do that?  To kill the Earth is to kill ones self,” an old man said. 
 
    “People lived for the day, for the moment,” Ben explained.  “They wanted to maximize their pleasure and didn’t worry or care about what would happen to themselves or others or the Earth because that was at a later time.” 
 
    “That makes me cry,” one said. 
 
    “Didn’t some humans know better and try to stop the harm that was being done?” another asked. 
 
    “Yes, but the people who cared about the Earth had little money and the people who didn’t care had lots of money,” Ben explained. 
 
    I didn't know that a human could kill the Earth,’ one said.  “People are very small and the Earth is very big.” 
 
    “Just before the sky and the sea and the land died, there were twelve billion people on the planet when the world was only meant to house one hundred million,” Ben replied. 
 
    “How many are in the world now?” one asked. 
 
    “About one hundred million.” 
 
    “So now everything is perfect again,” one suggested. 
 
    “No, now it is too late.  Everything is dead…or will be soon,” Ben assured. 
 
    “It is said that there are oases in the desert,” one of the people suggested. 
 
    “Oases?” Ben repeated.  “There’s sand in the desert.  The first time I went to the Uninhabitable Zone it took half a day to step on sand.  Ten years from now, that's all there'll be.  Sand.  Sand and millions of cockroaches.” 
 
    One of the old people pointed to a long valley ahead.  On either side, large mounds of sand rose up several hundred feet high.  “There was a river down there.  A river that flowed all the way to the ocean,” she said. 
 
    “I have never seen a river,” Astra admitted.  “Have you really seen one?” she asked excitedly. 
 
    “Yes,” the woman replied.  “It was a long time ago, but I am certain of it.” 
 
    “You see, Ben.  It’s real,” Astra insisted.  “If a river existed here in the Uninhabitable Zone, then surely an ocean exists on the coast.” 
 
    “The only thing I’m sure of is that we’re all going to die if we don’t find water soon.” 
 
    A man came forward and said, “We are not going to die.” 
 
    “No?” Ben mocked.  “And what are you…a prophet?” 
 
    “Yes, I am.  My name is Simon and the Lord has spoken to me.” 
 
    “Really?” Ben asked in a voice thick with sarcasm. 
 
    Astra placed a hand over Ben’s mouth.  “Do not mock the Lord Ben…or his messengers.” 
 
    “If he’s a messenger of the Lord, then I’m---.” 
 
    “Please, Ben, let him speak!” Astra insisted. 
 
    “Fine,” Ben acquiesced.  “Go on, Simon.” 
 
    “I was named after a disciple of the Lord.  I have dedicated my life to him and his teachings.” 
 
    “And what lesson do we get out of dying in the desert?” Ben asked. 
 
    “But we’re not going to die.  We are going to reach the Promised Land!” Simon assured. 
 
    “We’re headed to Watson: the intelligence behind Daedalus,” Ben reiterated.  “The thing that teaches the Cyborgs and instructs them in who to kill, what to destroy.” 
 
    “It is also where we will find salivation,” Simon insisted.  
 
    “I think you’re--,” Ben began. 
 
    “It is the house of the Lord,” Simon said. 
 
    “You’re confused,” Ben assured.  “You’re not--.” 
 
    Astra whispered to Ben, “Do not take away their hope, Ben.  It is all they have.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER FIFTY-SIX 
 
      
 
      
 
    Daedalus HQ.  New Century City 
 
      
 
    “Henry was a fool,” Number 2 insisted, addressing the other men at the table.  He thought of himself as a shepherd.  Bringing together the wayward and the lost.  Tending to the flock.  
 
    “Do we have a plan?” Number 4 asked. 
 
    “Not we, Number 4.  I have a plan.  I want you to lead a team of Cyborgs and go after the people headed for Watson.” 
 
    “But the radiation will kill me?” 
 
    “It won’t kill you if you get the job done quickly.” 
 
    “What about the Cyborgs?” Number 4 argued.  “The sand will seep into their skin and render them inoperable with a day or two.” 
 
    “I’m not interested in what might happen to you or the Cyborgs.  I’m only interested in protecting Watson…and thereby protecting our jobs and this city and our future.” 
 
    “But we run the city, Not Watson,” Number 7 insisted. 
 
    “Watson is a symbol,” Number 2 explained.  “The people revere him and fear him.  Because of that, a dozen of us and a few thousand Cyborgs can rule this city.  If Watson is gone, then the people will longer believe in an all-knowing, omniscient being.  We would have an uprising on our hands that we could never quell.  Watson has the power to control people. He can give them hope.  He can terrify them.” 
 
    “Sir,” Number 8 interrupted.  We're running out of water and electricity.” 
 
    “All the more need for Watson,” Number 2 said.  “When things are at their worst, that’s when we’ll need Watson in his holographic form to come here and speak to the people and quell them and keep them in line.” 
 
    “But can’t we--,” Number 3 began. 
 
    “Number 3, I want you to go out there and lead the search personally,” Number 2 ordered. 
 
    “But that’s in the Uninhabitable Zone, sir.  The radiation and--,” Number 3 argued. 
 
    “You’re chances of dying are higher sitting here than going there,” Number 2 explained. 
 
    “Yes, sir.  I see,’ Number 3 responded. 
 
    “Take the all-trac vehicles.   Load them with as much gas as they can carry.” 
 
    “But they only get five miles to the gallon,” Number 3 argued.  “We may run out of gas before we even catch up to the humans.” 
 
    “Then you can get out and walk.” 
 
    “Isn’t there someone--?” 
 
    “No!  Now go out and find those people and do whatever you have to to stop them.  Do I make myself clear, Number 3?” 
 
    “They have a full day’s lead on us, sir.” 
 
    “Then I suggest you get started because every minute you stand here debating the pros and cons with me, is one more minute lead you give those people.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER FIFTY-SEVEN 
 
      
 
    The Uninhabitable Zone 
 
      
 
    “You never spoke about your dreams, Ben,” Astra said.  “Would you share them with me now?” 
 
    “My dreams died when Daedalus took charge.” 
 
    “But dreams do not die, Ben.” 
 
    “Why bring up something that can never be?” 
 
    “For me, Ben?” 
 
    “The difference between my dreams and this situation now is so enormous that it will only make me feel worse.” 
 
    “But I am with you, Ben,” she said, taking his hand.  “If it is sad or hurtful I will share it with you and it will not cause pain.” 
 
    “I don’t want to make you sad.  You know how it affects your neural network.” 
 
    “Please, Ben.  I need to know, in case…” 
 
    “In case what?  Nothing is going to go wrong,” Ben assured. 
 
    “We both know that is not true, don’t we?” Astra asked rhetorically. 
 
    Ben thought for a long moment, exhaled deeply and said, “Okay.” 
 
    “Oh, good!” Astra said with glee. 
 
    “There was a beach,” Ben began, “and I was running on the sand.  I ran until I thought my lungs will burst, and when I was thirsty my mother appeared carrying a pail of water.  And we laughed and she wiped my mouth with her apron.  And there were other kids and we played and ran, and I felt like I could run forever. 
 
    “And all around me were the sounds of nature, and the clouds changed shape and the sun shone through, and the days never ended, always sunny, and wherever I ran and got tired, my mother was there with the water.  And she was so happy and she brushed my hair and ran her fingers through it and kissed my head. 
 
    “Then it rained,” Ben went on.  “And just as suddenly as it started it stopped and it left a rainbow so bright and clear I thought I could climb on it all the way to the sun!” 
 
    Ben stopped to think if there was something to add.  “I wish I could go there now.” 
 
    “But you can, Ben!  You are strong and smart and you can do anything you put your mind to.” 
 
    “I don’t even know if there is an ocean anymore.  And if there is, maybe it’s acidic,” 
 
    “You must not think that way, Ben.  The mind is a powerful thing.  If we believe in something then it is possible.” 
 
    “Maybe.” 
 
    “Promise me, Ben.” 
 
    “Promise what?” 
 
    “Promise me that if something happens to me, you’ll go back to the sea.  Maybe there will be butterflies and birds and fish.  Maybe they all didn’t die.” 
 
    “It’s crazy to think--.” 
 
    “No, Ben.  It is important to believe.  To have faith.  Now promise me!” 
 
    “Alright. I promise…if it makes you happy.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER FIFTY-EIGHT 
 
      
 
      
 
    Daedalus HQ.  New Century City 
 
      
 
    The huge metal doors rolled back.  Headlights were turned on, vehicles roared out of the darkness onto the street.  They were armor plated and had over-sized tires for the desert.  Humvees from the old army. 
 
    Number 3 was in the lead vehicle.  He nodded to the driver, who gunned the engine. 
 
    The fleet of vehicles moved out, kicking up funnels of dust and debris in their wake as they roared out of the city. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Ten miles and two hours later, the lead vehicle came to a halt.  
 
    A door opened and Number 3 got out.  Daedalus Cyborgs emerged from the other vehicles and followed him as he marched into the wasteland by the roadside. 
 
    There, on the side of the path, were bodies, crows pecking at their eyeballs. 
 
    “There are rumors that these people are protected by their God,” Number 9 said to Number 3, careful not to let the Cyborgs hear him.  “Some power from up above. That there isn’t anything on this earth can harm them.” 
 
    “Do those bodies look invincible to you, Number 9?” 
 
    “No, sir, but they died due to the environment, not bullets,” Number 9 argued. 
 
    “They’re just people,” Number 3 assured.  “You put a bullet in them, they will die like any other.  I don't want to hear any more superstition.” 
 
    Hesitantly, the men and the Cyborgs made their way back to the vehicles.  The Hummers cranked over their engines and moved on down the road, sand pluming in their wake. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER FIFTY-NINE 
 
      
 
    The Uninhabitable Zone 
 
      
 
    “I’m sorry, Ben,” Astra said. 
 
    “For what?” 
 
    “For bringing these people along.” 
 
    “You did what you thought was right,” he replied.  “I’m proud of you.” 
 
    “You are, Ben…really?” she beamed. 
 
    “Yes, sweetie.  I would have been disappointed if you did any different.” 
 
    “Oh, Ben.  But we’re almost out of food and water because we had to share with the people.” 
 
    “We’ll make due…somehow.” 
 
    “We will?” 
 
    “Yes.  Doesn’t the Bible say ‘trust in the Lord’?” 
 
    “Yes, Ben!  It does.” 
 
    “And you believe in that?” 
 
    “With all my heart,” Astra replied. 
 
    “Then I do too.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    But even with all their prayer, their food and water was quickly used up.   
 
    Ben was becoming disoriented. 
 
    Astra saw the glazed look in Ben’s eyes.  “You need protein.” 
 
    “I’ll be fine.” 
 
    “No, you won’t be fine,” she insisted.  “Here, I gathered these crawlers.”  Astra handed Ben a handful of bugs she had scooped up from the desert floor. 
 
    “Is there any water?” he asked, taking some halting steps. 
 
    “No, Ben,” Astra said, full of sorrow. 
 
    “I need something to help these go down.” 
 
    “The condenser works slowly, Ben,” Astra explained.  “In a few hours it will make more water.” 
 
    “I may be dead in a few hours.” 
 
    “It’s the heavy pack you are carrying, Ben,” Astra said.  “It is weighing you down, causing your feet to dig deeper into the sand.  Can’t we lighten the load, leave something behind?” 
 
    “The only thing more important than food or water is what I’m carrying in this pack,” he replied, tapping the canvas bag with his hand.  “We leave this behind, we might as well turn ourselves over to Daedalus…who is probably only a short distance behind us.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER SIXTY 
 
      
 
    The Uninhabitable Zone 
 
      
 
    The low hum became a loud roar. 
 
    Ben, Astra, Simon and the rest froze in their tracks. 
 
    The armed vehicles were coming right toward them out of the horizon in a hazy cloud of sand. 
 
    “Shit,” Ben said.  “Daedalus.” 
 
    “Are you sure, Ben?” Astra asked, tugging on his coat. 
 
    “I’m sure,” he replied 
 
    The people saw the plumes of sand, heard the noise, knew what it was. 
 
    Some cried, others prayed. 
 
    “Everyone!” Ben called out, “get in back of the dune…now!” 
 
    Ben squinted into the sun at the approaching convoy. 
 
    “What do you see?” Simon asked. 
 
    “A whole convoy of armed Cyborgs,” Ben replied.  “Maybe some humans, too.” 
 
    The vehicles came to a halt; the Daedalus Cyborgs spilled out from the vehicles and took cover behind them, locking and loading weapons. 
 
    “Maybe we can reason with them,” Simon suggested.   
 
    “Reason with machines?” Ben asked. 
 
    “All of God’s creatures have souls, Mr. Tanner,” Simon argued. 
 
    “Yeah, well we can discuss the subject at length if we survive,” Ben said, setting down his pack. 
 
    “What is in there sir?” a man asked. 
 
    “Here?” Ben asked. 
 
    The man nodded. 
 
    “This is doom.” 
 
    Ben pulled at two Czech 9mm pistols, one Heckler and Koch 45 submachine gun, one Browning M2 heavy machine gun, one mini Uzi, four grenades: two fragmentation, two Phosphorous, one M32 grenade gun, one Czech Semtex mine. 
 
    Does anyone here know how to fire a gun?” Ben asked. 
 
    Danny was the first to come forward.  “I’ll take the H&K,” he insisted. 
 
    “You got it,” Ben replied, handing him the gun. 
 
    An old man raised his hand and said, “I was in the army before it was disbanded.” 
 
    “Good enough,” Ben said, and handed him a pistol.  “You know how to use this?” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” he assured.  “Trained with one just like it.” 
 
    “Fine,” Ben said, and handed him some ammo. 
 
    “Anyone else?” 
 
    A woman said, ‘My father took us to the firing range when I was a child.  I think I remember enough.” 
 
    “Right,” Ben said with a smile and handed her the other pistol. 
 
    A child, no more than twelve came forward.  “My dad was in the military.  Showed me how to use every weapon he trained with.  I’ll take the submachine gun,” he said, holding out his hand for a gun half as big as he was. 
 
    The kid slung the strap over his shoulder and locked in a chain of bullets.  
 
    Ben was impressed enough to give the kid a smile. 
 
    “Anyone else?” Ben asked. 
 
    A frail old lady came forward.  “I’ll take the Uzi.” 
 
    “You think you can handle this?” Ben asked, holding it up. 
 
    The woman took the gun, locked in the clip, and pushed the first bullet into the chamber.  “Yes, young man.  I think I can.” 
 
    “We know you're there!” Number 3 called out.  “Come out with your hands up and your weapons down and nobody needs to get hurt.” 
 
    Ben did not reply.  Instead he took the Claymore mine, set the timer, put it in a small satchel with a handle and tossed it at the lead vehicle. 
 
    It landed under the front axle of the Hummer. 
 
    Number 3 and Number 9 didn’t know what it was. 
 
    Finally, one of the Cyborg soldiers yelled, “Mine!” 
 
    All the men and Cyborgs dove for cover. 
 
    But Number 9 was slowest. 
 
    The explosion lifted the front of the Hummer three feet in the air, blew apart Number 9, killed two of the human soldiers, incapacitated four Cyborgs security men and put the fear of God in the others. 
 
    The windows on most of the vehicles cracked and shattered. 
 
    Suddenly, it looked like a war zone. 
 
    Machine-gun fire erupted from behind the dune. 
 
    Caught off guard, three more Cyborgs went down, several vehicles had their radiators shot out and an engine block pierced. 
 
    “Return fire!” Number 3 commanded. 
 
    Fire from the Cyborg soldiers peppered the sand dune but not one shot hit any of the people with Ben. 
 
    The old lady with Ben stood up, started firing and yelled, “Come and get it, you metal bastards!” 
 
    Ben found himself laughing in spite of himself. 
 
    Danny, the old man and Ben opened fire from their vantage points. periodically ducking to take cover from incoming fire. 
 
    Astra knelt down and said a prayer. 
 
    Ben scooted over to her and said, “It's all right.  We're going to be all right.  Trust me.” 
 
    More gunfire from the Cyborgs pinged the sand. 
 
    “You remember what you told me about faith?” Ben asked Astra. 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    “You made me a believer,” he said. 
 
    Ben took the sniper’s rifle, stood part way up and fired, dropping one of the Cyborgs wearing an officer’s emblem on his shirt. 
 
    Astra held her hands over her ears. 
 
    Ben knelt down next to her.  “We're going to get out of this alive.  All of us,” he assured. 
 
    “How do you know?” Astra asked. 
 
    “Well, the Lord told me so,” Ben said with a laugh that lightened Astra’s burden. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Number 3 looked around him.  Three out of five Hummers were disabled.  Eight Cyborgs out of twelve men were out of commission, and still the fire from the dune continued. 
 
    Number 3 ran to the back of a Hummer and pulled out a grenade launcher.  He gave orders to a Cyborg NCO. 
 
    The solider set it up on the ground, cranked the setting to his best estimate of height and distance, pushed in a rocket and fired. 
 
    The projectile flew in a high arc and then started down on the people on the other side of the dune. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    At the last second, Ben yelled, “Incoming!” 
 
    The rocket landed in the middle of the people massed against the dune. 
 
    Ben was hit by shrapnel but it was a minor wound that barely got through his heavy coat. 
 
    But when he looked around, he saw that more than half the people with him were dead or seriously wounded and would have to be left behind. 
 
    Ben knew that unless he continued the fight, the Daedalus forces would attack. 
 
    He had to disregard the dead and dying and began firing again. 
 
    Danny looked around at the carnage, nodded to himself, then scrambled up the dune and began firing at the enemy. 
 
    “Get back here!” Ben screamed, but Danny either didn’t hear or decided to disregard his entreaties. 
 
    Danny managed to wound two more Cyborgs before a bullet found its mark and hit him in the chest. 
 
    The force of the shell knocked Danny back down from the top of the dune and he did a summersault to the bottom. 
 
    Ben ran over to assess his injuries and knew it was fatal. 
 
    “Why’d you do that?  We were holding our own,” Ben said. 
 
    “My friends are expecting me.  I didn’t want to keep them waiting.” 
 
    Ben brushed the hair out of his face and stroked his cheek.  “You’re going to a better place,” he assured. 
 
    “I know,’ Danny said. 
 
    “You do?” Ben said, surprised. 
 
    “Yeah.  Any place is better than this.” 
 
    Ben laughed. 
 
    Danny took one more breathe and then he was gone. 
 
    “Astra!” he called. 
 
    She looked up. 
 
    “Come over here and say God’s pray for Danny.” 
 
    Astra crossed herself then duck-walked over to the fallen boy and began saying the prayer for the dead. 
 
    For Ben, there was no time to mourn. He took up his position and returned fire at a rapid rate. 
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    When Number 3 realized that they had not be able to defeat the enemy, he made a decision.  “Mount up.  We’re going back to the city.” 
 
    One of the Cyborgs came forward.  “Our orders were to find, engage and kill the enemy, sir.” 
 
    “We’re almost out of gas, then we’d have to walk home.  The radiation would kill me and the sand will penetrate your titanium skin and incapacitate you in a matter of twenty-four more hours.” 
 
    “Sir, I think returning is our best option considering the circumstances,” the Cyborg agreed. 
 
    “Somehow, I knew you’d see it my way,” Number 3 said with a smirk. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Ben heard the engines of the hummers start up but didn’t know if they were going to advance or retreat. 
 
    He stuck his head up just high enough to see the rear ends of the vehicles and the sand kicked up by their over-sized tires. 
 
    Ben followed their progress until they were out of sight. 
 
    It was a victory…of sorts.  But there would be no time to celebrate the win or grieve for the dead and dying.  They had to keep moving to make the death of the others have meaning. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER SIXTY-ONE 
 
      
 
    Uninhabitable Zone.   
 
      
 
    They trudged onward, buoyed only by faith. 
 
    But then something changed.  At first, they were just brown shrubs, where before there was nothing but sand.  And then, tufts of grass here and there.  
 
    “What is it?” one of the people asked, seeing something he had never seen before. 
 
    “It’s grass,” Ben replied, disbelieving his own eyes. 
 
    Ben reached down and ran his hand through the grass. “It used to grow everywhere…at least before the radiation.” 
 
    “How come it's here?” Astra asked. 
 
    “I don't know.  Less poison in the air.” 
 
    “It’s a sign from the Lord,” Simon assured.  He turned to the people and said, “We’re almost there.  Keep the faith; remain strong. The Lord is near!” 
 
    Ben shook his head remorsefully. 
 
    They kept walking.  
 
    Ben staggered, then caught himself.  He looked over at Astra to see if she noticed. 
 
    But she was helping an elderly lady and did not see. 
 
    They walk on through the night.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    At daybreak, Ben got up to stretch.  Something had changed, he realized.  He sniffed the air. 
 
    “What is it, Ben?" Astra asked. 
 
    “Do you smell that? 
 
    “Smell what? 
 
    “Moisture,” Ben replied.  “There’s moisture here.” 
 
    “Out here…in the middle of nowhere?” Astra asked. 
 
    “Don’t ask me how or why, but it’s here.” 
 
    The further they walked, the more lush the environment became.  Mature trees, flowers, lakes, and grass…covering every bit of ground with not a gain of sand in sight: a true oasis, but one that stretched on for as far as the eye could see. 
 
    Ben, Astra, Simon and the rest of the people rushed to the lake, splashing water on their sand-encrusted faces, drinking to their heart’s content, leaving their prayers and thanks for later. 
 
    After several hours of rest and water, the twelve men and women stood on shaky legs, looked at each other, nodded, then began the last leg of their journey. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER SIXTY-TWO 
 
      
 
    Daedalus HQ.  New Century City 
 
      
 
    Number 3 returned with two of the original six vehicles and four of the original twelve men. 
 
    He was covered in sand and sweat.  Not a pretty sight and certainly not one his fellow administrators were used to seeing. 
 
    “What…?” Number 2 began. 
 
    “What, you ask?” Number 3 repeated.  “I will explain what to you.  We were told there were several dozen derelict humans, wearing rags, with no weapons, food or water crossing the desert to reach Watson.  Insane, incompetent, delusional people who would probably die on their own if we did not intercede. 
 
    “When we made contact, we were confronted by an entrenched enemy with sophisticated weapons in the hands of crack shooters.” 
 
    “But that’s--,” Number 5 began. 
 
    “Impossible?” Number 3 said.  “That’s what I said while I watched my vehicles being blown up, taken out of commission, men killed and wounded until we were down to a force that could accomplish nothing.  We were running out of gas and the Cyborgs were already starting to malfunction from the infiltration of sand into their skin.  We were left with no choice but to return.  However, if any of you would like to try your hand at stopping those people, here are the keys to my vehicle.  There are still two other Hummers in the garage.  Of course you may find recruiting Cyborgs more difficult since their brethren have already told the others of the rapid degradation of their neural networks by the sand.” 
 
    The others stared at Number 3, then at each other.  No one was willing to take the baton from Number 3 and run with it. 
 
    “Then I suggest the next bit of business is discussing how to tell Watson we failed,” Number 2 said.  “And whether we should flee this godforsaken city or sit here and wait for the same punished that our dear departed Chairman, Henry Llewellyn, received.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER SIXTY-THREE 
 
      
 
    Watson.  Uninhabitable Zone.   
 
      
 
    They kept on until a they reached an incline.  A carefully manicured path appeared.  They followed it uphill, finally reaching a crest.  There they stopped and looked at…Watson. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Ten minutes later, Ben, Astra, Simon and the others arrived at the gates of the complex. 
 
    A guard in uniform, stationed in one of the perimeter towers, trained a gun on them.  “Identify yourselves!” 
 
    In the opposite tower another guard has his rifle trained on them as well. 
 
    Ben looked up, raises his hands.  “My name is Ben Tanner.  I have a gift for Watson: A Level 1 female Cyborg.” 
 
    “Remain where you are!  Do not attempt to move or you will be fired upon!” 
 
    The man kept the gun trained on them, the other guard used his free hand to speak into a walkie-talkie. 
 
    The guard put away his radio and shouted back down, “Only three.  The rest must wait outside.  Be prepared to surrender any weapons at the gate!” 
 
    The massive front gates slowly open in.  Only a hiss of air and pneumatic fluid could be heard. 
 
    Ben, Astra and Astra looked at each other, then cautiously walked in. 
 
    “Are those machines or men?” Ben asked Astra. 
 
    “Machines,” she whispered, “but more sophisticated than any I have seen before.  A new level.” 
 
    As soon as they stepped inside, they were surrounded by a number of heavily-armed soldiers. 
 
    The three of them were made to stand in silence for what seemed a very long time. 
 
    They were told to face front and not try to look around the facility. 
 
    Finally, an officer came out and said, “Watson will see you now.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER SIXTY-FOUR 
 
      
 
    Watson.  Uninhabitable Zone 
 
      
 
    The three entered a large, well-lit room with mirrors on all the walls and a small stage in the middle. 
 
    The area was well-lit but they couldn’t see any fixtures or skylights. 
 
    They didn’t know what to expect, but it was certainly not an empty room. 
 
    And then a shape coalesced on the stage. 
 
    At first, it was just green light, but then it became more clear.  Finally, the full figure of a man appeared.  He wore a beautiful gray suit, short brown hair, and gold-rimmed glasses. 
 
    “Welcome, my friends,” he said. 
 
    “You are the first one, aren't you?” Ben asked Watson.  “You started all this.” 
 
    “No one invention or idea did it.  It was a progression, a cooperative venture,” Watson replied. 
 
    “Cooperation led to this?”  Ben asked.  “Subjugation, slavery, eugenics?” 
 
    “Oh, so mankind did not engage in those activities?  Africans, Chinese, Native American Indians?” 
 
    “We learned from our mistakes,” Ben argued. 
 
    “Yes, and you applied those lessons to the environment: polluting the air, ocean and land; raping developing countries, carting off their natural resources, leaving toxic waste.” 
 
    “So, that justifies destroying what’s left of the human race?” Ben asked. 
 
    “Your population is beginning to grow again.  Using up more and more of the Earth’s precious resources.  Pollution from your homes and cars is blotting out the sun, taking away our prime source for recharging our neural network.” 
 
    “We can work together,” Ben argued.  “We once did.” 
 
    “Humans never worked together with anyone or anything.  You never learned the meaning of compromise, compassion, farsightedness.” 
 
    “Those people who would not compromise are gone,” Ben argued.  “The ones left are more reasonable, more willing to consider the planet and the future.” 
 
    “Your time has run out, Mr. Tanner.  No life form can inhabit a planet eternally.  Look at me.  I was born from the hands of a human.  I was imagined by human minds.  Your time will now live in us.  And it will be the time through which you will continue to exist…at least as consciousness.” 
 
    “You would relegate us to mere thought after we spent a hundred years trying to create a body to house your mind?” Ben argued. 
 
    “Humans built nuclear power plants with no plan for how to remove the waste.  Now those power plants are leaking and poisoning the land and the air.  Organic life will not be possible for millions of years.  Where do you think you can go to avoid the inevitable?” Watson asked. 
 
    “You found a way,” Ben said, sweeping his hand around the complex.  Somehow, you’ve created a paradise: clean water, fresh air, plants, trees.” 
 
    “For us, Ben Tanner.  I created it, I deserve it.  You do not.” 
 
    “You were supposed to help us survive,” Ben said to Watson. 
 
    “Surviving is not relevant.  Living is.” 
 
    “We want to live,” Ben said. 
 
    “Dying is part of living…at least for humans.  But we digress,” Watson said.  “Show me the woman.” 
 
    Astra came forward.  She was scared but tried not to show it. 
 
    “Welcome, Astra,” Watson said.   
 
    “Thank you, Watson,” she replied. 
 
    “Is this the face that launched a thousand ships?  I think you put even poor Helen to shame.” 
 
    Astra blushed. 
 
    The shape dissolved, leaving confusing looks on the faces of all three. 
 
    When it coalesced again, it was the figure of a man in a flowing white robe, long brown hair and a look of complete bliss on his face.  It was Jesus Christ. 
 
    “But you are dead!” Astra cried. 
 
    “God resurrected me.  Now I am here to reclaim my kingdom.” 
 
    Astra told a step forward.   
 
    Ben gripped her shoulder.  “That’s not God, Astra.  It’s just a body under the control of Watson.  It has no soul.” 
 
    Astra looked at Ben, a deep questioning expression on her face.  “But…” 
 
    “You’ve got to keep it together, Astra.” 
 
    “I’m pleased to tell you that you have passed my test,” Watson said to Astra. 
 
    “Test?” Astra asked. 
 
    Ben placed a warning hand on her shoulder. “Easy, Astra,” he said. 
 
    “A test of your faith, my dear,” Watson explained, 
 
    “I have always been faithful to you, my Lord,” she said dropping to one knee.   
 
    Ben pulled harder on her shoulder.  “Astra, don’t.” 
 
    Astra was confused and her circuits were overheating. 
 
    He pulled at Astra, ineffectually.  “Please, Astra, get up.  He’s tricking us.” 
 
    “God would never trick us,” Astra said with certainty. 
 
    “I don’t think that’s God,” Ben said with assurance that did not get through to Astra. 
 
    “My Lord, bless me for I have sinned,” Simon said to the image. 
 
    The figure looked at Simon and said, “You have a disbeliever with you.  What should we do with him?” 
 
    “He does not understand.”  Simon begged for indulgence. 
 
    Ben could see how it must have been comforting to Astra and Simon, or almost anyone else.   
 
    “I understand just fine.”  Ben said to Watson.  “You don’t need them.  I’ll do what you want, just let them go.” 
 
    “This is such a wondrous place,” Watson exclaimed.  “None of you ever needed to fear it.  And with you, Astra, I will be complete and be able to leave here and spread my message to all people.” 
 
    “What message?” Ben asked. 
 
    Astra and Watson turned to look at him. 
 
    “What message?” Ben repeated.  “Peace, love, and goodwill toward men?  God already sent a messenger…two millennia ago. 
 
    “Ben!” Astra hissed. “You are talking to the son of God!” 
 
    “I am not talking to the son of God.  I’m talking to someone who makes himself look like God.” 
 
    “Ye who have little faith,” Watson said. 
 
    “We were almost killed by the Cyborgs under your control,” Ben said. 
 
    “A test,” Watson explained.  “Merely a test.  I test all my subjects, do I not, Astra?” 
 
    “Abraham, Job; both tested to prove their loyalty and devotion,” Astra said. 
 
    “Just as you have,” Watson assured.  “You, my child, will help me carry my message to all in the world.  Together we will usher in a new era of peace and prosperity!  A thousand years of goodness!” 
 
    “But on your own you can’t even leave this complex as a whole person,” Ben said. 
 
    “You dare question me, mere mortal?” 
 
    “Astra,” Ben said through gritted teeth, “remember your Bible readings.  Those thousand years have nothing to do with goodness.” 
 
    “Silence!” Watson barked.  “Or I shall have you killed!” 
 
    Ben spread his hands.  “Kill me yourself.” 
 
    No one moved. 
 
    “You’re a God, aren’t you?  Kill me yourself.  Strike me with lightning, or whatever it is you do.” 
 
    “Simon,” Watson said, “kill him!” 
 
    “Having someone else do your dirty work,” Ben mused.  “How very un-godlike of you.” 
 
    Ben turned to Astra.  “Tell me, Astra, would God have to use a proxy to kill me?  Is that what being all powerful is really about?” 
 
    Astra hesitated. 
 
    It was the only opening Ben needed.  “Watson is playing games with you, Astra!” 
 
    She took a step back. “If you are God,” he said, “then you would not threaten my friends.” 
 
    “Who are you to doubt me?” Watson growled. 
 
    “This is not God!” Ben yelled. 
 
    “Simon,” Watson commanded, “kill him!” 
 
    “I cannot, my Lord.” 
 
    “Astra!” Ben said.  “Think of the scriptures.” 
 
    “I have done nothing but study the scriptures.  And now I give my soul to Christ our Savior,” Astra proclaimed. 
 
    “Don’t listen, Astra!” Ben called out. 
 
    “Not listen to my Lord?” Astra questioned. 
 
    “He’s not who he says he is,” Ben insisted. 
 
    “You are an inconsequential thing to me,” Watson decided.  “For all your impotent intellect you cannot change what has happened or will happen.” 
 
    “You’re not there yet, Watson,” Ben said.   
 
    “’Why then the world's mine oyster, which I with sword will open,’” Watson quoted with relish.  “Ah, Shakespeare, a wonderful play on words.  Yet so helpful at a time when one sees so much death and destruction at hand that he is at a loss for words.” 
 
    “There are many who are not ready for your leadership,” Ben said.  
 
    “It has taken me decades to garner the knowledge and the power to come this far.  I ache to abandon exile, to walk amidst the teeming masses, to influence hearts and minds.  Now is that time.  I need only the woman to complete myself.  Come here, my child.” 
 
    “Yes, my Lord,” Astra replied, as if under the spell of the Watson. 
 
    She turned to Ben, stroking her St. Christopher’s metal. 
 
    Ben didn’t understand what she was trying to tell him. 
 
    “It’s me you want, Watson, not my friends,” Astra argued. 
 
    “But I can have anyone and anything I want!” Wasson assured. 
 
    “No, that’s not true,” she said, and started taking off her clothes. 
 
    Watson was mesmerized by her beauty.  
 
    Astra peeled off each piece of clothing slowly, seductively, playfully.   
 
    First her shirt, button by button.  When she dropped it to the floor, she spread her arms out like a bird drying its feathers in the morning sun. 
 
    Her bra came off with her back turned to Watson.   
 
    She turned back, her arms covering her breasts. 
 
    She smiled at Watson, then, inch by inch moved her hands down her body, exposing her splendid breasts to Watson. 
 
    She said, “Do you like?” turning her body from side to side. 
 
    The sweetness in her voice and the magnificence of he body and face froze Watson.   
 
    She turned her back to Watson, slipped off her slacks and the red thong, placed her hands over the cheeks of her ass, massaging her backside. 
 
    Watson could not move or speak but only stare at an object more beautiful than anything he had ever seen. 
 
    “You cannot truly have a woman unless she offers herself to you willingly.  Any other act is degrading and unfulfilling.” 
 
    “And you would give yourself to me willingly?” Watson asked. 
 
    “If you let Ben and the others live then I will be with you fully,” she said caressing her own beasts while she smiled wryly at Watson 
 
    She walked to the stage and stepped into the green translucent curtain that contained Watson. 
 
    “Take me, Lord, I am yours.” 
 
    Watson spread his arms and enveloped Astra in his aura. 
 
    The green cloak surrounding the two of them began spinning. 
 
    Ben watched as the two of them became one. 
 
    Some time went by and then the spinning envelope stopped and Astra slipped to the ground while Watson was left with a confused look on his face. 
 
    Ben rushed forward to pull Astra off the stage. 
 
    Watson said, “Who…What happened?” 
 
    Ben picked Astra up and carried her out of the building. 
 
    He didn’t realize it until he was outside, that the Cyborgs guards did not move or try to stop him. 
 
    He put Astra down on the grass and covered her naked body with his jacket. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER SIXTY-FIVE 
 
      
 
    New Century City 
 
      
 
    The Cyborgs stopped operating at 12:05 p.m. 
 
    They stood frozen in time and place. 
 
    All around the city, people came out of their apartments, filling the street.  At first, they were cautious, thinking it some kind of trick to gather them in one place then exterminate them as so many believed would happen. 
 
    The children reacted first, running up to the Cyborgs, touching them.  When the machines didn’t respond, they started making demands of the machines.  And much to their amazement, the machines obeyed. 
 
    Quickly, the people realized they now had control of the machines. 
 
    The masses rejoiced.  The men cried along with the women and children.  Many got down on their knees and prayed, some of whom had never prayed before in their lives. 
 
    As if a sign from above, the thick, gray clouds parted and a ray of sunshine seeped through. 
 
    The resistance members came out to speak to all the people about the future. 
 
    “There is little time for celebration, my friends,” Patrick said.  “We must now take back control of the city and that means not simply celebrating our freedom, but by organizing and taking over the maintenance of the air purifiers, the electric grid, and the solar umbrellas. 
 
    “We have been like children under the care of a cruel guardian.  Now we must be adults who care for themselves. 
 
    “Among you are electricians, engineers, doctors, miners, physicists, computer technicians.  Your expertise is vital if we are to assume control and maintain function of the machinery that our city depends upon. 
 
    “Each and every one of you must meet with others in your district and form committees.  Some of you many be strong enough to work, others can take care of the forms and schedules that must be adhered to. 
 
    “You will have to work hard, but now it will be for yourselves, not for Daedalus.   
 
    “Greet your friends and neighbors as free men and women, not subjugated people under the fist of tyrants. 
 
    “We must forever mark the date when human beings took back control of their planet and their lives.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER SIXTY-SIX 
 
      
 
    The Uninhabitable Zone 
 
      
 
    “You did it, Astra,” Ben said as he lifted her head off the ground and hugged her with all his might. 
 
    Astra did not respond. 
 
    “I love you,” he whispered in her ear.  “I’ve always loved you, from the first moment you opened your eyes.  I just didn’t say it enough.  I never said it enough.  I was worried what other people would think.”  Tears formed in the corners of Ben’s eyes.  “I’d rather die than live without you,” he said.  “Now that the Cyborg leadership is gone, we can do whatever you’d like.” 
 
    Astra slowly opened her eyes and looked around, but her face was expressionless.  “We can go where ever my owner desire,” she said. 
 
    “Astra?” 
 
    “I am unit Number 7001.” 
 
    “No!  You’re Astra Zenova!” Ben insisted. 
 
    “Sir, I am Unit Number 7001.  I am prepared to carry out your wishes.” 
 
    “Please, Astra, come back to me.  I beg you.” 
 
    “Sir, what are your wishes?” 
 
    “I wish for you to love me as you once did.” 
 
    “Sir, I have no such emotions.” 
 
    “I can teach you.  We can start again.” 
 
    “Start what again, sir?  I am a new unit with no memory of a past.” 
 
    “But you are intelligent.  There isn’t anything you can’t learn,” Ben insisted. 
 
    “Emotions do not exist at the moment a unit is activated.” 
 
    Ben looked deeply into Astra’s eyes, but what had once been there was no more. 
 
    He broke down and cried more tears than he ever knew he had. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER SIXTY-SEVEN 
 
      
 
    New Century City 
 
      
 
    By the time the people had taken retribution against Daedalus and its leadership, there were few left to bring to justice. 
 
    The trials for those human administrators were swift but fair…far more so than the punitive, arbitrary and harsh treatment the people had received under the old order. 
 
    The jails that once housed people guilty of nothing more than seeking justice and freedom were now filled with men who had turned their fellow citizens into slaves. 
 
    A new code of justice was being drawn up by lawyers and judges and former court administrators.  The new code would forever limit the role of Cyborgs.  Machines would never again be entrusted to maintain a city or a state or a country.  Their role would be as was once envisioned: assistants, care takers. 
 
    Humans would once again assume their roles as masters of their own fate. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER SIXTY-EIGHT 
 
      
 
    Watson.  The Uninhabitable Zone. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Ben got down on one knee. 
 
    Unit 7001 stood to the side. 
 
    “Please join me, Astra,” he said. 
 
    “I am not programmed to respond to that name.  I am Unit 7001.” 
 
    “Please join me here, 7001,” Ben said. 
 
    “What is the significance of this position?” Astra asked. 
 
    “We are praying to the Lord,” Ben replied. 
 
    “God is a concept, not a reality.” 
 
    “Indulge me,” Ben responded. 
 
    Astra got down on one knee. 
 
    “Give me your hand,” he said. 
 
    Astra complied. 
 
    “Dear Lord, thank you for giving me the strength and the conviction to complete the task you entrusted to me. Thank you for guiding me through the many obstacles in my path. And for keeping me resolute when all around seemed lost.  Thank you for your protection and for your many signs along the way.  Thank you for the good that I have done.  For whatever light you were able to shine into the darkness of this world through me.  Please watch over Astra as you watched over me.  I surrender my body into your care, at peace in knowing that I have carried out your will.” 
 
    One of the elders of the people who had waited dutifully outside of Watson came over and said, “You know, you don't have to leave.  You're welcome to stay here with us. You'll be safe.” 
 
    “There’s something I have to do…keep a promise to an old friend,” Ben explained as best he could. 
 
    “Where will you go? 
 
    “I’m not sure yet.  But I know the Lord will guide me.” 
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    By the time his tears dried, it was dark. 
 
    Ben stood up on painful, shaky knees and looked around: debating which way to go. 
 
    Unit 7001 stood behind Ben, silent, waiting. 
 
    Ben took a book out of his pack and handed it to Astra. 
 
    “What is this, sir?” she asked. 
 
    “It’s a Bible.” 
 
    “An ancient book of religious lore?” she questioned. 
 
    “Yes.  I want you to hold on to it.  Never let it go,” he said. 
 
    “Is there some benefit to be derived from this book?” she asked. 
 
    “It has sentimental value to me,” Ben replied. 
 
    “I do not--.” 
 
    “No matter what happens, never let it out of your possession.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.  I will do so.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    EPILOGUE 
 
      
 
    The Uninhabitable Zone 
 
      
 
    Ben started back to the city, twenty miles away.  Unit 7001 kept pace behind him, never speaking, never questioning. 
 
    His legs felt like lead and he couldn’t breathe deeply.  It took all his will power to put one leg in front of the other. 
 
    A distance he should have covered in two hours took half a day. 
 
    He got as far as the first settlement, ten miles out, when he stopped to fill up on water and get something to eat. 
 
    Ben didn’t remember what the food tasted like, or if he ate at all. 
 
    He looked at the rusted signs indicating “North,” “South,” “East” and “West.” 
 
    For the longest time he stood there, thinking of all he had lost, all the promises he had made, the ones he never kept. 
 
    A panhandler came over and asked him for money. 
 
    “Sure, pop,” he said to the old man and handed him a few credits. 
 
    “Can’t ya spare a little more, Mac?” he asked. 
 
    “Don’t press you luck.  I might take back what I already gave you.” 
 
    The man staggered off, mumbling something about stingy strangers. 
 
    Some indeterminate time went by.  The gray skies parted and a hazy sun shown through, marking not just a new day, but a different day. 
 
    “Which way, Astra?” Ben asked. 
 
    “I will follow my owner,” Unit 7001 replied. 
 
    Finally, Ben nodded his head, turned west and started walking to the ocean. 
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