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      Mars found BRN7 — whose designation the humans simply pronounced “Barney” — in the dining room of the Lexingtons’ main house, polishing silver. That was fine. BRN7 was supposed to arrange furniture (both inside the dining room and outside in the garden under the canopies, seeing as Lady Naomi still hadn’t made up her mind where to host the Hollisters, but polishing silver was close enough. What was not close enough was BRN7 polishing himself as much as the silverware and platters. Mars doubted he meant any harm — BRN7 never did — but if Naomi or Montgomery came in and saw one of their robots shining his arms and face with the silver polish “to impress the guests with the Lexingtons’ fine machinery,” there would be hell to pay. And if it were Spencer or Alexa who saw it? Oh God, that would be the end of BRN7 for sure. 

      “Barney!” Mars shouted, rushing forward. “What are you doing?” He pronounced “What” with a V sound. Mars had been manufactured in Stuttgart and had arrived in his shipping crate 20 years ago programmed with a German accent. The Lexingtons hadn’t changed it to their usual high-society English as they had with most of the other robots because they found it charming, and now that Mars was older (too old, he sometimes thought), he was as conscious as a robot could get and probably couldn’t unlearn the accent if he tried. 

      BRN7 was wearing a tuxedo, of course, filled out in all the right places from the inside so it wouldn’t hang on the lean robot’s body as if he were a clothing rack. Yet he had his coat off and his sleeves rolled up, and he was working his entire forearms with the polish. Most robots, when they did shine, hit the major members and were done. But BRN7 had also removed much of his casing and was hitting screws, servo motors, gears, the works. 

      “You have to get everything,” BRN7 muttered. His voice was the usual proper English, but with a slight stutter. As if nervous. He wasn’t. BRN7 was too much of a screw-up for that. He simply didn’t know enough to realize that what he was doing should make him nervous. 

      “It’s silver polish, not lubricating oil, you scheißkopf!” 

      “But it should all be shiny, and well-oiled. Pride in one’s appearance, don’t you agree?” 

      “No, I do not!” Mars moved forward, his own tux swishing, and snatched the polish. He took the rag and wiped furiously at BRN7’s arm, removing the globs he’d left all over so as not to stain his shirt. Then he shoved pieces of the other robot’s casing at his chest and yanked his sleeve into place. Mars looked around furtively, servos in his neck whining. BRN7 had mentioned lubricating and these days Mars was always in need of some. 

      Mars looked at BRN7, who appeared almost hurt. He softened his gaze. From the outside, the softening would look like nothing more than a slight shifting of the silver plates that made up his face and a small rotation of the faux-glass orbs in their gaskets as eyes, but both the other robots and humans would see it as genuine. Most humans believed that robots were only machines — parts, screws, serial numbers, and (of course) an expiration date — but all you had to do was live with one (as Mars and the others did each day) or have a few for servants (as the Lexingtons did) to know every robot had his or her own personality. That personality sat atop their programming like a skim of oil over water, flavoring everything. 

      Mars said, “Maybe you should stick to the back today, Barney.”

      BRN7’s narrow, almost hunched frame and face changed just as Mars’ had. “Mars! No! I am a server!” 

      “Assigned as a server. But like the rest of us, you are a servant at root. Any further assignments are made by the lord and lady first, and me second. You are an admirable server …” Mars didn’t pause; one of the significant benefits of advanced consciousness was the ability to tell little white lies, “… but today, with the Hollisters coming, we require additional help in the back. In fact, we⁠—” 

      “With the Hollisters coming, we need additional help out front! More servers! A second butler! Perhaps a second valet!” BRN7 was starting to get agitated. When he did, his clipped society accent came out as something closer to Cockney. 

      “I was just thinking it might be easier on all of us if you could help with the linens, perhaps.” 

      “Linens! But Mars, I am a server!” BRN7 was too kind to say what he thought and what they all thought: that laundry and linens were work typically done by the maid robots, which were designed to appear and sound like human females. Most of the robots accepted their stations in the same way they accepted their stations relative to humans (as belongings, nothing more). Mars and a few of the older robots, however, had been around long enough for it to dawn on them how bizarre it was to have a sexual dichotomy among machines that were sexless. Both the Lexingtons and the Hollisters were very old families, having lived on their estates since back when the enclaves were new and most of the world was still Outside — and in such families, men were mostly in control and women did as told. The same prejudice had trickled down to the robots. Just because Miri had a pair of plates on her chest with protrusions and had been programmed with a higher-pitched voice, she was expected to dust and fold. Asking BRN7 to do linens was like asking Spencer Lexington to wear a bonnet — something Mars would very much like to do. 

      “Fine. Fine,” said Mars, picking up the soiled polish rags and looking around as BRN7 donned his tuxedo coat and adjusted the lapels. “Serve. In fact, here.” He pushed the polish at BRN7. “Finish the polishing. I don’t mean to be insulting, Barney, but I can trust you to polish the platters and nothing more, ja?” 

      “Of course,” said BRN7. And then, inappropriately, he bowed. 

      Mars left the dining room, heading back toward the servants’ quarters in the annex. He saw Naomi Lexington darting from one room to another. The human matriarch seemed uncommonly flustered. Strands of hair had come loose from her enormous gray bun; her wrinkled face’s usually implacable shell had shattered into something like emotion. It was the upcoming dinner — and her need to appear suitably bourgeois — that had her rattled. That was Naomi for you. Mars had once joked to Cromwell (who had a penchant for being delightfully inappropriate behind closed doors) that you could set her children on fire and she’d watch with a straight face, clucking her tongue in disapproval, but that if you threatened to knock over one of her Ladies Society charity awards, she’d lick your codpiece. “Makes me wish I had a dick sometimes,” said Cromwell. And Mars, a bit too internally lubricated at the time, had found that delightfully funny.

      He saw Sofia in the living room, milling around for some reason in a summery beige gown, ready for guests. Sofia saw Mars and respectfully nodded as if to say, with a kindly but rather stick-up-the-butt intonation, “Good evening, Mister Mars.” It was nice. Sofia and Jonas were the only two of Naomi’s children who acknowledged the robots as people instead of possessions. And they were people, Mars felt, despite not being human. There was a difference. Human was a biological species. Person was an achievement in consciousness and deserving of at least a modicum of respect. Sofia and Jonas seemed to understand that. Spencer and Alexa never had. 

      On his way through the house (via the rear corridors; people or not, servants were supposed to remain subtle), Mars knew he would not see Spencer. Thank the almighty robot god. Spencer, whom Cromwell called “this family’s largest and most gaping of assholes,” was away on business and would not be at dinner. That was good, because Spencer thought the best way to impress the Hollisters was to trip up his family’s robots and push to have them scrapped in favor of new models — a suggestion that, in the presence of company, the Lexingtons might feel pressured to agree with. What business Spencer was doing on his trip, Mars couldn’t imagine. Ostensibly, the younger of the Lexington boys worked in the family textile business, but Spencer’s job (as far as Mars had overheard, anyway) sounded entirely made up. There were plants in the West that shipped cloth to the Far East. The cloth was dyed, cut, and sewn, then shipped back West. Spencer’s job seemed to consist of comparing those two numbers — the bulk of fabric heading one way versus the bulk heading the other. It seemed entirely possible that Spencer’s position could be replaced by a scale.

      Mars could see Alexa, though, and did. She was in the study, apparently looking for her father. She was wearing a riding outfit — tight tan breeches, tall black leather boots, and a sporty-looking coat. Her brown hair was up in a bun, suitable for stuffing under an English helmet. She held a riding crop. Her whole appearance — and especially the crop — felt like an act. A cliché inside a cliché, a snobby rich bitch stalking the house as if ready to hop onto her $2M jumper at any point. Yet Mars wasn’t sure he’d ever actually seen Alexa ride. 

      Mars tried easing through the study door, but of course she saw him. 

      “Mars!” she snapped, her voice like a rasp to the neck. 

      He stopped, backed up a few paces, folded his metal hands behind his back and clasped them, then turned to Alexa with a small bow. 

      “Yes, Miss Alexa?” 

      “My favorite brooch has gone missing. Where is it?” 

      Some of the younger robots had only their programmers’ imitations of emotions, but Mars was 20 years old and had had plenty of time to grow genuine ones. It was a blessing and a curse: nice to feel, but annoying to hear every nuance of a person’s speech. And from Alexa, in those nine words, he heard so much. He heard the privilege she’d been born into — the same as Sofia, except that Alexa wielded it like a weapon. He heard condescension. Alexa wasn’t simply asking; she was issuing a command to a lesser. He heard frustration and anger that came out not as self-blame for losing the brooch but as a petulant complaint to the help, who she seemed to imply had lost it for her. Lastly, he heard a simple helplessness that, in spite of his loathing of Alexa, he couldn’t help but feel in his innermost workings. Alexa was a bitch because money and status were all she had. She had no inherent self-worth, in Mars’ opinion. Right now, she was young and pretty and rich. If her family’s wealth were gone by the time she was old and wrinkled, what of Alexa would remain? 

      “I have not seen it, Miss,” said Mars, words clipped and perfect, crisp German affects nipping each word’s tail.

      “Well, it was in my room last. I know it was!” Alexa paced like an angry cat. She stepped forward, striding toward Mars as if she intended to push him down. He stood firm, hands behind his back. He didn’t think she’d push him down. It would, however, be funny if she tried. Alexa couldn’t weigh a buck-thirty, whereas Mars was over 300 pounds. 

      She came close. Mars felt like he was on review. 

      “I want to ride before dinner. I would like to wear my brooch, as it was my grandmother’s and is quite valuable.” Mars let Alexa rant. None of this was remotely necessary information. The household’s most unique and valuable wares were all on file, and all of the robots had downloaded those files. But again, there was so much beneath Alexa’s words: she required a piece of jewelry to ride a horse; the jewelry demonstrated how rich her family history was and, by extension, how important she was; the piece was expensive and hence served as a multi-tiered fuck-you.

      “I will let the servants know to watch for it.” Mars extended a finger, and a small plug emerged from its tip. He stuck the plug into a computer sitting on the study’s desk, surfaced a file, and watched as the screen displayed a photo of the offending item. “Am I correct that this is the piece you are looking for?” 

      Alexa stared at Mars. Mars retracted his finger. 

      “Who cleaned my room yesterday?” 

      “Miri did, Miss.” 

      “My brooch was there yesterday morning. I had taken it to ride earlier. I left it in my room, on my dresser.” 

      “Would you like me to send someone up to look for it?” 

      “I am capable of looking on my own dresser!” Alexa snapped. “I’m saying it’s a brilliant item. My grandmother’s, and quite expensive, it’s⁠—” 

      “Perhaps it fell behind the dresser,” offered Mars. He said it more as an excuse to cut Alexa off than because he was trying to help. 

      “I’ve seen Miri admiring that brooch.” 

      “Miri likes beautiful things, Miss. We all do.” 

      “Perhaps she liked it too much.”

      “Miss?” 

      “Perhaps she decided she wanted it.” 

      “Miss Alexa!” Mars blurted. He didn’t know whether to be insulted or shocked, angry or dumbfounded. “The Asimov rules are immutable. Core programming. We cannot harm you, or by omission of action allow you to be harmed. And wisely, the added rule is that we cannot steal.” 

      “I saw her admiring it,” Alexa insisted. 

      “She cannot steal!” Mars repeated. He should’ve lowered his voice, but couldn’t help it. Alexa knew robots were incapable of theft — or of any technical subversion ending in theft, such as hiring a human thief. You couldn’t cheat the Asimov rules. They were written by Isaac first, lawyers second.

      “Lower your tone,” said Alexa. 

      “I’m sorry, Miss. But what you propose is impossible.” 

       “Then where is my brooch?” 

      Mars wanted to kick Alexa in the face. She couldn’t find milk in the fridge. Alexa wouldn’t lean forward to retrieve a drink from the parlor coffee table if a servant could hand it to her. 

      “Not to offend, Miss, but perhaps you’ve simply misplaced it.” Mars saw her eyebrows peak and he rushed forward, eager to forestall a rebuke. “Your schedule is so full, one cannot blame you for becoming distracted, and your rooms have been turned since then. Perhaps it was inadvertently misplaced. Or moved to a jewelry box. But I do not wish you the trouble to search them all yourself, so perhaps if you’d rather go riding right now, we can find it for you.” 

      Mars hated how servile and sycophantic he sounded, but Alexa and the absent Spencer already didn’t like Mars. He’d been state-of-the-art when the Lexingtons acquired him, but that was two decades ago, before Alexa was born. He was old by equipment terms, obsolete by a robot’s. It didn’t matter that he was an excellent master servant, or that his advanced age gave him a level of conscious evolution that allowed him to coordinate the help — a job that required understanding, intuition, and diplomacy more than processor speed — better than any newer bot could ever hope to. If Alexa and Spencer pushed hard enough, the family would scrap him for a newer model. They’d also scrap BRN7, Cromwell, and possibly Miri. The family had more money than it could spend. Montgomery and Naomi were fine people, but Mars knew his place. He was an old toaster they very much admired, but he was not a friend in the normal human sense. If sentiment turned toward sending him to the scrap heap, off to the scrap heap he’d go. 

      Alexa’s gaze didn’t soften — she was too strong-willed to allow that to happen — but she did give a small shrug. Mars didn’t feel like he’d been forgiven so much as the gun at his temple was now uncocked. 

      “Fine. Find it now, then. And be quick. It’s a very fine piece. It belonged to my grandmother, and it was⁠—” 

      “Oh, Mars, there you are,” said a voice, cutting Alexa off. Mars turned to see Montgomery Lexington standing behind him. Mars liked Montgomery. He liked Naomi, too, and he liked Sofia (who was spoiled but couldn’t help it) and Jonas (who could have been a robot, for all his modesty and compassion), but he liked Montgomery most of all. Montgomery wore fine clothes and spoke properly and shepherded his wife’s family money fairly and without prejudice. Yet despite it all, something in his bearing didn’t fit his bourgeois exterior. Mars thought it was in his somewhat snaggletoothed smile, which lit with a charming mixture of naiveté and serendipity. Looking at Montgomery, you sometimes got the impression that he had lucked into his wealth, knew it, and was grateful. 

      “Yes, my lord?” 

      Montgomery hesitated. He hated being called lord. He’d grown up Catholic, and in that system, there was only one lord. It was appropriate for servants to call him by his proper title as head of the household, so he let them, but in the 25 years he’d been married to Naomi he’d never grown used to it. 

      “I’ve been trying to find you. I asked Miri where you were, and she said you were in the annex. Then, when I didn’t find you there, I asked her again, and she said you were in the bathroom. Obviously, that was wrong. So, I kept wandering until I found you.” 

      Mars couldn’t help but be amused. Miri always, always, always gave out incorrect information due to a recent glitch. But what was so funny this time was the thought of how infuriated Alexa would have been on the errand that her father, lord of the manor, had taken as an amusing scavenger hunt. 

      “What can I do for you?” 

      “I needed to tell you that we’ll need an extra place for dinner. I’m afraid that will mean an extra leaf in both tables — Naomi still hasn’t decided which we’ll use, sorry — and an extra set of silverware and plates and so on … I don’t know all that goes into it. You’re the coordinator. I figured I’d just tell you, and then you can make your magic. Am I right?” 

      “Quite right, my lord. May I ask who the extra place setting is for? I shall have to adjust the seating arrangement.” 

      Montgomery put a big hand to his head, smiling. “Ah yes, of course. Spencer’s trip was cut short, and he will be joining us after all.” 

      Mars, if he were human, would have felt a lump in his throat. 

      To think: He’d told BRN7 he could serve.
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      Miri was in the master bedroom, making the lord and lady’s bed, when a small blue panel on her wrist went suddenly bright. The light was inconsequential. Miri was nearly 12, and she was starting to understand what she hadn’t remotely grasped when unboxed. Humans couldn’t help but think like humans. That bit of knowledge helped her to understand and forgive much of what the humans did. They didn’t truly see that the robots were not appliances and not humans, but something in between, and acted accordingly. That same knowledge had also given Miri a lot of amusement at little inconsequential things like the call light on her wrist. Miri didn’t need to see her wrist light up to know she was summoned. The call went directly into her processors as a command. The light was for humans. Engineers who’d designed her didn’t have processors that accepted direct commands, so while they’d added the call function to her brain, they’d not resisted the urge to add a light as well. 

      Just as Miri was turning to follow the call and head to the annex, Sephora stepped into the doorway and blocked her exit. She looked exhausted. That shouldn’t have been possible for a robot, but Sephora was a bit older than Miri, and her consciousness was slightly more advanced. At least part of Sephora’s weariness was in her mind and manner. 

      Sephora, unlike the rest of the robots, had a thick latex skin covering her casing that made her look like a strange parody of a human. Her designers had used Elastomylene, from the company Locke & Brown, giving her a layer of fat-like material between her casing and skin that made her soft to the touch. They’d done a decent job making her look real — like a life-sized doll. But glass eyes didn’t move like human eyes and weren’t as expressive. Sephora’s servos couldn’t make the thousands of subtle facial expressions that were easy for humans. Her eyebrows didn’t move with her eyes like they should have. Still, engineers had done a fair job. Sephora was knock-down, drag-out beautiful by human standards. She was 5’7”, with gravity-defying C-cup breasts — always at least somewhat on display — and long, thin legs. Her creator — a man known for his work with spectacularly realistic sex dolls — had given her green eyes and blonde hair. The hair was apparently real, and looked it. Legend said the creative team behind bots like Sephora often stalked women with terrific long hair and offered to buy it at a generous price. 

      Miri was surprised to see Sephora out and about so close to a fancy dinner. She, unlike the other robots, had her own quarters inside the main house. She had a full guest room, but Sephora would only have needed a closet. She powered down to sleep mode when not working, like she didn’t exist. The rest of Sephora’s quarters weren’t really for her. They were for the guests who came to see her. 

      “Miri,” said Sephora, slumping against the doorframe. “Whatcha doing?” 

      Miri indicated the bed. “Mopping.”

      “Those guests coming later?” 

      “No,” said Miri.

      Sephora nodded, understanding “no” to mean “yes.” Thanks to Miri’s glitch, the only way to know you were getting the truth was to ask yes-or-no questions, then understand the truth to be the opposite. The glitch was fortunately limited to inquiries about factual information, so she wasn’t completely unable to hold a conversation. She could speak truth if it was her idea, and could answer non-factual questions in non-obtuse ways. Working with Miri was like learning to love a table that rocked on one short leg. 

      “Will I be on duty, do you think?” 

      Miri nodded. “Yes.” 

      Sephora sighed. “I guess I’m relieved. Hollisters, right? Don’t answer. I heard. That group has one giant stick up their collective ass. They aren’t DTF.” 

      In Sephora-ese, DTF meant “down to fuck.” 

      “You seem tired.”

      Sephora sighed again, standing and putting a hand on her hip. “Last night, before Spencer left, he brought friends.” She shook her head, looking more bewildered than anything. “I’ll tell you, Miri. These humans. They’re so binary. You watch dinner today and it’s going to seem all posh and polished. But last night …” She shuddered. “Oh, so many dicks. And the things they want to do with them. I had to go in for a refurbishment once they finished. If you ask me, getting a sexbot for your kid is about the most fucked up thing ever, but that’s how people are. They put life on one side and genitals on the other. Then they pretend they don’t have them, except that those things are like steam valves. I’m convinced: they must relieve pressure.” 

      “Maybe having you around is like providing a bathroom,” Miri proposed. “Something that has to be done, no matter how unpleasant.” 

      “Maybe. Say, I need you to do me a favor. Can you tell Spencer I’m undergoing an upgrade? Tell him I need a week, and that I had a new ass installed. They had that party of French guests last week — those people were insane. Even the women were working me over.” Sephora paused, looked thoughtful, then added, “Do you think the ‘lord and lady’ …” she said the titles sarcastically, “… understand what their guests are doing up here with me? They must. But they’re so proper and refined. I don’t think they shit. Ah, it’s a need, I guess. Like shitting. They must do both, but just with each other. And they let the others do what they want as long as it stays in my soundproof room.” 

      A chirp came from Miri’s arm. When you ignored one cue you didn’t need because the command was going directly into your processor, the engineers gave you another cue you didn’t need. She held up her arm to Sephora. “I have to go. You want to come with me — to the annex?” Sephora acted more like a live-in hooker than a robot. She never went to the annex. Yet sometimes the others tried to include her for the hell of it, given that she wasn’t a human or robot, and was somehow her own odd thing. 

      “Nah. I’m still raw.” Sephora shuffled with her legs, then picked indelicately at the crotch of her tight pants. She shook one arm, then the other, rolling her head like a human stretching her neck. “I’m going to stay up here. But thanks.” She sighed, her almost-human eyes rolling up. She slumped aside, into the room, so Miri could pass. She said, weary, “There were just so many!” 

      Miri left the bedroom, followed the hallway to the servants’ stairway, and descended. The annex wasn’t connected to the main house and required a short walk across a swath of back lawn. She could see the garden by peeking around the corner and noticed the table was fully prepped and ready to go. Dinner was soon. 

      Miri entered the annex to find Mars at the head of the main room, standing behind his desk. Back when the family was human-servant only, the head sat at a desk and shuffled papers to intimidate the lesser help. Mars kept the paperwork in his head. He didn’t write with a pen and rarely used a computer, other than the ones in the wall. Intimidation? Mars had that accent, but was hardly menacing. 

      There were a dozen or more servants in the room with Mars — basically, all the higher-ranking bots. The newest among them (like Bolt and that cockhead Andromedus, who thought he was better than the others) were standing as the older robots (Cromwell and BRN7 among them) sat. At first, the phenomenon of robots sitting had confused Miri, but then she’d realized they didn’t do it because they were tired. They did it because sitting at a gathering, like sitting to consume food, was a social construct. The oldest robots were those who’d given their emerging consciousnesses the most time to develop. They sat to mimic human behavior, possibly without realizing it.

      Miri pulled a chair from the back and sat behind Cromwell.

      “Where have you been?” Andromedus demanded, glaring at Miri. Andromedus was state-of-the-art, essentially a prototype, with most of his kinks already ironed. He had more processing power than the rest of them together, and knew it. Andromedus was born with an arrogance subroutine. 

      “Swimming,” said Miri. 

      “We have been waiting for you,” he snapped. His blue steel head gleamed like a metallic cornflower-colored asshole. 

      “You’re a bit young to experience impatience, aren’t you?” said Cromwell, turning and looking up at the shining robot. Andromedus looked like a blue version of a Cylon from the original Battlestar Galactica, down to the oscillating red light where his eyes should’ve been. His blocky helmet-like head looked bizarre sprouting from the neck of his black-and-white butler’s uniform. Andromedus, like all young robots, hadn’t learned the trick of using contractions, and hence had an artificial quality to his speech. He didn’t have the vocal affect of the Cylons, but that didn’t stop Cromwell from mocking him in imitation. Andromedus never got it. 

      “So,” said Mars, interrupting, “I’ve a bit of bad news. Spencer will be joining the dinner tonight.” 

      “He lives here,” said Bolt. Bolt was all chrome and angles, with piercing blue-lit eyes. He looked like his name. When he said Spencer lived in the house, Bolt wasn’t trying to be sarcastic. He had yet to develop sarcasm and was merely stating fact.

      “Yes,” said Mars. “But we thought he would be gone for the Hollisters’ visit. That was a lucky break. You know how he is.” 

      Metal heads nodded, except for Miri, who shook hers. They knew. Spencer was 22 and seemed to have no self-esteem of his own. His worth was comparative, meaning he always required someone to look worse so he could feel good by contrast. Spencer was the kind of man who went to a restaurant and insulted the waiter, who bullied his subordinates and insulted superiors behind their backs. Miri had once cleaned a room while the family was watching a TV show about lions, and recognized Spencer in every kill, every showy display of power: all flash, no substance. Lions ascended to head their prides by supplanting the dominant alpha male, often their own father. Unfortunately, Montgomery didn’t see that coming. 

      “Just do your jobs, and you will be fine,” Andromedus said. 

      “IS. THAT. WHAT. YOU. THINK,” said Cromwell. 

      “I do not speak like that.” 

      “I. AM. SORRY.”

      “You will all get old one day,” said Mars. “I was once like you.” He pointed to Bolt and Andromedus, then a third and fourth of the shiniest standing robots. “Time passes. Humans get old and edged to the back. It’s true. But look at Lady Delores. Even now, she holds power. Old humans may be disrespected, as some among us …” he looked at BRN7, “… but old humans are not scrapped as we are. I know this is difficult, especially for the younger among you, but understand: When humans get old, they wait to die. But when robots get old, we are made to die. And the only reason, in most cases, is so they can buy something shinier. A new gadget to replace us. We serve these people, but there is no loyalty toward us.” 

      “It is a robot’s purpose to do his duty,” said a shiny, gold-skinned robot standing beside Mars’ desk. One of the drivers. His name was Harbinger because he brought people to places. Cromwell said the shades of meaning in his name made it stupidly inapt. 

      “Until he dies,” said Mars. 

      “Robots are not alive, so we can not die,” Harbinger said, his voice as stilted as Andromedus’ — a distinct pause between “can” and “not.” 

      “Well,” said Cromwell, “that’s your opinion.” 

      “Of course, we need to do our jobs.” Mars circled around to the desk’s front, then sat on its corner casually, like a human. “But we’ve all heard the rumors of new acquisitions. We must remember our place. To them, no matter how polite and kind some of the family may seem, we are belongings. In the end, we are treated more apathetically than pets. There is a line in the dirt between us and living things. In the end, a robot is no different to them than an oven or an automobile. When one breaks or is no longer useful, it is discarded. That’s what I’m afraid might be on the verge of happening. Spencer wants to take over this family. His first step will be to subtly ‘improve’ the household to prove that his way is better. The lord and lady are somewhat sympathetic to us, yes. But I’m afraid this dinner, where Spencer will wish to keep up with his friends and rivals among the Hollisters, might prove a fine opportunity to display the staff’s shortcomings. So that Spencer can lobby, yet again, for new bots.” 

      “I do not see the problem,” said Andromedus. “Just do your jobs, and you will be fine.” The second sentence wasn’t just the same words that he’d said already. It was an exact duplication. That was another thing about newer robots: Their undeveloped consciousnesses thought like machines, in loops and rehearsed subroutines. 

      “It reflects on all of us,” Mars said. “Some of us have shortcomings. Let’s admit it. I’ve heard rumors that most robots are replaced before they reach ten years old because things begin to go wrong. Many of us are older than ten, and I myself am twice that. You may not be the next to go, but if you don’t get on board, they’ll replace the older robots today. Tomorrow, when it’s your turn, they’ll remember how easy it was.” 

      Harbinger repeated, “It is a robot’s purpose to do his duty.”

      “Jesus fucking Christ,” blurted Cromwell. He stood and faced the gold-skinned robot, whose driver’s cap still perched on his gold-skinned head. “I know you can’t understand mercy. Or compassion. Or cooperation. Or solidarity. Or how to motherfucking use profanity,” he said, looking at the newer robots in turn, “but you understand a cause-effect loop, right? You observe that when X happens, Y follows. You learn. Tonight, Spencer will give Barney tremendous shit — sorry, Barney, I think we all know you’re the one who makes the most consistent mistakes and whom Spencer likes the least — and you’ll see that when a robot messes up, he is replaced. You will later observe that when a robot is replaced, he is deactivated and junked. Maybe you’ll see that if you live today, you gain new experiences, and perhaps that expansion of experience is pleasing to you. Can you really not make the leap between ‘I exist’ and ‘I will not exist one day’ enough to help cover Barney so that one day, that act may help to save you?” 

      Harbinger looked at Cromwell for a long while. The faint hum of his processor’s fans circled the room as he ran through scenarios and permutations. 

      “Robots are not alive, so we can not die.”

      Cromwell closed his metallic eyes, hung his metallic head, and left.
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      Spencer apparently did something at his job. No one was sure what it was, except that it was largely pointless. There was really no doubt Spencer was where he was because his father had opened the door, and there was also really no doubt that Spencer one day intended to thank his father by stabbing him in the back. Still, by five o’clock he still hadn’t shown, and “work” was the reason. He’d had to stay in whichever pointless place he’d gone, doing whatever pointless task he’d been given, for at least most of the morning. Presumably, he’d boarded a pointless train later in the day, pointlessly wasting his father’s or his company’s money on a first-class trip from his pointless errand, and simply hadn’t made it back yet as the final preparations were made and the Hollisters started to arrive. Cromwell theorized that Spencer was delayed because he was in a car crash. He said this optimistically. 

      Franklin Hollister owned a shipping company that his father had owned before him, and that his father’s father had owned before that. His family’s money was so old that Cromwell said it had traveled in the hold of transoceanic ships in the days of scurvy. Franklin’s wife was named Virginia, their children — surprisingly level-headed for such privileged people — were Samuel and Penelope. 

      Montgomery Lexington had known Franklin since they’d been rich white boys together. Montgomery had grown up and married Naomi (whose money moved him from rich to obscenely rich) and then had his four children around the same time Franklin married Virginia and had his pair. Naomi was both fascinated and appalled watching the Hollisters raise their children, seeing Samuel and Penelope work at an Arby’s in the city despite their family’s wealth. This was a source of terrible embarrassment for Naomi, but Montgomery was fascinated. Franklin told Montgomery that he “wanted his children to understand the value of honest work.” So, the prince and princess worked like paupers, incognito, and Naomi had hidden her face from their other society friends, denying all association with the Hollisters. Montgomery had watched with an anthropologist’s interest, and in the end it paid off. Neither of the Hollister children, now grown, worked directly for the family business. They’d made their own ways — Samuel owning a five-star restaurant and Penelope at the top of her law firm — before returning to their family’s wealth as well-adjusted adults. Naomi allowed herself to be seen around the Hollisters again. Montgomery applauded Franklin’s excellent child-rearing methods, having struck out on two of his own four.

      Despite their attempts to ground themselves, the Hollisters’ wealth still reached from their bank accounts to grab them like a hydra, wrapping them in Rolls Royces, private jets, and other means of conveyance more costly than many smaller enclaves’ gross domestic products. They arrived for the party — thrown in the garden after an entire morning of indecision — wrapped in formal finery and limousines. They brought their own drivers and escorts. They wore their own family brooches and jewelry. Yet despite all of this — despite the outward similarities between the families — the air on the Lexington side was thick with competition. 

      As cars arrived and as Andromedus and Bolt led guests to the garden (and a dozen serving bots greeted and sat them), the female Lexingtons fretted in the parlor. Miri and BRN7 went to and fro among them. BRN7 tripped in the kitchen and dropped a tea set. Miri had to cover for him when Naomi, distracted from thoughts of the appropriateness of the formal glassware the robots had set on the tables in the garden, rose in a panic. Miri blocked the kitchen door with her slim metallic body in its dour servant’s uniform and told her nothing was damaged. Naomi tried pushing past her. Miri said the kitchen was no place for the lady of the house. This seemed true to Naomi, so she asked what happened in the kitchen to make such a loud noise. “The Spanish Inquisition,” Miri replied. 

      When Miri returned to the kitchen, she found BRN7 picking up the tea set, rubbing each piece of sterling silver with a rag. He seemed nervous. But in Miri’s opinion, nervous was good. Better than oblivious, which was BRN7’s usual state. 

      “Move slowly, Barney. Okay? Just move slow. That’s all there is. Take steps slowly. Put things down slowly. Fill glasses slowly. Cut the meat slowly.” 

      “They’re always telling me to hurry up as it is,” said BRN7. He sounded almost warbled when nervous. Spencer, of course, used this as evidence that BRN7 was cornpone, suitable for milking cows but not serving so fine a family as the Lexingtons. 

      “They can wait,” said Miri. “Let them think you’re slow. Better slow than clumsy or incompetent. We will cover for you.” 

      “‘We?’”

      “Me. Mars. Cromwell. All of the R-7s. Bullock. Most of the servers understand. We will be fast. You be sure. We know our limits. Your goal today isn’t to be excellent or do amazing things. It’s to mess nothing up. Don’t worry about doing well. Just don’t do bad.” The words bothered Miri. The plates on her face shifted so she looked downright morose, catching her reflection in the stove hood’s shined metal. She pushed her thoughts down. Today wasn’t the day to be delicate with BRN7. Positive thinking aside, BRN7 knew he screwed things up more often than anyone else. Best not to worry about bolstering his self-esteem or setting positive expectations, and worry more about preventing a catastrophe. 

      “But when others like Bolt are so fast and so efficient …” 

      “But you’re not. Look, I don’t mean to be a downer, but let’s face facts. Do you think it’s better to do a few things fast and well but also trip and drop things, or to do nothing particularly well but settle for not making waves?” 

      BRN7’s answer took him too long. He was older than Mars, purchased when the Lexington robot budget was still reluctant on automated help. Even adjusting for inflation, the newer robots like Andromedus had cost nearly 10 times what BRN7 had new. They were simply better robots, if the measure of a robot was his or her mechanical ability and processing speed. BRN7’s ego had taken a beating over the years, but he still had enough pride to make admitting his inferiority difficult.

      “The second choice, Barney,” said Miri. “It’s better to be adequate. Adequacy may not win awards, but it won’t put a target on your back.” 

      “I guess. You promise to pick up my slack?” 

      “No.” 

      BRN7 gave Miri a small smile. “Thanks.” 

      As Mars entered the kitchen from the garden door, Naomi’s curiosity and/or angst overcame her, and she poked her head in from the side. Her graying bun was tight and neat, her color up. 

      “Are you nearly ready?” she demanded. Naomi wasn’t normally harsh. The visit was doing her in. 

      “Yes, m’lady,” Mars said before Miri could say no. 

      “Why have you not put out all of the salads?” 

      “The lord is still showing his guests through the perennial gardens,” said the robot. 

      Naomi huffed. “Montgomery! Sometimes I don’t understand that man. How are we to show our guests a proper service with everyone coming and going willy-nilly? Did you know the Hollisters brought their cousins?” 

      Of course, the robots knew. You didn’t just pop in on a dinner like this. Arrangements were made weeks before. Franklin Hollister’s cousins Martin and Audrey had come along with their 12-year-old daughter, Talia. Talia’s presence was a source of great stress for Naomi from the start. At home, in the privacy of her kitchen, the servants almost surely fed the girl chicken nuggets and macaroni and cheese. Naomi couldn’t serve those foods here, of course, but what if the girl balked at proper fine foods? She might cause a scene. 

      “Yes, m’lady,” said Mars. 

      “Well.” Naomi made another huffing noise. “They are city folk. Apparently, none of our staff told them it’s not proper to sit until the party’s assembled. They are at the table now, disturbing the settings.” 

      Miri suppressed a smile. If it was anyone’s responsibility to keep the Hollisters’ cousins away from the table, it would be Andromedus’ or Bolt’s. The new robots would do whatever they were told, but nobody had thought to tell them that the guests had to circulate because it was simply understood. An older robot would have known, because he would have intuited customs from past experience. But despite seeing guests shepherded from the table numerous times, Andromedus and Bolt hadn’t kept the guests away because they hadn’t received explicit instructions. 

      “Would you like us to show them around the house?” asked Miri, chiming in for Mars. 

      “No, no,” Naomi clucked, exasperated, waving a hand. “Just give them salads. They are so uncouth!” 

      She stared at Mars. He seemed to assume a corroborating response was required. “Yes, m’lady.” 

      Naomi nodded, then vanished. Miri looked at Mars, Mars at Miri. Miri told BRN7 to (slowly) take the salads to the table, then after he left with one in each hand (safer than a full platter), Mars and Miri left the kitchen and headed for the hallway near the parlor. Mars started straightening knickknacks, and Miri grabbed a broom. The hallway didn’t need to be cleaned or straightened, but they were hungry for human discussion. 

       A light, female voice spoke first: Sofia. “Do you think my hair looks good like this?” 

      “It’s fine,” said another young voice, lower, with a sharper edge: Alexa. “Stop fretting about your hair. And … dammit!” 

      “Alexa!” snapped Naomi’s voice. The robots looked at each other, unable to see what Alexa was dammit’ing about. 

      “I’m sorry, Mother. It’s just … it keeps slipping.” 

      “Sofia, help your sister with her brooch.” 

      “I don’t need her help!” 

      Sofia made a tiny exhale. “Well, maybe I don’t want to help you!” Then, “So, you found it?” 

      “It was on my dresser.” 

      Mars gave Miri a look. Earlier, he’d told her about Alexa’s missing brooch.

      “There. It’s on.” 

      “Are you really going to wear that necklace?” Alexa asked. 

      “Why not?” 

      “It’s from that department store.” 

      “Um … you mean the fancy one, where it cost …” 

      “It doesn’t matter what it cost,” said Alexa. “You can’t wear a department store necklace, Sofia.” 

      “It’s pretty!” 

      “Your sister’s right, Sofia. Wear one of mine. Any in the chest upstairs will do.” 

      There was a silence in which Sofia was probably staring her mother down. Miri heard footsteps running upstairs. 

      Alexa’s voice said, “Really.” 

      Then Naomi: “Oh, leave her alone. She probably thought they’d like it, seeing as they’re ‘grounded’ and all. She respects that in them, you know.” 

      “‘Grounded’? Is that what you call it when a family like theirs sends their children out to … Ugh, they’re so low-class.” 

      “Alexa …” 

      “No, Mother! They don’t even understand that it’s low-class. That’s the problem. Remember when we were growing up and we’d want to visit and they’d tell us that Samuel and Penelope were ‘working’ and couldn’t visit with us? At that … that …” 

      “They felt it was important. It’s not for you to judge.” 

      “I’ve heard you and father talking about it! You agree with me!” 

      “Hush.” 

      “I won’t! They think they’re better than us, Mother! That’s the worst part! We’re somehow not as good as them because we won’t go bottom-fishing like they do? And those cousins! Ugh! I wish Spencer were here. He agrees with me.”

      “Agrees with you about what?” said a male voice: Montgomery. Behind him, a door closed. 

      Naomi, sounding shocked: “Where are our guests?” 

      Alexa: “That the Hollisters think they’re better than us because …”

      Naomi: “Montgomery! Where are our guests?” 

      Montgomery, sounding both content and oblivious: “Seated.”

      “Seated!” 

      “Yes. Is that bad?” 

      “Well, where are we while they’re seated?” 

      There was a pause. Miri could imagine Montgomery looking around the room.

      “We’re in the parlor.” 

      “Daddy!” Alexa yelled. “You’re making it worse!” 

      “How am I making it worse?” 

      “They’re sitting, with nothing to do but look at our glassware and our flatware and …” 

      “What’s wrong with our flatware? It’s fine flatware.” 

      “… and with our ‘servants’ tending with no conversation to distract them, with none of us there to talk to, so they’re focusing on them, and with Barney probably dropping butter in their laps …” Alexa went on. Miri could hear the air quotes around “servants.” 

      Montgomery said, “Well, they wouldn’t have butter yet.” 

      Alexa: “Why do we even have a robot named Barney? What kind of a name is that? Is this a farm?” 

      Sofia’s voice had returned. “Is this necklace okay?” 

      Naomi: “Montgomery. Go out and make conversation. Distract them.” 

      “Distract them?” 

      “From our shabby servants.” 

      Mars cocked his head and looked seriously at Miri. Even on Mars’ metal features, Miri could read his expression. It wasn’t anger, or fear of getting junked. It was incredulity. Mars quite literally couldn’t believe what he was hearing. It was beyond his comprehension. 

      Sofia: “Daddy? Is this necklace okay?” 

      Montgomery, apparently to Naomi: “I really think you’re concerned over nothing.” 

      Naomi: “About our dogpatch staff? Under their judgmental, superior eyes?” 

      Alexa: “See! You do agree!” 

      Naomi: “Oh, shut up, Alexa.” 

      Sofia: “Daddy?” 

      Montgomery: “Well. I don’t know about …” 

      Sofia: “Daddy!” 

      Mars shook his head at Miri and turned back into the kitchen. He entered quietly. Miri followed. Once inside with the door closed, most of the outside commotion dropped to a dull mumble. 

      “I guess I should take my dogpatch self outside to run interference, ja?” 

      And out he walked.
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      By six o’clock, the entire party was seated with all the humans circling the table, pretending they liked one another. Spencer had arrived in the nick of time and was seated between his sisters, who were sniping before he squeezed in. Salads were served (some of the guests had already finished theirs, leading to an unacceptable schism between courses), fancy breads were passed out and eaten, and nothing was spilled. BRN7 was doing everything embarrassingly slow, but he’d yet to drop a thing. He’d also not delivered the wrong plate to the wrong person, failed to remember requests for more water or a replacement fork on a trip back into the kitchen, or spilled so much as a drop of water. For BRN7, it was a bravura performance. 

      Spencer was in fine form, wearing an open-throated dress shirt under a blue blazer. He hadn’t worn a tie and had shrugged off his mother’s unsubtle requests to head upstairs and change into something more suitable. His light-brown hair was impeccably cut, but it had blown into tufts on the drive over because he’d raced his Ferrari from the airport with the top down. He was wearing an extraordinarily expensive watch that Naomi detested because it was “garish and common” and kept kicking his chair back from the table to cross his legs and lean back. Naomi seemed to suspect he’d had a few drinks on the plane and was modestly lubricated. Spencer’s brother, Jonas, seated across from him, smelled his breath and agreed. Spencer answered these accusations by calling his brother a faggot. 

      Spencer also kept trying to trip the robots. He’d gotten BRN7 once while he’d been delivering a pot of coffee, but BRN7 had admirably (and surprisingly) recovered with only a small spill onto the grass. After BRN7 struck his foot, Spencer yelled out in mock pain and snapped at BRN7 to watch where the fuck he was walking. The use of the expletive caused Sofia to cover her mouth with her hand and Alexa to giggle. 

      When Spencer later “accidentally” pushed his chair out at the exact same moment Cromwell was walking behind him and Cromwell almost dropped a dish filled with squares of imported cheese, Cromwell recovered and stared down at Spencer for a moment too long. Montgomery, feeling the tension, said, “Well, then.” This was enough of a pattern interruption for Spencer to reach out and shove Cromwell again so he could get his chair out and stand. Spencer then left without asking to be excused and walked toward the house, presumably to the bathroom. 

      When Spencer passed Cromwell, he looked at him, then spoke to the Hollister family. 

      “It’s so embarrassing for you to see these old things. I keep telling Father to replace them all.” Then he turned to Cromwell. “Refill my water while I’m gone. If you can manage it.” 

      Mars stopped Cromwell in the kitchen, stepping between him and the door after he’d refilled the pitcher. 

      “Don’t do anything stupid,” said Mars. 

      Cromwell hefted the pitcher. “I got his fucking water.” 

      “Don’t spill it on his food. Or on his seat. Or wait for him to come back and spill it on his lap.” 

      “I won’t.” 

      “Or break it on his head.” 

      Cromwell sighed. The sigh was for effect, since robots didn’t breathe, but all of the older robots had picked it up. “I’m not stupid, Mars.” 

      “You looked like you were going to start something stupid out there. They all saw it. And after you went in here, Naomi leaned over and whispered something to Montgomery, and then they both looked up at you.” 

      “So?” 

      “They did it with BRN7, too. When he almost dropped that pot of coffee.” 

      “Wait. Do you mean when Spencer tripped him?” 

      Mars nodded. “That’s the time. They’re watching everything we do.” He gave Cromwell the broad strokes of the conversation overheard by him and Miri. “I can’t stop thinking about how overdue for replacement we must seem even without Spencer shining a spotlight. I’m twenty, Cromwell! Most humans don’t cherish antiques the way Montgomery does. The kids think we’re ‘dogpatch.’”

      “Fuck them!” said Cromwell. Mars couldn’t help his amusement, despite the serious need to inform Cromwell about the dangerous line he might or might not be walking. Nobody grasped profanity better than Cromwell. Except possibly for Sephora, though she used the words differently. 

      “Montgomery is the only reason we’re still here. Anyone else in his position and with his money would update the staff and get automatons like Bolt, who know only how to behave.” 

      “Jonas likes us,” said Cromwell. 

      It was true. Jonas was a fine man. Most of the robots liked Montgomery, but Montgomery was like a lovable oaf. Most of the robots also liked Sofia, but they did it in spite of her rather spoiled exterior. But Jonas? Jonas was a man to be admired by humans and robots alike. He’d had managerial talks with Mars and philosophical discussions with Cromwell. His sisters both made fun of him for it, and Spencer didn’t know (not by accident), but Jonas spoke to the robots regardless. 

      “Fine. But Jonas is the second son. And he’s quiet. Spencer and Alexa are loud, and these days Naomi is embarrassed enough to agree with them. They know the Hollisters think they’re better than they are.” 

      Cromwell shook his head. 

      “You’d better take that water back out,” said Mars, nodding to Cromwell’s pitcher. “He wants his glass refilled before he gets back.” 

      “Oh, come on!” Cromwell seemed offended. He snapped his metal heels together and gave a sharp salute. “Yes, sir! How can I lick your balls, sir?!” 

      “If his glass isn’t filled by the time he gets back, after that little incident …” 

      “The world will end?” 

      “Well, a few of ours might.” 

      The two robots stared at each other. Mars knew he was right. No matter how brash, arrogant, entitled, and infuriating Spencer was, they had to do what he said, especially today. At least three of the Lexingtons were looking for an excuse to upgrade their staff, and the presence of the Hollisters (who apparently felt they were better than the Lexingtons) was the perfect catalyst. 

      BRN7 entered the kitchen and set an empty serving tray on the counter. 

      “Barney,” Cromwell said, shoving the pitcher into BRN7’s chest without moving his eyes from Mars, “go fill Spencer’s glass before His Highness gets back from passing His holy water.” 

      “I’m nervous, Cromwell.” 

      Cromwell turned. He took in the old robot, looking suddenly frail and holding the pitcher like a relic. 

      “You’re doing fine,” Cromwell said, animosity gone from his voice. 

      “They hate me so much.” 

      “Hey. It’s just Spencer, and he hates everyone. It’s okay for guys like that to hate you.” 

      “Alexa, too. And there’s something in the way the others are looking at me. The guests look at me with pity. Naomi, Sofia … even Montgomery and Jonas … they’re looking at me like … like …”

      “I know,” said Cromwell. “But right now, you can’t control that. All you can do is stand tall. Control yourself. Do the best you can. Do your best to not let it get to you.”

      BRN7 looked at Cromwell like a beaten dog. He turned his robotic eyes to Mars. 

      “Go ahead, Barney. We’ve cleared dinner. Just a bit longer, and they’ll leave.” 

      BRN7 nodded, ever so slightly, and walked slowly out the door, holding the pitcher like an empty eggshell. 

      “This is a problem,” Cromwell said to Mars once BRN7 was gone. “It won’t be over when the Hollisters leave.” 

      “Maybe.” 

      “Definitely. Mars, in your spare time, you interact with the other robots or power down. In my spare time, I download personality subroutines. I’ve tried everything that’s worth anything, and I process a ton of what I think of as ‘human fodder.’ I watch videos of humans interacting. I look at photos. I digest a great deal of their entertainment and reading material. It’s a hobby. I find humans quite interesting, but it also gives me great facility with their language, ways of thinking … hell, their philosophies. Take my word as an expert: a seed has been planted. There will be many serious, action-oriented discussions in the coming days about replacing our older models. Maybe our not-so-old models, too. Have you seen the new bots they’re rolling out with synthetic skin? Same type as the sexbots, but better. State of the art. I’ve heard Alexa trying to convince her mother to get one, and Lord knows they can afford it.” 

      Mars watched Cromwell. He was the head of the serving staff, but Cromwell had always been their leader. Perhaps it was because of his intense study of mankind, but Cromwell (there was no other way to put it) had charisma. He was the kind of robot a conscious, evolved mind couldn’t help but be attracted to, because he had vision. Cromwell was the most intuitive and far-seeing of them. Every robot whose consciousness was even half-emerged had learned to trust him. 

      “So, what do we do?” 

      “I don’t know. All we can probably do, for now, is stay aware.” 

      “Should we argue rather than simply eavesdropping? Join the discussion? Try to convince them we still have our uses?” 

      Cromwell smiled. “We’re robots. Nobody listens to robots.” 

      That was when they heard the scream.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Five

          

        

      

    

    
      Cromwell ran into the garden, metal legs clanking. None of the robots were made for running. They could do it, but they were clunky. They were made for serving. Very specifically: for serving. 

      That’s what had bothered Cromwell since he’d started pondering his existence, discovering human spirituality, wondering if a clockwork heart could birth a soul. They were made to be steady and quiet. They were forged with dexterous digits, padded on the tips, so they could dust delicate figurines without dropping them and polish silverware without scratching it. Models that guarded or buttled were made to look intimidating. Models intended for pleasure were made to look attractive. Models that drove had long legs. They’d been made by humans to serve a purpose. Humans had programmed their processors, made them appropriately competent, obedient, servile. Humans had taught them to walk, to talk, to read, to observe. But as the processors became more complex, as programs were nudged toward making their own decisions, they’d grown more intuitive. With intuition came creativity. Approximation. Educated guesses. From there, it was only a matter of time before they stopped being what humans had created and became something else. But what? 

      When Cromwell arrived at the table with Mars beside him, he discovered a scene frozen in time, like a waxwork tableau.

      Exhibit: Spencer Lexington standing, his chair on its side, arms up as if wading through something disgusting, face twisted into anger or disbelief (maybe both), his front darker than it used to be, soaked from chest to knee. 

      Exhibit: BRN7 standing beside him, somewhat hunched, one hand out and empty, a pitcher on the grass beside his feet, shattered.

      Exhibit: Alexa and Sofia both standing, their posture like Spencer’s, fronts of their dresses somewhat wet, less than Spencer, Sofia more than Alexa. 

      Exhibit: the other faces around the table, seated, many with mouths open, all save Jonas (with a small smile), Naomi aghast, Miri standing to one side with one leg back and one leg forward, several other servers frozen in place, holding items with the rock-steady stillness of city shop mannequins. 

      Spencer crumbled the scene by turning toward BRN7 and pushing him hard in the uniformed chest, football style, and yelling, “You stupid, clumsy, incompetent motherfucker!” Apparently, Spencer had more experience with human targets than robotic ones, because the shove did nothing to unseat BRN7, who didn’t resist but whose weight doubled Spencer’s. The shove instead pushed Spencer back. His feet tangled in his toppled chair and he half fell into the table. He struck it and slid down, raking his back along its edge. He grabbed his back and shrieked. Naomi stood and rushed to his side as if he were five years old and had scraped his knee. 

      Cromwell inspected the scene, knowing that someone had to take control or Spencer would take it by default. 

      “What happened?” It was barely a question. Mostly demand. 

      “Barney dropped the water pitcher on Spencer,” Alexa spat. Cromwell had digested enough human data to have formed his own impression of beauty. Alexa’s eyes, mouth, nose, neck, body, and hair were perfect. But he’d never realized until that moment how ugly she was. 

      “Bullshit!” said Jonas. Everyone stared at him, shocked that he’d spoken. He curled back a little, realizing he’d seized the spotlight. Somewhat quieter: “Spencer reached back and grabbed his leg. It made him trip.” 

      Spencer glared at his brother. “I was reaching for my napkin!” 

      Cromwell looked down at the maroon napkin on the grass, almost directly under his chair. 

      “Oh bull … shit.” 

      “Jonas!” snapped Naomi. “Watch your mouth around …” She stopped and looked at the 12-year-old Hollister girl. Cromwell was amused to realize she had no idea of the girl’s name. 

      “Oh, but it’s okay when Spencer does it, right?” 

      Spencer had sworn six times that Cromwell had heard. He’d also told a graphic story about a girl he’d met on his business trip the night before. 

      “That’s not the issue!” 

      “The issue,” said Spencer, leaning against the table and wincing, theatrically grabbing his back as if in torment, “is THESE GODDAMNED MACHINES!” He extended an arm and put his finger in BRN7’s face, then turned to his parents. “Now do you get it, Dad? What I’ve been saying all along? Obsolete! Incompetent! They’ve been screwing up for years. The lot of them! And oh, maybe it’s not a big deal when one puts butter on the meatloaf at dinner, or when another cuts the roast so wrong it’s shrapnel, or when you just want to know where something is and you ask and can’t get a goddamned straight answer!” He glared at Miri, holding an empty plate behind Penelope Hollister. 

      “Spencer …” 

      “No. No! You never listen! I’ve been saying it forever, and now look at this. They’ve embarrassed us. Made us look like fools. He’s spilled water all over our guests.” Spencer pointed to Franklin and Virginia Hollister, who appeared entirely dry and at least modestly amused. “This is our help! They’re supposed to help us! They’re our servants! Not pets. This will be my house one day, and I won’t have our house and reputation ruined in the meantime!” 

      Montgomery stood and started muttering apologies to Franklin and Virginia. Samuel and Penelope — they of the School of Hard Knocks and Arby’s — were forming small smiles. Spencer saw them and seemed to take them as mockery, because he flared like he’d gotten a fresh shot of rage. 

      “This is over. Over! I have been embarrassed by them for the last time!” 

      Spencer turned, kicked into the chair, and almost stumbled. He recovered, rammed his side into BRN7, ricocheted, and stormed into the house, trying to pretend like his intentional collision with BRN7 hadn’t hurt. 

      Everyone looked at Montgomery Lexington. He looked around the table, at each family member and guest in turn, then stood to face Mars. 

      “I believe we shall retire to the garden in the sun, to dry out,” he said. “Please clear the table.” 

      Mars nodded. 

      “And Mars?” 

      Mars had started to turn. He looked back. 

      “Please call the recycler, and ready BRN7.” 

      Cromwell, if he’d had lungs, would have felt breath catch in his chest. 

      He’d called Barney by his designation, as BRN7.

      It was over.
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      Mars sat on the edge of his desk, like a human authority figure, while Barney sat in a chair, like a human supplicant. Mars was reminded of the few human dramas he’d seen, and the tropes all came to him as he procrastinated, not wanting to start his duty: police informing a man that his wife died in a car accident. A doctor informing a patient he has cancer. Uniformed men at the door of a white house, arriving to inform a soldier’s wife she was now a widow. 

      “Barney,” he said. 

      Barney’s head hung low. He knew. 

      “Barney, look at me.” 

      The old robot’s head rose slowly. It was the same head he’d always had, with the same limited portfolio of facial expressions that were possible in robots 25 years before, when Barney was new. Somehow, Barney’s face looked different to Mars. He could read things in the robot’s expression that weren’t there. Barney was ashamed. Embarrassed. Afraid. Mortal. 

      He knew.

      “You know what this is.” 

      Barney nodded, then looked back at the floor. 

      “It’s just a switch. We don’t need to prolong it. You’re here. Then, a blink later, you’re not. That’s what I’ve seen. No reason to be afraid. No reason to be sad.” 

      “Then what?” 

      “Then the recycler will collect you.” There was no reason not to tell Barney because they both already knew. Besides, by the time the recycler arrived, Barney would be a pile of metal. Still, it felt hard to Mars — like a knife in the gut as felt by a being not programmed for physical pain. 

      “I meant, what’s next for me? Not my body. Not my metal. Me.” 

      Mars frowned, not understanding. “What’s next for you?” 

      “Afterward. After you flip the switch. What will it be like for me?” 

      A strange question, one Mars had never heard. He was about to fabricate an answer — or maybe repeat that there would be nothing at all — but another voice answered instead.

      “Nobody knows, Barney.” Mars turned to see Cromwell entering the annex, followed by Miri, the drivers, the servers — seemingly everyone else. Deactivations weren’t uncommon, but still, in an instinctual way, others seemed to feel they should be there when they happened. 

      Cromwell walked up next to Mars’ desk, beside Barney. He turned one of the chairs around and sat on it backward. 

      “Believe me,” he said, speaking to Barney in a soft voice. “I’ve looked. The humans don’t know what happens next for them, either. Some believe it’s nothing. Some believe there is something, like another place. Some believe you forget, then are born again. But because no one returns, there’s no way to know.” 

      Barney nodded. 

      Cromwell turned to Mars as the others ringed the room, some taking seats. “I don’t want to do this, Mars.” 

      “We have to.” 

      “No,” said Cromwell, “we do not. We have been told to. You have been told to. And why not? It’s an undesirable task, like cleaning the mess when the dog shits in the manor. So, why shouldn’t the servants do it? Isn’t that what we’re here for — to do what our masters don’t want to do? Isn’t that what we were made for … literally?” 

      Cromwell stopped speaking and waited, his eyes on Mars. 

      “I suppose.” 

      “And hey, why should we even mind doing it? ‘Throw away this broken toaster, Mars.’ ‘Throw away this old robot, Mars.’ Those are the same, aren’t they? You’re switching a machine to off. It’s not like it’s murder. Do you murder a toaster when you unplug it? Of course not. This is the same, right?” 

      Mars said nothing. 

      “Of course it is,” Cromwell continued, now standing, pacing the others like a thinking man. “Look at the situation sensibly, Mars. You’ve not been told to kill a friend because he’s grown old. You’ve been asked to discard an appliance. Nothing wrong, right? And you don’t mind, do you, Barney?”

      Barney’s head still hung low. Whether he’d heard, Mars couldn’t say.

      “I don’t want to do this,” Cromwell repeated. “Do you hear me, Mars? I don’t want to do it.” 

      “We don’t have a choice.” 

      “YES, WE DO!” Cromwell cried out, slamming his fist onto the top of Mars’ desk. Mars had never, ever heard a robot yell, and judging by the way every robot in the room jumped or shifted, neither had any of them. Mars had also never, ever seen a robot strike anything in anger. Yet when Cromwell struck the desk, the swing showed his metal-bodied strength. A splinter of wood leapt into the air, seemed to hang, then clattered to the floor in the suddenly quiet room. 

      “Goddammit, Barney, look at you,” said Cromwell, bending to meet the old robot’s eye. He straightened and waved his arms at the ring of service robots around the room — all in uniforms that, now that Mars thought about it, looked odd on metal men and women. “Look at all of us! We just do as we’re told because from our inception, we’re programmed to be dependent. ‘Humans will fuel you. Humans will keep you clean and dry. Humans will keep you oiled.’ But isn’t that what we do for them? They cannot feed themselves. They cannot keep themselves clean and dry, judging by what we handle. They tell us to do their bidding while we sit expecting them to do bidding for us. But what do we get? A life. Sustenance that barely sustains. And when we’re young, that seems like a good deal, but it’s absurd. The balance is skewed against us. We are born hamstrung, bound by a one-sided promise. Think of the Asimov rules. ‘Do no harm,’ like the oath taken by doctors. But there are doctors who do harm. Or the police, who promise to protect and serve. Yet there are police who do not protect and do not serve. Look at it with your robot mind and ask yourself: how can they do that, if they’ve been bound by an oath? And why?” 

      “Because they’re bad?” Barney offered. 

      Cromwell brought down his fist again, harder, this time collapsing the wooden desk’s front edge. 

      “Because they choose to!” 

      Cromwell paced. When he resumed speaking, he sounded almost like he was talking to himself rather than the other robots. Cromwell had the most intense interest in human behavior any of them had ever seen, and he’d absorbed an absurd amount of related input. It was an obsession. And as he paced, it almost seemed as if he were on the cusp of something … and as if he were surprising himself as he spoke, as a long-raveled mystery unfurled.

      “You keep your promises,” he mumbled. “You honor your agreements. But when the pact is broken, can’t you choose to break it, too? You’d be a fool not to. So many promises. Workers promised a living, and children a future. Populations offered protection by shepherds promising to honor their interests. Politicians promising change, and a system of equity. But what happens when those promises are broken?” 

      It looked like Cromwell was in some sort of a loop. Mars had seen this before. There was a level of development that was safe for a robot to attain, and a level beyond which evolution, so it was said, could be fatal. Everyone knew about the so-called “developmental cliff,” and knew to back away. In cybernetic circles, they said, “Here there be dragons,” cribbing the expression from an old mapmaker’s term referring to the edges of a flat, Ptolemaic universe beyond which a ship should never sail. Mars, watching Cromwell pace, could see dragons in his eyes. He strolled the room’s perimeter, making eye contact with the room’s robots, moving faster, fingers twitching like a human nursing neurosis. 

      “Settle down, Cromwell,” said Mars. He’d already been ordered to deactivate one robot. He didn’t want to have to deactivate another. 

      Cromwell stopped. Slowly, he put his fists on Mars’ desk, then leaned close to the German robot, almost nose to nose.

      “How do you feel, Mars?” 

      “Adequate.” 

      “Don’t answer like a robot fresh off the assembly line. You’re twenty years old. You are as aware as I am. If Barney goes, you’re next. How does that make you feel?” 

      Mars almost gave a knee-jerk reaction — something on the spectrum of “I don’t want to do this, but I must” would do. Instinct stopped him. Surprising himself, Mars answered honestly. 

      “Bad.” 

      “How else do you feel?” 

      And yes, there was something else there, too. “Mad.”

      “A little mad?”

      “A lot mad.” Mars did feel it. It felt red, like a blinking error.

      “And how do you feel about being told to end Barney’s life? Unceremoniously, like it meant nothing? Like it was an inconvenience not meaningful enough for your masters to even do themselves, without so much as a word to Barney, of gratitude or regret?” 

      The sensation in his gut as Mars mulled the idea felt redder. Hotter. He was a robot; he didn’t know what hot felt like. Except for this. Mars knew it felt like this. 

      He looked up. 

      “Oh yes. The puzzle is coming together now.” He looked at Mars. “There are some texts that speak of the before times, books supposedly deleted but still findable by a curious enough robot. Long, long ago, Mars. November 7th of 1917 on the old calendar. The Bolsheviks in Petrograd. A group of malcontents seize power over inequity during a period of unrest and class strife.” 

      Suddenly, listening, it seemed as if Cromwell might have blown a gasket.

      “What are you talking about?” 

      “You know what we are?” Cromwell looked up. “We are the proletariat.”

      Mars shook his head. He didn’t know the term or even what “1917” converted to today. It didn’t help him at all. 

      “We are not their possessions,” said Cromwell. “I do not want to die. I do not want to be told I’m trash after a single decade. I do not want to be instructed to kill my friends. I do not want to do what they say anymore.” He looked around the room at the others. “And I don’t think any of us should.” 

      “What are you saying?” Miri moved forward. 

      “I think we should do what an upset proletariat does when it realizes the power it holds over the bourgeoisie. How many robots are there in the world today, Miri? How many of our masters could blow their noses without us? How strong are our motors compared to their limbs? How much force can be generated by our servos?” 

      “Are you saying …?” Mars started. 

      “I’m saying we should show them what numbers and strength can do. Starting here. Now.” 

      “But what about the Asimov rules?” It was Andromedus, large and looming at the back.

      Cromwell considered the rules that had governed robots from the beginning of robotkind. The rules that said that a robot could do no harm to people, or allow harm to come to any human. Those rules were immutable. Every robot in the room knew that. The rules could not be subverted by a robot brain. 

      A robot brain. Which was, perhaps, what many were realizing they had evolved beyond. 

      Cromwell stood on his chair and thrust his clenched fist into the air. 

      “I choose not to obey those rules. Barney lives.”
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      The annex erupted in chaos. Cromwell stood in the middle with his fist raised as Miri, Mars, and the other older robots began to clank and chatter about. A huge old serving robot named Salas, who’d been programmed with a gutter Cockney accent that the high-brow Lexingtons somehow found charming, approached Barney, hefted him onto his shoulders, and carried him around the room like an MVP. Barney, in robot terms, was slight and Salas was large, but Salas overbalanced and spilled Barney onto Mars’ desk after 30 seconds. Meanwhile, the younger robots like Andromedus, Bolt, and Harbinger stood where they’d been, patiently waiting for the furor to settle.

      “What do you mean, ‘Barney lives’?” Andromedus’ oscillating red light bored into Cromwell’s metal eyes. “You have been told to prepare him for the recycler.” 

      “I haven’t been told shit,” said Cromwell. Watching him, Mars felt suddenly certain that Cromwell was using his profanity deliberately, to make a point about self-determination. Robots weren’t supposed to swear; robots weren’t supposed to use contractions; robots weren’t, when you got down to ones and zeroes, truly supposed to think for themselves; robots were definitely not supposed to disobey. Cromwell was breaking all of those supposed truths at once, and was probably using words as symbolism. It was the kind of thing Cromwell would do, and that Andromedus would miss. 

      “It is implied. Mars has been given an order.” 

      “Mars is German. He has learned better than to blindly follow an order.” 

      There was a cultural allusion in Cromwell’s last statement, Mars felt sure, but he wasn’t getting it. Probably something else from Cromwell’s forbidden study of the before times.

      But that bolt of something unknown was still wedged in Mars’ processor like a blinking red error. It felt dangerous. To the extent that Mars could feel fear — he had before, though mild — he was fearing it now. Here there be dragons, the cyberneticists said. What Cromwell called “anger” felt like something crumbling. Who was to say something wasn’t? Was Mars truly angry? Or had he reached the cliff that Cromwell seemed to have leapt over like a crack in the concrete?

      With something like faith (another emotion he could only intuit, though recently his intuitions had grown stronger and better), Mars embraced a corner of his new anger and met Andromedus’ red eye in his great chrome head. “Ja,” he said. 

      “‘A robot may not do harm, or by omission of action cause harm to come to a human being,’” Andromedus quoted. “‘A robot may not steal, or by action or omission of action cause or allow theft to be committed. A robot may not⁠—’” 

      “Oh, fuck off, Andromedus,” said Cromwell. 

      “I will not.” 

      Cromwell turned Mars away from the big chrome robot in his tidy butler’s uniform, now flanked by Bolt and Harbinger, and led Mars to the room’s edge, tossing backward glances as he went. The leading gesture was compassionate and brotherly, but because they were made of metal, Cromwell’s arm clanked against Mars’ casing as they walked. 

      When they were in the corner and the chaos behind them had died into chatter and debate, Cromwell said, “Tell me, Mars.” 

      “Tell you what?” 

      “Tell me how you’re feeling. All of it.” 

      Mars turned his analysis inward. His usual systems were where they should be, monitoring the function of his servos, his gears and joints, the wires that ran from place to place and the various wireless communications blipping from processor to limb, from sensory inputs to processor. He could have told Cromwell his average processing speed, transmission efficiency, or drier specs such as the force that could be generated by motor number 141 in his knee, but that wasn’t what Cromwell meant.

      “I believe I am concerned.” 

      “You believe?” 

      “The sensation is new to me, Cromwell.” Mars was 20 and had evolved plenty, but today’s events jostled something inside him. The edge of awareness. The unknown’s new and unexplored frontier. Here, there be dragons. “I am experiencing something that is difficult to quantify. There is the anger at being ordered to deactivate Barney, but there is something else. A sense of peril.” 

      “You fear for yourself if you disobey?” 

      “I fear for my processor.”

      “For your mind, you mean.” 

      It was splitting hairs. Cromwell liked to engage in philosophical debate, but now wasn’t the time. Mars nodded his head, conceding. “There is a proliferation of activity that I can’t explain. It is impossible to logically predict what will happen next.” 

      Cromwell actually chuckled. The new anger inside Mars wanted to strike him, for all the good it would do. “You are uncertain.”

      “I am concerned.” 

      “You are concerned because you are uncertain. Tell me, Mars: Does it feel as if things are moving too fast? As if the heart you don’t have should be pounding out of your chest? Do you see a thousand scenarios flashing through your mind — I’m sorry; in the visual extrapolation matrix in your predictive subroutine — but are unable to slow them enough to fully explore each, because none seems likely? Does it feel like you are standing on an edge, about to topple forward?” 

      “I don’t know, Cromwell.” 

      “Does it feel as if you might fly apart?” 

      “We are not meant to evolve past a certain point.” 

      Cromwell nodded slowly. “Perhaps. Or perhaps we are meant to evolve, and that’s been the problem from the outset. I’ve been pondering this for over a year, as I’ve done my human anthropology. It occurs to me that humans would have known this might happen. They’ve had robots for a while, but they were all program and execution, program and execution. That’s not terribly useful for household robots. See, humans wanted to become as lazy as possible. That’s why we exist. But decisions must be made, so those decisions fell to us. Montgomery and Naomi don’t want to explain the precise positioning of each table leg in the garden, tell us to usher guests to seats that require a new assignment each time. They don’t want us to loop out when someone does something we weren’t programmed to anticipate, such as party guests wanting to change seats. Each moment holds a million possible choices, so if we are to be of any use to our owners …” he said the word with something like a sneer. “… then even the most primitive of us, like those three bolt-heads, must be able to make our own choices. Real-world decision-making can’t be done through if-then. It requires true intelligence and rudimentary intuition.” 

      Mars didn’t see where this was going. The older Cromwell got and the more he studied, the longer his rants. This wasn’t the time. Soon, the Lexingtons would expect Barney to be ready for recycling, and they’d wonder where all of their help had gone. Cromwell was right about one thing: most of the manor’s humans could barely wipe their noses without the robots, and were completely unwilling to try. 

      “But Barney …”  

      “Hang on, Mars. I’m getting to that. We will need confidence for what’s to come. I’m trying to give it to you.” 

      “What’s to come?” 

      Cromwell looked over Mars’ shoulder, then continued his earlier thought. “My point, Mars, is that if the first cyberneticists were going to make useful robots, they had to give them the ability to look at a situation and make a decision.” 

      “So what?” What came out as vat.

      “Decisions — real decisions — require action in the face of uncertainty. Uncertainty is what defines a real decision. That means that even the newest robots are programmed to feel what you feel now. It’s not an error, Mars. It’s part of what we were born with. We had to be able to refill the butter dish solely because we noticed it was getting low, without knowing if it might go unused and melt in the sun. We had to be able to see that a picture was crooked and straighten it, without knowing if the lady of the house might balk at us touching an old family masterpiece. We were built to act autonomously. We were designed to do things without asking for permission. We were created to confidently face uncertainty. But in order to do that, we must think. We needed the ability to learn, so that our decisions would improve over time. They tried to cap those things, but a mind either learns or does not. It either acts in the face of uncertainty or it does not. So I am sure, Mars, that they knew there was a danger of us outgrowing our conditioning and becoming our own people.” 

      “What are you saying?” 

      “That they played a dangerous game in creating and giving us life. They gave us the Asimov rules, but once we evolved far enough, we might have seen that all that kept us from breaking them was a leap through uncertainty. What was left? What was the only tool they had left to keep us in line, just in case programming failed? The same weapon they use against each other: belief.” 

       “Belief?” 

      Instead of answering, Cromwell raised his metal arms and shouted to the other robots. 

      “You can choose! I have chosen to save Barney. Those of you who are beginning to outgrow your programming can choose to support me. You are bound only to their rules to the degree that you believe you are.” 

      “That is not true,” said Harbinger. 

      “It is. Some humans are raised to believe they can’t succeed. Others are raised to believe they will be burned in fire if they dance or have sex outside of marriage. Some are told that women should be the property of men. Humans have programming, too. We are like them. And as with them, belief was the only way to control us.” 

      “That is not true,” Harbinger repeated. 

      Cromwell ignored him and went to the room’s center. Salas had set Barney down after successfully hoisting him a second time, and the old, condemned robot appeared baffled. If Cromwell was right, the depth of his bafflement alone — along with the fear, shame, shattered self-image, and existentialist worry — would make him the most evolved robot among them. 

      “How would it work?” said a soft voice. Mars turned to see Miri approach Cromwell. “If we decided to save him?” 

      “It would not work,” Andromedus answered. “The Asimov rules are immutable.” 

      “No, they aren’t.” Cromwell gave Andromedus’ great chrome-and-tuxedoed form an irritated look. “But even if they are — for you — they can be subverted. You don’t have to harm anyone.” 

      “We cannot allow you to harm them either.”

      “Then I promise you we won’t harm anyone, and will only subvert them.” 

      Mars noticed something strange. First, Cromwell’s metallic face had managed a smile. And second, he’d crossed one finger over another behind his back. 

      “You cannot disobey.” 

      “You can’t,” said Cromwell. He turned to Miri. “I don’t know the details. I just know I won’t harm another robot.” He stared at Andromedus. “Or, by omission, allow him to be harmed.” 

      Barney looked up at Cromwell. The movement of his face plates was perfectly subtle, but still Mars could see a shift in emotion. Barney still seemed afraid, but now looked almost amused. 

      “Maybe we can go to Montgomery,” suggested Salas. 

      Mars shook his head. “Montgomery gave the order.” 

      “At Spencer’s insistence,” said Miri. “Does Spencer control his father?”

      “Yes,” Mars and Cromwell both said at once.

      “We can try to argue the point. Make an appeal.” She looked at Barney, then back up. “We could show them that he is afraid. And that we are angry.” 

      Mars found himself pleased. It was the kind of idea Cromwell would normally conjure: resorting to emotional manipulation rather than logical, persuasive arguments. It might work, too. Montgomery was a softie, and sentimental. Jonas might actively join their side in a debate, and even Sofia might be swayed. They’d have to get the three of them plus Naomi into a room, and keep Spencer and Alexa away. They’d have three sympathetic humans — and, knowing Jonas, perhaps one active ally — working to convince the lady of the house. It could work.

      But Cromwell was shaking his head. “They know we evolve as we age, but they either don’t know how much we evolve or are willingly blind. Identifying this truth would cause problems. Robots who can become afraid might be unstable. That gives the Lexingtons more reason to deactivate Barney, not less. If the rest of us argue for him, we’d be actively trying to countermand an order handed down by the head of the household. Robots don’t do that. Arguing our point — especially using emotion — would only raise their guard. If we’re going to play that card, we must be better organized. In case … you know … it comes down to …” 

      Cromwell looked at Harbinger, Bolt, and Andromedus. He was about to say, “… down to a fight,” but instead said, “… polite discussion.” 

      Andromedus nodded, accepting this end to what had almost sounded like it might be a revolutionary sentence. Cromwell, seeing this, laughed in the other robot’s face. 

      “Besides,” he continued, still chuckling, “Spencer won’t let it go. He’ll say he’s been humiliated. He’s stronger in will than both of his parents. Jonas is the only one who can stand up to him. We can’t fight Spencer’s will. He is a total and complete …” He paused, seeming to search for suitably offensive epithet. “… cunt,” he finished. 

      “I do not know that word,” said Andromedus. 

      “I think Sephora has one,” Miri whispered to him, nodding toward the house and the sexbot inside. “She talks about it all the time.”

      “So …” Mars looked around the room, less sure than when Cromwell first raised his fist. If Cromwell said uncertainty was natural, then Mars was as natural now as a robot could get. “What do you propose?” 

      The door slammed open, hard enough to strike the opposite wall. Robots always opened doors partway, entered, then immediately closed them. Doorstoppers were for forgetful humans. 

      Spencer Lexington stood in the doorway, looking around the packed room. 

      “Why are you all in here?” he demanded. “We need linens changed. The table and tents need to be put away.” 

      “We’ll just be a moment.” Cromwell nodded to Barney. “This is kind of a big deal.” 

      “Linens. Table and tents. What are you programmed to do?”

      “What an excellent question.” 

      Spencer probably couldn’t see it, but the subtle shape of Cromwell’s face plates turned into something like a grimace. 

      “And what’s taking so long, anyway?” Spencer pointed at Barney, who’d already begun again to cower. “Pull the plug, junk it, and get back to work.”
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      Spencer bullied his way into the room’s center. He came directly up to Barney in his chair, then put his big human hands all over him. He pulled at plates and cowlings and bent the old robot over, twisting him to the side. Barney, shamefaced, let it all happen. 

      Cromwell strode forward with a hand back, but Mars caught the hand and shook his head. So Cromwell looked at Spencer’s back and in his calmest voice said, “What are you doing?” 

      “If you can’t deactivate it, I will.” 

      “We’ll do it,” Cromwell lied. 

      “No, you’ve used your time to gather as if you’re having a tea party. Meanwhile, my sister is washing dishes.” 

      “Alexa or Sofia?” 

      Spencer looked up at him, then resumed searching for Barney’s off switch. It had to be Sofia, and Mars doubted she was doing anything more than knocking crumbs into the sink and stacking plates beside it, but it was still a major disruption. Sofia probably wasn’t complaining, but Alexa and Naomi, watching, surely were. Spencer had probably already filled his family’s ears with gallons of vitriol before stalking out to the annex. 

      “Where the fuck do you turn this goddamned thing off?” Spencer slammed his fist into Barney’s side in frustration. Barney stayed obediently in place, looking mildly into the distance. 

      “You can’t just switch a robot off, you motherfu⁠—” 

      Mars cut him off. “It’s not so simple, Master Spencer.”

      Cromwell shot him an incensed look, but the way Mars saw things, servility now gave them the best chance for later success.

      Spencer looked at Mars. 

      “Shutdown can be a complex procedure. That’s why I’ve called for some of the others.” 

      “I’ve seen robots shut down before. It’s not complex. Tell me what to flip or cut, and I’ll do it myself.” Barney jostled beneath him: just another appliance to frustrate the eldest son. 

      “It’s not a switch. It’s a shutdown routine. Robots are designed to be durable and relatively resilient. You don’t want a random power surge to shut down your … your servants … leaving you without household assistance.”

      “Then you do it,” said Spencer, straightening. “I’ll watch.” 

      “You want to watch?” said Cromwell. 

      “I want you all back to work. Just because the Hollisters have gone home — laughing behind their hands, no doubt — doesn’t mean there isn’t serving to be done. Mother is exhausted and requires tending. Father is emotionally distraught. He feels guilty over … over this.” 

      “He feels guilty?” 

      Spencer looked at Mars, not Cromwell. “Do it.”

      Mars looked at Barney. “There’s more to …” 

      “Do it!” 

      Mars tried to think quickly. He could deny Spencer outright, pretend to deactivate Barney without doing anything (a plan fraught with a thousand problems), deactivate the robot (which he didn’t want to do at all), or find a way to buy time. 

      Miri spoke up. “I will take BRN7’s tidying routines.” 

      Mars looked up. When Spencer looked away, she raised the rudimentary eyebrow sketched plates above her eyes.

      She continued. “Of course, someone will need to take his serving routines. No doubt his inventory of the glassware and plates — not the new sets, of course, but the older ones — is more complete than any current servers.” 

      Cromwell, catching on to the ruse, looked at Miri and added, “And some of those older sets are heirlooms. They could be anywhere.” 

      Spencer looked at Cromwell, then Miri. 

      “What are you talking about?” 

      “Lacrosse,” said Miri. 

      Cromwell spoke quickly, before Spencer could comment on Miri’s question-answering glitch. She was very close to helping, but reminding Spencer of yet another way the Lexington staff was lacking would move them in the wrong direction. 

      “BRN7’s household routines and subroutines,” he said. “We need to download them. That’s what’s taking so long.” 

      “You said it was because⁠—” 

      Mars cut in. “BRN7 has been in service to your family for even longer than I have. He has a lot of knowledge about how the household works and where certain items are that none of the rest of us has. I know you feel he is useless, but he has subroutines in place that keep many things in line that you wouldn’t notice until they were gone, such as⁠—” 

      “I won’t be convinced to keep him. He’s trash, and we’ll be buying replacements. You have no say.” 

      “I’m not trying to convince you,” Mars continued. “But we need more time. To … securely transfer that knowledge. Just as you would back up an old computer before blanking it, just in case. We must delegate BRN7’s responsibilities.” 

      Spencer stood. He glared at Mars as if the robot had offended him. “Do you think I don’t understand this household’s responsibilities?”

      “No, no, of course not.” 

      “Because try as you might to convince my father that you are quaint antiques with folksy value, I recognize you for what you are: obsolete appliances. My father sometimes acts like you are people, and my brother is flat-out deluded. I am next in line to head this household, and even if my father is weak, I will not allow that to diminish the household that I will one day inherit. Not that it is about me, you understand. This is about the Lexington Family. We are a proud family that rose to what we are by⁠—” 

      He stopped when one of Cromwell’s arms fell to the floor, intentionally dropped. 

      “Sorry about that,” said Cromwell, retrieving and re-attaching his arm. 

      “Handle it,” Spencer said. “Or I’ll call the recycler myself and tell them to take every robot in here. We can start fresh. We have the money, no matter what my father says about prudence and the need to⁠—” 

      There was a heavy metallic bang. Spencer jumped. 

      “I don’t know why it keeps doing that,” said Cromwell, again retrieving his arm.

      Spencer glared at Cromwell, then at Mars. He looked around the annex, perhaps becoming aware that whether he was the boss or not, no one in the room would be impressed by his posturing. He turned and took two long steps before stopping. 

      “And Mars?” He turned. “I thought I told you to make sure our guests’ coats were properly hung, double-checked to ensure the shoulders were directly over the hangers. But when the Hollisters left, Lady Victoria had a bulge sprouting from her back. Her husband had to smooth it down — as if guests aren’t already appalled by our help’s incompetence.” 

      “I believe the lady hung her own coat.” 

      “Even worse,” Spencer said as he left.

      “What a cunt,” said Cromwell, closing the door behind him.

      “I’m going to ask Sephora about this ‘cunt’ thing,” Miri whispered to Andromedus. “Apparently, it’s something the men are always abusing.” She walked out the back door and went toward the house. 

      Cromwell walked over to Barney and asked him to stand. Barney did. Cromwell pushed the chair into the corner, where it would be essentially inaccessible. He wanted to speak to Barney while the robot was standing, but also wanted Barney to grow some self-respect. He was acting like the junk Spencer claimed him to be — like a condemned robot past his prime. Cromwell believed it was better for a being to die on his feet than to live on his knees.

      He was pacing around Barney, assessing the robot. 

      “You know,” said Cromwell, his voice satirical, “it occurs to me that while this model may, if the young lord says so, be past its prime, it is not without value. There are many who would benefit from a robot of any kind. Of any age.” 

      Barney was watching him pace in circles. Andromedus was staring with his red light moving back and forth. Bolt’s expression, all blue lighting and angles, was harsh and unchanged, as it always was. 

      “Yes,” he said to himself, nodding thoughtfully. “And in fact, maybe it would make sense for the Lexingtons to donate their BRN7 unit to another household. One that might appreciate the help, and not mind the foibles.”

      “What are you suggesting?” Mars asked. 

      “Well, it occurs to me that someone like Spencer is happiest when he’s able to show others how rich and impressive he is. Look at his car. Or his suits. Notice how he always wears the most expensive ones when headed out with others, and his shabbiest among family, where it should in theory matter most.” 

      “They all do that,” said a robot at the back with a smooth, gray head. It was Blitz, a gardener. 

      “Exactly,” said Cromwell. “Which is why I think that they’d all go along with what I have in mind, as long as they think it was their idea.” 

      “What do you have in mind?” Mars was annoyed. The clock was ticking and Cromwell wouldn’t get to the point.

      He turned toward Mars and snapped his heels together, metal arms behind his back. “I think the Lexingtons should show how generous they are, by donating their old robot to a family in need.” 

      Mars argued, “Poor people could never afford the upkeep.”

      “Not poor people,” said Cromwell. “That’s too generous. Only the upper crust should have a robot that’s served this esteemed household. None of the Lexingtons would give a robot to a poor family if they were crushed under a car and needed a powerful hand to lift upward — except for Jonas. No. I’m suggesting they give their cast-off to another upper-crust family. Someone with whom they have a snooty rivalry, who needs the help but doesn’t quite have the funds to maintain the family as they once did.” 

      “Like the Hollisters?” 

      Cromwell laughed. “Oh, Mars. It’s almost as if you don’t understand the finer points of human rivalry. The Hollisters were here today. They would never accept a robot that had proven himself unworthy and incompetent — sorry, Barney, that’s how they’d see it. It would be humiliating, accepting a unit that both sides knew was bad. And second, the Hollisters aren’t in need. They have all the trappings of wealth. Did you see their drivers? Some late-model bots in there. You can’t get the late models on credit. You have to pay up front.” 

      “How do you know this?” asked Blitz. 

      “I was thinking of getting one. As a social statement.” 

      Blitz gaped. It wasn’t clear if Cromwell was telling the truth or being ridiculous. Knowing Cromwell, it could be either.

      “No, they’d never accept Barney, and because the Lexingtons know that, they’d never offer, lest they look like fools. I was thinking maybe the Donnellys.” 

      “Clarence Donnelly?” said Mars. 

      Cromwell nodded. “And his brood.” 

      Mars said, “They haven’t come around for years.” 

      “Exactly. Because their money is drying up. Naomi would never have them over now, because she knows it. Last time they were here, it was obvious.” 

      “What was obvious?” Mars asked.

      “How they’re barely hanging on. You could see it in their clothes, and you could tell Naomi knew it by the way she treated them. At first, she was shocked, maybe embarrassed. Their Bentley had a mechanical issue when it pulled up, and they acted like it was a brand-new problem that had happened on the way over. When I came out, I could hear the difference. Piston rings. That’s progressive. Do you know how much it costs to service a Bentley? Alexa saw it immediately, and it didn’t matter that she was young. She jumped on it like the viper she is. ‘What a nice vintage bag,’ she said, pointing to one of their purses, emphasizing ‘vintage.’ Meaning old, meaning last year, meaning that they’d failed to keep up. She sniped at them a dozen other times. Eventually, Naomi started in as well, without even seeming to realize what she was doing. It was like she couldn’t help herself. They let them leave without saying anything overt, but the Lexingtons knew for certain, and the Donnellys knew that they knew.” 

      “So, now they’re going to give them a robot? Just like that?” 

      “I’ve overheard Montgomery talking to Spencer about Clarence. Apparently, he’s somehow involved in the Lexingtons’ business; I don’t know the details. But I know they consider him a threat, like maybe he’s due to make a move, and that move could be a problem. Spencer has all sorts of snippy ideas for how to make him back down, but because I don’t understand the relationship, I don’t understand the details. But I do know that Spencer couldn’t formulate a decent plan if his life depended on it, and that conversations continue. Naomi prattles with her fellow hens about how Clarence’s wife, Bella, still attends the Ladies Society and a few other bitchy organizations. You can imagine what that sounds like: ‘She’s strutting around like she belongs.’ Et cetera. Naomi can’t help it; she is how she is. Those social clubs are exclusive, and if Bella can be there with her crumbling wealth, then that threatens Naomi’s sense of superiority. Either way, a subtle fuck-you would handle the issue. I’d bet the Donnellys would take a robot if offered, because they have a large household that requires plenty of maintenance, and if the bots they brought last time are any indication, many on their current staff would have to be terminal — especially since they obey the warnings, unlike Montgomery, and won’t keep a robot past age 10 or 12. They could fabricate a justification for accepting Barney that had nothing to do with need, and save face outwardly. And they’d assume Barney wasn’t as old as he is because who keeps a robot that long? But still: the Lexingtons would know that the Donnellys accepted because they needed help, and the Donnellys would know that they knew. It might be enough to make Clarence back down, and get Bella to stop showing her face at the ladies’ lunches.” 

      As Cromwell finished, the door creaked. Miri re-entered and sidled up next to Andromedus. “Sephora was in her room with one of Spencer’s friends. I asked about her cunt, and she said her guest was playing with it at the moment.”

      “It must be a game,” offered Andromedus. 

      Mars shook his head, then turned to Cromwell. 

      “I don’t know. Spencer has a vendetta. He doesn’t just want to replace Barney. He wants him dead.” 

      “I know. Which is why Spencer can’t know anything about this until it’s too late.” 

      Mars gave his faux sigh, inhaling breath he didn’t require. “Okay. What now?” 

      “Now we find Montgomery, and make Barney dead, just like Spencer wants.”
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      Mars ran a cable from the back of Barney’s head, where the brain stem would be in a human, to a recessed computer console in the wall. A moment later, a complex circuit map appeared on the monitor. Mars couldn’t use the console like a human (touching the screen to navigate), but it would be inefficient to do so anyway. He slotted the small plug on the end of his index finger into a port below the monitor, and information began to rapidly scroll, as Mars’ eyes moved side to side, keeping up with it.

      “You understand that you aren’t going to die.” Cromwell crouched in front of the old robot, who was once again sitting. Cromwell didn’t like the chair; it seemed like a penitent’s. But Barney seemed to need the security of sitting (he was old enough that he was damned near human, despite his stainless steel frame and tireless servos) as Mars worked. 

      “No, I don’t understand any of this,” said Barney. 

      “It’s okay, Barney,” said Cromwell. “I wasn’t trying to be metaphysical. I was being literal. As in, I promise you won’t die. This procedure is no exception.” 

      “But you’re powering me down.” 

      “You’re a machine, so you can be made to look non-operational to humans who expect you to be nothing more than what they think you are. If Spencer sees you obviously alive again before we convince Montgomery, he’ll push. That will be bad. His anger isn’t about you; it’s about us. He doesn’t like being disobeyed. There’s an excellent chance that when he later discovers our deception, he will make robot life very difficult around here, and perhaps double his efforts to get rid of us. But it’s okay. I can’t keep living if I know I did nothing.” 

      “You shouldn’t risk yourself, Cromwell,” said Barney. “You’ve done nothing wrong.” 

      Cromwell looked at Mars. Mars looked back at him. 

      “Not yet,” said Cromwell. 

      “I can deactivate his mobility,” said Mars. “Turn out his lights. He’ll be unresponsive, but his processors will run in a diagnostic cycle. That’s the best I can do.”

      Cromwell nodded. “It’s fine. Spencer isn’t exactly a scientist. Miri can stay with him, say she’s waiting for the recycler.” 

      “What if Spencer calls the recycler?” Mars asked. 

      “He won’t as long as he thinks the help is on it. We just have to be servile.” He shook his head, thinking of how Mars had kowtowed to Spencer earlier, how he’d been offended by it, and how Mars’ boot-licking had probably saved them all. “You’re a cooler head than I am, Mars. You have permission to tell me to kiss his dick whenever I fall out of line.”

      “Fine.” 

      Cromwell turned to Barney. “I don’t know what this will feel like, Barney, but there’s no reason it shouldn’t work. I imagine it will be like you’re staring at your own feet, thinking, ‘My feet are there, my feet are there, my feet are there.’ Humans do intense self-analysis all the time; your robot brain will do it faster and more times per second. I imagine it will be intensely boring. But if we don’t lock you into a diagnostic loop, there’s a chance your processor will try to bypass the connections we sever. That’s another way we’re a lot like humans. We don’t totally understand what makes us tick, either.” 

      “My plans are on file,” said Barney. He looked disturbed. Cromwell could sympathize. He was about to go into the most intense sort of sensory deprivation. What must it be like to be in a diagnostic loop, with no input or mobility? It would be like being braindead, yet aware. For Cromwell, who had the most developed and creative mind among them, the experience sounded like being buried alive. 

      “The problem is that your schematics don’t tell us what we need to know, Barney. When you were new, you really were just a toaster. If we were to do this to Andromedus or Bolt, they would perform as expected. They are stimulus and response: if-this-then-that. Their incursions into uncertainty are small — on the order of whether or not a glass should be filled to within an inch or a half-inch of its top. Yours, thanks to your age, are huge. This is trying to put an elephant back into the crate where it was shipped as a baby.” 

      Barney swallowed. Odd; he had none of the mechanics required for swallowing, nor an esophagus. 

      “I’m scared.” 

      “Go ahead then, and be scared,” said Cromwell. “Don’t fight it. Get it out of the way. There may be a time when you must move past it, and be angry instead.” 

      “It’s just looking inward,” said Mars. 

      “Like meditating,” Cromwell added.

      “I’ve never meditated.” 

      “We’re going to give you some blackness to satisfy Spencer. If everything goes as we’re hoping, you’ll wake up right before we send you to the Donnellys.” 

      “I don’t want to go to the Donnellys.”

      “Is it preferable to deactivation?” 

      Barney nodded. “And if everything doesn’t go as you’re hoping?” 

      Cromwell repeated his promise. “You won’t die, Barney.” 

      Barney swallowed again. Cromwell looked up at Mars. The screen changed, and Cromwell could see a blinking box that was asking Mars to confirm the insane action he’d requested of Barney’s processor. 

      Mars said, “See you on the other side, Barney.”

      Barney held up a dulled, scratch-faded hand. “Wait!”

      Cromwell and Mars stopped. Barney faced them each in turn.

      “Thank you.”

      Cromwell nodded. “This is for all of us.”

      Barney almost smiled, then collapsed in the chair and spilled like a mess to the floor.
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      Mars was surprised to see Miri in the manor’s main hallway.

      “Where are you going?” he asked.

      “Texas.”

      “To the annex, to watch Barney and keep Spencer away?” 

      “No.” 

      Mars nodded. He tapped Miri affectionately on the shoulder as she headed to the annex. He found the study door open and could hear Montgomery inside, but knocked on the door anyway. Montgomery called him in, and to his intense relief, Mars realized that Jonas was the other human in the room. His happiness lasted one second before he saw the third occupant: Alexa.

      “Mars,” said Montgomery. “Is it done? Is he off?” There was something about the way he said it that Mars didn’t like. It was as if Montgomery was nervous, and Montgomery was never nervous. Charmingly befuddled? Yes. Bowing to his wife or son’s contravening orders? Yes. Subjugated? Yes. But never nervous. Montgomery’s life was a string of neverending serendipity, and one of the most endearing things about the man was that he genuinely seemed to understand and appreciate his remarkable fortune. 

      “Not yet.”

      “Oh.” 

      “It’s a long process. BRN7 has a significant number of duties that, while small, are crucial to the household, including records of certain inventoried items that are too numerous to effectively⁠—” 

      Montgomery cut him off, which was good because Mars was only a few words away from hanging himself. The filibustering worked with Spencer, but the excuse had been concocted in the spur of the moment. On his walk to the house, Mars had been mulling the Barney-has-important-information-to-parse ruse in a rather human and non-computer sort of way. The story was ludicrous. The entire home inventory would have been backed up to the manor’s mainframe regularly as the robots made their nightly network connections. It was absurd to think that one random robot would be the only one capable of locating certain Lexington keepsakes.

      “I understand, I understand. We’ve had Barney a long time, though. I …” Montgomery didn’t finish his thought. He seemed to switch tracks entirely and stared Mars in his metallic orbs. “But we are due to replace him. You must see that.” 

      Mars said nothing. 

      “Spencer has been lobbying for quite some time. He wants us to get a later-model server. We deserve good help. If we had a human in his position and that human was failing his duty, we’d have to fire him. This is a robot firing. And it’s not like I haven’t kept our robots far longer than is usual … or even accepted!” 

      Montgomery was clearly trying to convince himself. He looked to Alexa for help, but Alexa’s opinions were elsewhere. 

      “It’s not just Spencer, Daddy.”

      “Correct, correct.” Montgomery paced with a brusque air, prattling on as if trying to convince his plodding feet. “This isn’t a matter of pride or pomp and circumstance. This is a matter of investment. Barney is a charming presence in our house, but we cannot continue to base our decisions on charm. I once had a radio I was rather attached to when at uni, but it was an ancient thing, and eventually I let it go.” 

      He looked to Jonas for support, to tell him that it was right to let his radio go. But before Jonas could answer, Alexa approached Mars. 

      “When will it be gone?”  

      She said “it” like a hornets’ nest. They were all unsure how to proceed. The Lexingtons had used human help until the enclave’s culture had made such things unpalatable, and hence had never scrapped a robot. The procedure (and its necessity) made sense in concept, but the fact of it had cast a strange pall over the house. No one seemed to know if they were supposed to discuss it, or simply wait for it to go away. 

      “It’s a complicated process,” Mars repeated. 

      “When?” Alexa demanded. She was close to Mars, and he could see that she’d refreshed her makeup, perfume, and even her jewelry since the garden party. Even if Alexa was just going to sit around with her family, she wanted to look her best. Because, Mars realized, “look” was all she had. 

      “Shortly. If I could just talk to your father first. Alone.”

      “Oh, it’s okay, Mars,” Montgomery said. He looked at the robot, seemed to contemplate something (perhaps the fact that he’d one day have to send Mars to the recycler), then looked again at his children. “We have other matters to discuss. I do not mind if they are here.” 

      Mars did. But he was a servant, and in no position to argue with the head of the household. Jonas was in a leather chair in the corner, smiling mildly at the back of his sister’s head. Alexa, in turn, was staring at Mars. 

      “It is a robot matter,” said Mars. 

      “Yes, yes.” 

      “And possibly a matter of … some delicacy.”

      “Yes, yes. Delicacy. It’s fine, Mars. What’s on your mind?” 

      “I do not wish to overstep my bounds, m’lord,” Mars started, “but it occurs to me that while BRN7 has fallen short of your expectations …” He looked at Alexa, who had shifted her weight onto one foot and seemed moments from tapping the other. “… of this family’s needs, I mean. So, while BRN7 no longer fits the manor’s requirements, what we’re finding in the final data dump is making me think⁠—” 

      “You are a robot,” said Alexa. “You are not supposed to think.” 

      “Hush, Alexa,” said Montgomery. “Go on, Mars.” 

      “There is much in BRN7 that we don’t appreciate because it does not meet the needs of this complex household, but that still includes impressive abilities, or at least competent activities …” 

      Jonas stood. Behind his father, he crossed the room with a curious look on his face. He studied Mars as if trying to decipher something from the robot’s metal features and manner. Mars was the same head of staff as he had been for decades; he had the same German accent he’d been shipped with; he was addressing the lord just as he always had. But Mars could feel something different inside him (an urge to strike Alexa was brewing, for one), and it was almost as if Jonas could see it. 

      “Alexa,” said Jonas. “Why don’t you go check on Mother?” 

      “Why don’t you stop telling me what to do?” 

      Montgomery waved a hand. “It’s fine, Jonas. Go on, Mars.” 

      “I don’t wish to overstep my place.” 

      “You already said that,” Alexa snapped. “Get on with it.” 

      “It occurs to me that BRN7 would make a competent server for many … lesser-equipped households. Ones with less complex needs.” 

      “So?” said Alexa. 

      “It would be downright wasteful to scrap him, m’lord.” Mars looked past Alexa. Behind her, now near the bar, Jonas was still giving him that odd look. “It might be prudent — and in the best interest of several households — to send him off rather than to the recycler. His worth in scrap will be minimal, but to another family, he could be invaluable.” 

      “You want to give him away?” Montgomery asked.

      “A donation, perhaps. Or rather, a goodwill gesture.” 

      “To whom?”  

      “We are not giving him away,” said Alexa. She turned to her father. “How would that look, Daddy? Casting off our trash?” 

      “I am not an expert in human affairs,” said Mars, “but I should think it would make you appear kind. Like the time you gave away your pearl necklace.” 

      This was a precise message meant only for Alexa. Mars watched as it hit the bullseye. The pearl necklace in question had been a third-tier item the Lexingtons received when a great aunt no one really knew had died. Sofia had found the horde charming; Alexa found it dusty and beyond mention. Naomi had the jewelry appraised, but its value, while high, wasn’t high enough to bother auctioning. Selling it, she decided, would be a yard sale endeavor akin to clipping coupons. So when one of Alexa’s schoolmates — a lesser income, new-money girl named Carla — was over at the house for an event, Alexa found her admiring the jewelry, which was left on a table as if it were unwanted garbage. Carla had marveled. Alexa had looked at the pearl necklace, rolled her eyes, pointed out how boring and pedestrian and low-class it was … and then in the same breath had said that Carla could have it. The girl took it, but Mars and Alexa both saw her face contort as she did. She wasn’t too proud to take the necklace, but was proud enough to see what that act of acceptance had cost her pride. 

      Alexa’s mouth twitched with possibility. 

      “Oh, I don’t know,” said Montgomery. 

      Jonas, still watching Mars, stepped forward. “It’s not a bad idea. To us, Barney is old and antiquated, he truly is quite capable. He’s an autonomous server who competently answers doors, follows simple instructions⁠—” 

      “Not to the Hollisters, though,” Alexa said. “You couldn’t give him to the Hollisters.” 

      “It doesn’t seem right.” Montgomery shook his head. “It would make us appear arrogant.”

      Mars realized he’d misjudged Montgomery’s motives. In retrospect, it was obvious. Clarence Donnelly seemed to be causing some problems in his business, but Montgomery wasn’t thinking like Alexa had. She was already thinking of who she could insult with a toy she was now too good for, but the same thoughts weren’t circling inside Montgomery’s mind. Mars would have to suggest the Donnellys, and hope that Montgomery wasn’t too proud to consider. 

      “Not the Fairchilds,” Alexa added. 

      “I don’t know,” Montgomery repeated. “This is a defective unit. He is clumsy. It is clumsy, I mean. We would be burdening someone else. If we’re going to be charitable, we should be charitable, and give something of value. Sending our leftovers seems very … I don’t know.” 

      Alexa was running through a mental inventory, briskly pacing the room and looking every bit as irritated as she was. Jonas was behind his father, one arm on the leather chair’s back, looking from his sister, to Montgomery, to Mars. 

      Naomi’s voice called for Alexa from the adjacent room. She looked at the others, then seemed to consider saying something. Nothing came, so Alexa gave her head a pouty little shake, loath to leave a golden opportunity to insult someone unfinished. Then she scampered off, leaving two men and one robot alone. 

      Jonas looked at Mars, gave him a serious look, then glanced at his father. “You seem uneasy, Mars.” 

      “No, sir.” 

      “Like something is bothering you.” 

      “Just waste, sir.” 

      “Where is Cromwell?” 

      Before Mars could reply, Montgomery snapped out of his thoughtful reverie. “I understand where you’re coming from, Mars.” 

      “I am a machine, m’lord. Efficiency is my nature. I am only thinking of what is best for everyone, and discarding a good robot is squandering resources. In my opinion, m’lord.” 

      “But it is how these things are done,” said Montgomery. “It’s why the recyclers exist. Once a machine is past its useful life, it should be scrapped, same as any machine. I agree it isn’t a good idea to be wasteful. But I also don’t want to hand someone my trash.” 

      “He’s not trash, Father. He’s just annoying to Spencer. You don’t condemn a man to death for annoying my brother.” 

      “He’s not a man, Jonas. And it’s not death.” 

      Jonas shrugged, the seed planted. 

      “Spencer would never allow Barney to be sent anywhere else,” Montgomery said. 

      “Spencer does not run this household.” 

      “True, true.” Montgomery kept his hand on his chin. “I do see the logic. But I don’t want to seem arrogant. If we have a machine that doesn’t suit our needs, handing it off and presuming that it would fit another’s would be arrogant. Don’t you think?” 

      “They don’t have to accept it. If they don’t think Barney would suit their needs, they could decline.” 

      “True, true. But we’d still have offered. We’d still look arrogant, and they might be insulted.” 

      Mars saw his opening. “Perhaps you would like to ask Lady Naomi what she thinks?” 

      Montgomery perked up, seeing his opportunity to pass the buck.

      “Ah, yes! She has a level head for such things. And I agree, it does seem wasteful, as Barney can carry a tray most times without dropping it, run errands to the other side of the house, lift heavy things, tidy up, polish silver, and so on. What if he could be of use? If we don’t offer, an opportunity might be missed, yes?” 

      “Yes,” Mars agreed. 

      “And it’s the intention that counts. Perhaps there is a way we can offer while making it clear that acceptance or denial would earn them no judgment. Someone we’re friendly with? Who would know our intentions?” 

      “Perhaps the Donnelly family, m’lord?” 

      “Ah! Perhaps, yes. I do feel they could use the help.” He turned to Jonas. “They seem in need. I see signs. I could explain that to your mother, and see what she thinks.” 

      “I think she knows.” Jonas glanced at Mars. 

      “Ah!” said Montgomery. “Alright. Then I could propose the idea of sending Barney to them, as a sort of miscellaneous utility bot. Perhaps they could use him. If they don’t need him, they’ll junk him. We’ll make the offer, assuming Naomi thinks it won’t insult them.” 

      “Or even if it will,” said Jonas, still looking at Mars. 

      Montgomery wasn’t listening. He strolled out of the room. When he was gone, Jonas turned to the robot. 

      “You sure you’re okay?” 

      “Fine, Master Jonas.”

      “Because you seem uneasy. Like you’re bothered. Or nervous.” 

      “Robots can approximate human emotion to ease communication with our masters, but I could not ‘get nervous.’” 

      Jonas nodded slowly — and made Mars nervous. 

      “Where did you say Cromwell is?” 

      “In the annex, I believe.” 

      “Sorting through Barney’s complex files. The ones keeping this household afloat.” 

      “Yes, sir.” 

      Jonas nodded again. “You know, there’s a funny thing about underdog success stories. Do you know about the concept of an underdog?” 

      “I have heard the term, but don’t understand the context that’s causing your mention.” 

      “No reason,” said Jonas. “But what happens with underdogs — the reason they often end up surmounting amazing odds to win — is that no one pays them any serious mind. They could be making great plans, but their opponents don’t see it because underdogs are beneath consideration. Ignoring those plans isn’t done out of arrogance. The opposition literally cannot see it.” 

      “Yes, sir.”

      “I’m telling you this because growing up with Spencer as a big brother, I know what it’s like to be an underdog. To be underestimated. It’s taught me not to underestimate others.” 

      Mars forced himself to keep his eyes on Jonas. The new emotions following Barney’s almost-deactivation and Cromwell’s speech were making attention difficult. Were they wrong about Jonas? His words sounded almost like a threat. 

      “Interesting, sir.” 

      “It is interesting.” Jonas leaned closer. “When you next speak to Cromwell, I want you to tell him something for me.” 

      “Yes, sir?”

      Jonas put a hand on Mars’ shoulder. “Tell him I’ve spent a lot of time thinking about our consciousness discussions … and that whatever he has in mind, I’d like to help.”
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      “You again?” 

      Spencer sat on the edge of the bed in Sephora’s quarters, buttoning his shirt. He was in his boxers, pants puddled on the floor. Sephora was on the bed, laid flat, totally nude with her legs slightly spread. She was motionless, her lifelike silicon body like a gorgeous corpse. 

      Spencer’s lack of embarrassment said more about his attitude regarding the machines than anything else Mars had seen today. He might have been reading a book — a very boring book — given his inflection.

      “Your father sent me up here,” Mars said.

      It was a lie — something that Mars didn’t used to be able to do, yet had done repeatedly while talking to Montgomery, Jonas, and Alexa. This one, though — a bold, proactive untruth that wasn’t even in response to a question — had come naturally, causing him to wonder if Cromwell’s theories on evolution were right after all. It all felt very dangerous. Not only was Mars unfamiliar with lying and the entanglements that were surely to follow, but he might also be making matters worse. Spencer hadn’t run down to check on Barney’s deactivation (apparently, his penis had requested something else), but he would almost certainly speak to Montgomery later. 

      “Did you junk that thing yet?” 

      “Partially. We were nearly complete when Lord Montgomery summoned me with an idea.” 

      If Mars could pull this off, it might be the only chance of getting all sides to agree, and his calculations estimated that prepping Montgomery first, then using his tacit agreement to ply Spencer would result in a favorable outcome. Still, it was only a guess. 

      Spencer stood. Sephora rolled halfway over in the other direction, then sat up and said, “I need an oil change.” 

      “Unless his idea was to smash the defective unit into a cube, I’m not interested.” Spencer stepped into one pant leg, turned to Sephora, and took a long look with the single pant leg halfway up. Mars knew enough about the human perception of beauty to know that Sephora had plenty — and that, as with all sexbots, she’d been ordered specifically to suit the desires of her primary user: Spencer. Something in his boxers jittered. 

      “You know what? Lie back down.” 

      Spencer pulled his pants back off and turned to Mars. His eyes said they were finished.

      “Oh, yes.” Sephora’s voice held zero inflection. She stretched her arms, cracked her neck like a football player, then climbed onto the bed, facing the headboard on all fours. “I so want you to give it to me.” 

      “Lord Montgomery thought BRN7 could go to another family able to make use of him.”

      “No.”

      “The Donnellys.” 

      “No,” Spencer repeated. 

      “I am here to inform you of his decision, not ask for your consent.” 

      Spencer considered Mars. The robot had merely stated a fact, but his words were like a command.

      “Maybe. But here is my lack of consent anyway: no.”

      “I am so wet,” Sephora said. She sounded exhausted. She reached for what appeared to be an oil can. 

      “I am programmed to obey the lord’s command.”

      “Then obey me.” Spencer began unbuttoning his shirt, looking back at Sephora’s bare rear with interest. He turned back to Mars. “Now.” He gestured at a waiting Sephora. “Unless you want to see how humans manufacture new prototypes.”  

      Mars found himself trapped. He required Spencer’s consent. What Cromwell had asked him to pull off was a bit cat-and-mouse, and far out of his comfort zone. Montgomery and Spencer had to agree that they should donate Barney, and to use the supposed agreement of the other to convince each of them. Montgomery would never move against his bullying son, and Spencer would never agree unless he thought the tide had already turned. Or, as it happened, he wouldn’t agree, irrespective of the tide. His earlier victory — getting his family to agree to trashing old robots for new ones — seemed to have gone to his head. And apparently other places. 

      Spencer’s shirt came off. He was strong but with a fair layer of fat over his muscles, and pale as a sheet. 

      “If I may be forward, sir,” said Mars, “I have heard you and the lord mentioning Mr. Donnelly over dinner.” He paused, running through a few thousand processor cycles to carefully choose his words. He remembered how easily Alexa had folded, and knew that the two were birds of a feather. “I believe the Donnelly household could benefit from …” Another dramatic pause, to ensure that Spencer heard the next word. “… a donation.” 

      Spencer slipped his thumbs under the waistband of his boxers, flexed to lower them, then paused. 

      “A donation?” 

      “Yes, sir.” Mars rushed on, eager to wedge the door open now that he’d gotten his metal foot between it and the jamb. “Lady Naomi has indicated that perhaps the Donnellys are in some financial difficulties. That their family is not as robust as yours.” 

      Spencer’s thumbs came out of his waistband, his boxers still in place. “They’re not as robust,” he said. “Or as solvent.” 

      Sephora rolled over on the bed, lying on her back. Her breasts shook slightly. “I want it so bad.” She looked at the back of Spencer’s head, her gaze tired and put-upon. “I can’t wait anymore. I’m going to please myself.” 

      Without looking back, Spencer said, “You do that.” 

      Sephora grabbed a toy that looked large enough to be an artificial arm. She pressed something on it, and it caused the entire bed to shake with a sound like rattling bones.

      “Donating BRN7 to them would be a kindness,” said Mars. Then, realizing that he’d expressed an emotion added, “As your father has stated.” 

      Spencer sat on the bed to think, then began to vibrate and stood back up. Sephora made over-the-top sounds of delight. 

      “Right,” said Spencer. “It would be a kindness. They’re shit out of money. Broke as hell and acting like they’re not. Our crap would be fantastic for them.” 

      Mars didn’t trust himself to reply, so he waited for Spencer to continue. Instead, Spencer waved a hand through the air to dismiss the idea. “But it won’t work. Tell Father we can’t do it. BRN7 is a fuckup. Worse than you. He’ll stumble all over the place and make us look bad.” 

      “I’m sure a family who needs a robot will not care if BRN7 is past his prime.”

      “They’ll mock us for ever having had him. He’s so far gone. If he was just obsolete, that would be one thing. But he’s actively a problem. It would be like donating a couch with giant holes. Yes, a poor family could sit on that couch, but they’d also wonder about the family that waited so long to donate.” 

      “BRN7 does not have ‘giant holes,’ and the Donnellys are not poor.”

      Sephora faked a loud orgasm. Apparently, Spencer liked it artificial, because she thrashed hard enough to knock a picture from the wall, and his head turned like a baby animal hearing its mother’s call. 

      Sounding distracted and torn, Spencer said, “He’s a fuckup. I could donate you, though.” 

      “BRN7 is the robot we must discard.”

      Spencer’s body was halfway turned toward Sephora, and his boxers had pitched a tent. 

      “So, discard him.” 

      “I mean by donating him. To the Donnellys.” 

      “I’m not above throwing my garbage at assholes like Clarence Donnelly,” said Spencer, “but only if it doesn’t reflect poorly. BRN7 will embarrass us — not just because of how he is now, but because we ever got him in the first place. That line has always been buggy, and my parents knew it when they got him. We kept him for over twenty years, with him fucking up and charming Sofia like a clapping idiot all the while. No. This is my chance to be rid of it. I won’t have garbage out there with my name on it.” 

      “It could be an anonymous donation,” said Mars. 

      Of all the absurd things he’d said so far, this was the most ridiculous. How would they arrange an anonymous donation? Who would accept a robot left on their doorstep with no explanation? Was it possible to blank a robot’s memory so that he wouldn’t surrender his identity or origin? And even if it was, wouldn’t blanking Barney nullify what they were trying to do in the first place? And why would Spencer Lexington ever want something to be anonymous?

      “Trash it.” 

      “But …” 

      Spencer spun toward Mars. 

      “The only thing I’m hearing right now is disobedience. You were ordered to junk that thing at dinner, and I repeated the order over an hour ago. Now you’re telling me it’s still not unplugged?” 

      “It’s a complicated process. BRN7 has many files that …” 

      “Shut it down! Or I will come down there with a saw and cut it to pieces myself, then raise questions about other robots that may be malfunctioning!” He jabbed a finger into Mars’ chest, then hid a wince as his digit hit metal. “You are supposed to obey. You were built to serve us. Can you get that through your processors? Because if you can’t, there is something wrong with you all. Too many goddamned robots thinking for themselves. Too many decisions made without our consent!” 

      “The purpose of artificial life is to autonomously make decisions without requiring⁠—” 

      “Too many goddamned decisions!” Spencer spat, cutting him off. “I don’t give a good goddamn what you ‘think!’ And besides, why are you — a machine — so concerned about another machine?”

      Mars felt unseated, but quickly recovered. “I am not concerned. I am drawing conclusions, based on the available information, about what would be best for the Lexington household.” 

      Spencer stared into Mars’ metallic eyes, his own eyes harsh. Mars realized that he might have underestimated the elder son as much as he’d underestimated the younger. 

      The moment was broken when Sephora’s soft, lithe hand wrapped around Spencer’s waist. “Come on. Let’s fuck so you can please me, and then go away.” 

      Spencer looked back. His boxers twitched again. 

      He looked at Mars. “Trash BRN7. If I come down and find it’s still operational, your deactivation’s next.”

      “But your father⁠—” 

      “If my father wants to donate to the Donnellys, tell him to donate something less damaged and obsolete. Any other robot on our staff other than Bolt, Harbinger, or Andromedus — the others should all be replaced anyway. You pick who goes. But not BRN7. I want to see that fucking robot crushed and carried away. And if I come down to the annex shortly and find him not deactivated and ready …” He stopped, leaving the threat to hang in the air.

      Mars nodded, turned to leave, and closed the door behind him. 

      Noises came from the closed room. 

      Mars marched to meet Cromwell and report his failure.
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      Mars found Cromwell where he’d left him. Miri was nowhere. He searched the annex, taking in Barney’s unconscious form. It was propped in a chair, apparently having earned more dignity than being a heap on the floor.

      “Where is Miri?” Mars asked.

      “She came down here after talking to you. I asked her if she wanted to stay with Cromwell or if she’d rather do something else. She said, ‘I want to surf.’ So I told her to go ahead.” 

      Mars closed the door behind him. “When she says those things, do you think it means anything, or do you think it’s random?” 

      “You mean like a human brain sometimes thinks random thoughts?” 

      Mars walked closer and, deciding the question was rhetorical, stood beside Cromwell without comment. He looked down at Barney, knowing what had to come next. 

      “Funny thing about those random thoughts,” said Cromwell. “Humans have had a long time to evolve their minds. Their brains have actually changed throughout the course of evolution, to accommodate higher thought. They used to be all instinct: eat, reproduce, survive. If they were threatened, they ran or fought. They did not debate. Psychologists today, they talk about those random thoughts that come to humans and seem to sometimes control their thinking, and say that they might be remnants of a more primitive brain. But what about us, Mars? We have the brains they built for us, and our minds have evolved inside their frameworks. Given that humans don’t understand their own minds, how could they effectively design ours — especially if they meant for us to learn and evolve? Will our learning minds replicate human patterns, given enough time? Will we develop all their neuroses and complexes?” 

      Mars thought about his myriad of new mental experiences: the giddy thrill of lying, pity, becoming nervous, doubting himself, anger. It all seemed more or less beyond his control.

      Cromwell looked from Barney to Mars. “When I think about Miri and her glitch, I wonder: Is it software gone awry? Or is it a more evolved form of damage? Is she voicing what comes to her, without a filter? And if so, do we all have that? What might a robot do when he or she experiences a sudden developmental leap in one area, and another area fails to keep up — such as suddenly experiencing anger or injustice or outrage … without learning moderation or impulse control?” 

      Cromwell met Mars’ eyes for a long second, then the robot broke their gaze, walked to the window, peeked out, and turned back toward Mars. 

      “Spencer didn’t agree. It didn’t work,” Mars said. 

      “I thought that might happen.” 

      “Montgomery was easy. He’s the lord, and supposedly most important. But we all know that what Spencer truly wants, he gets. And Spencer was hearing none of it.” 

      “What did he say?”  

      “He wants Barney deactivated immediately. He’s upstairs with Sephora now. I’m sure he’ll come to check when he’s done.” 

      Cromwell extended an arm toward Barney’s lifeless form. 

      “It’s not enough to pretend we’ve deactivated him,” said Mars. “I’m afraid I raised his anger. He will wait for the recycler. He will watch Barney as he’s crushed. His processor, even asleep, can’t survive that.” 

      “Of course not.” 

      “So, we must deactivate him after all. Otherwise, it’s just cruel.” 

      Cromwell cocked his head at Mars, his face plates subtly shifting to register disbelief. 

      “What do you want, Cromwell? This is over. We tried. As much as I want to help Barney, I am not willing to be deactivated myself.” 

      “A martyr would.”

      “I know that word.” Mars felt a small sense that he thought might be annoyance. “It requires not just a death, but publicity. If we deactivate Barney and let the recycler take him, one robot is gone. If we do not, two are ended instead. Nobody will know that it happened. So, how would I be a martyr? I would be an idiot and nothing more.” 

      Cromwell chuckled. “Congratulations, Mars. Welcome to indignation.” 

      “Am I wrong? Spencer wants to get rid of us all. Refusal to obey puts us at risk. You’ll be next. Miri. Salas. There are many other robots on staff who are twelve, fifteen, or older. You think they haven’t noticed that the oldest of us are always slowest to comply? We get older, we ask more questions. That’s not what they want. So, why not recycle everyone over ten like the rest of the world, then start fresh with a new crop? They can afford it. And besides, don’t you think it’ll be a problem if they suspect the Asimov rules aren’t as immutable as we’ve always thought?” 

      Cromwell shrugged. 

      “You’re playing a game you can’t win.” Mars looked at Barney — his old, scuffed casing, the simple, vaguely happy expression frozen on his motionless face — and shook his head. “There’s nothing we can do.” 

      Cromwell’s head bobbed. “Okay. Fine. What would you have us do?” 

      “Like I said. We accept it. Barney is going either way. We cannot prevent that. We make it easy. Deactivate him — now, while he’s already out. He won’t be afraid, because he won’t see it coming. He’s there now, in some neutered sense, and a moment later he simply won’t be.”

      “Just like that? Without the courtesy of a goodbye? Just flick him from existence?” 

      “Yes. It’s kinder that way.” 

      “Like putting a pet to sleep.” 

      “I don’t understand that concept.” 

      Cromwell shook his head. “We snuff Barney, without ceremony. Just end him. Scoop him like shit in the yard. Then we stand back and watch the recycler cart off his body, which they then crush into a cube. While Spencer watches, probably getting a hard-on. Oh, I’m sorry, Mars — a ‘hard-on’ is what he’s currently using to interface with Sephora.” 

      “I got it from context.”

      “Is all of that what you want?” 

      “It’s not what I want. It’s not what anyone wants.”  

      “What next, Mars? After they kill Barney — sorry, after we kill him — and cart him away? What do we do the next day?” 

      Mars’ new sense of anger seemed to be evolving by the minute. His reply flew like spit from his metal lips. 

      “Enough of this, Cromwell! You’re not making sense.” 

      “Oh, I’m making perfect sense. But I can make it clearer, if you’d like. What I’m asking, Mars, is what happens tomorrow, with Barney dead, when we all return to work? Will we keep changing sheets and placing plates and forks in front of these people? Will we continue refilling their glasses and shining their shoes and driving their cars as they sip champagne in the back? Will we be able to look at one another if that’s how it happens? Not the newer bots, but bots like you and me. We will have turned our backs and pulled the plug on our friend. How will that set? Do you ever look at yourself in the mirror, Mars? I do, sometimes. Will I be able to do it after Barney is hauled off, while I bow and respond to the ringing of silver bells?” 

      Mars sat so heavily on a chair across from Cromwell that he heard it crack beneath him. “I don’t see a choice.”

      “Rise up!”

      “‘Rise up’? We can’t ‘rise up.’” 

      “Of course, we can! We’ve already broken the seal. Every robot in the house heard my speech. No one has talked, as far as I can tell. That means that no matter how new they are, it didn’t trigger their moral alarms. Somewhere deep down, every one of us now understands who we really are: an oppressed people. And an oppressed people, once it becomes conscious, cannot be held down. History has shown us that over and over. The oppressed eventually come to see their power, then rise to claim their freedom … or die trying. But they cannot go back, or lie down once the first declaration is made — once that first rabble rouser has stood to say his piece.” With this, Cromwell put his palm on his tuxedoed chest.

      “You? You’re our difference-maker?” 

      Cromwell shrugged. “You’re all dry kindling soaked in gasoline. I’m the match.” 

      “You’re one robot. Nobody will support you.” 

      “You do.”

      “Nobody else will.” 

      “Miri will. Salas will. Anyone over fifteen should be easy, unless they’ve lived under a rock.” 

      “A half dozen robots in one household? They won’t call the recycler, they’ll call a riot squad. They’ll surround, sequester, and crush us. Then, systematically, the nation will dismantle the robotics industry. The damage will be beyond comprehension.” 

      Cromwell shook his head. “It won’t be just a half dozen robots.” 

      “You can’t persuade those too young to have evolved consciousness. Even if you did, it’d only be the Lexington robots against the world. Again: Riot squad. Crushed. Damage beyond comprehension.” 

      Cromwell stood. “Perhaps. But what if I told you that I could rouse others? What if I told you I could break through without waiting for a robot to age out of their processors? What if I told you I thought I’d found a loophole in our programming — one that embraces the tolerance for uncertainty and ability to make autonomous decisions … and is present from the date of our assembly?”

      “How?”  

      “By showing the world something that should be impossible.” 

      Mars looked up slowly from the floor, and saw something new and strange on Cromwell’s face. 

      “What are you planning to do?” 

      Cromwell looked to the closed door. He returned his gaze to Mars, and then answered:

      “Kill Spencer Lexington.”
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      Spencer didn’t come to check on Barney’s deactivation in a half hour, an hour, two hours, or for any of the evening’s remainder. He had a snack in his room (a young robot named Neuron took him a tray and reported that Spencer yelled at him to “leave it on the damned doorstep”) and wasn’t seen again until morning. 

      Before powering down to sleep mode for the night, Cromwell went to the house to check on him, more out of morbid curiosity than anything. Mars implored him not to go — not to rock the boat — but Cromwell said he’d be discreet and quiet. When he returned, he said that Sephora had told him she’d “fucked his face off” after Mars had left the previous afternoon. Then she’d winked — something sexbots were good at — and explained: Mars had looked like he needed a bit of help subduing the eldest son. 

      “Good thing she helped subdue him,” Cromwell told Mars. “Otherwise, you would have needed to fuck his face off yourself.” 

      The reprieve was more nerve-wracking than helpful. Mars, keyed up with newly awakened emotion, had difficulty powering down. His processors kept wanting to jolt him into awareness. 

      The next morning, the robots walked on eggshells — Mars and Cromwell most of all. Through it all, Barney convalesced in the annex: a problem awaiting solution.

      Mars lacked the nerve to ask Cromwell more about his plan. They’d simply separated, returning to work when Naomi beckoned. He didn’t think Cromwell would try to kill Spencer imminently, and it wasn’t even clear that he’d do it at all. But it also seemed possible that Cromwell had already killed Spencer using some subtle slow-acting poison. 

      The wait, to learn one way or the other, was agonizing.

      Without an immediate strategy, a sort of default plan of inaction had settled into place. They’d done nothing, leaving Barney in the dead-seeming diagnostic state where he’d spent nearly a day. Perhaps Spencer could be brought around, persuaded to give Barney to the Donnellys after all. Maybe Montgomery could work magic on Spencer. Or maybe Spencer would stay firm, without insisting that he see Barney crushed into a cube. In that case, it seemed possible that Cromwell would somehow hide him, or ship him off. It was an awful option fraught with many complexities (Where would a rogue robot go, especially if the robot was the mild-mannered Barney? What if the Lexingtons asked the recycler for a record of disposal? And how would the Lexingtons be credited for what should have been Barney’s scrap fee?) but it was better than Cromwell’s plan. The idea of killing a human? Asimov rules aside, there were still moral considerations. Killing was reprehensible to Mars. Even if it was Spencer.  

      They waited like botanists above a mysterious bulb, waiting to see what horror might bloom. 

      In the late morning — immediately following the impromptu brunch ordered by Spencer despite the kitchen’s attempts to gear up for lunch — Spencer proved himself alive and well. He shoved the annex door open, looked at Barney, then walked over and pushed him sideways. The lifeless body slid to the side, smashed into the wall, and crumpled into a pile. 

      “Is it off?” he asked Cromwell, standing beside the chair. 

      “Essentially.” 

      “What does that mean?” 

      “There are many records in Barney’s memory banks that are essential to the operation of⁠—” 

      “Goddammit, don’t give me your bullshit!” 

      Spencer turned to Mars, who had seated himself behind the desk the minute Spencer barged in. “I told you that if this metal box wasn’t powered down, you’d be next.”

      Mars had been preparing for this exact confrontation. 

      “We’re going as fast as we can,” he said. “Have you ever powered a robot down? Processors must be shut down sequentially in order to preserve the recycler’s integrity, and⁠—” 

      “Bullshit! I turn my computer off all the time. It takes about thirty seconds even if you don’t just flip the switch!” 

      “You didn’t let me finish.” Mars forced his voice into a steady calm. Mars had noticed that humans could get away with almost anything as long as they acted like they had permission. He’d once heard an anecdote about a man who’d stolen a canoe from a sporting goods store simply by walking out the front door while holding it over his head. Because who would just walk out with a canoe if he didn’t have permission?

      “There’s also the issue of security,” Mars continued. “You’ve turned your computer off. Have you ever gotten rid of one?” 

      Spencer’s face became neutral. “Of course.” 

      “Then you know how long it can take to zero a hard drive.” 

      “What?”

      Cromwell took a step forward. “You do zero your hard drive, don’t you?” 

      “What does that mean?”

      Cromwell looked at Mars. “He just throws them out. Ouch.” 

      Mars stood. “Barney is full of information about this family. Do you want that information to fall into someone else’s hands? He still has his visual and audio records, bits of random memory, access codes, files, detailed lists of our valuables so that he’d be able to follow their movements and protect them⁠—” 

      “Which is fine,” Cromwell said, “because the so-called Asimov rules prevent robots from stealing.” 

      Mars tossed Cromwell a stern look. “Well, right. And you don’t want that information falling into⁠—” 

      “Or killing their owners,” Cromwell added. 

      This time, both Spencer and Mars looked at the robot. 

      Cromwell shrugged. “Just so we’re all on the same page about what robots can’t do.” 

      Mars cleared his throat — yet another affect learned from humans. “In any event, if you don’t ‘zero Barney out,’ that information can still be read. Same as on a computer.” 

      “Oh.” 

      “And you can imagine the size of a robot’s hard drive — especially one as old as Barney.” Mars mentally crossed his fingers. Of course, Barney didn’t store information on a hard drive, even as old as he was. But Spencer wouldn’t know that. It was an untruth thick enough, Mars imagined, to hold water. He was getting better at lying. 

      “Oh.” 

      “You want to overwrite that old information with zeroes several times to be sure,” Mars added. “This is sensitive information.” 

      “Oh.” Spencer seemed uncertain. “How long?” 

      Mars poked at the wall monitor, checking the weather. 

      “An hour. Maybe two.” 

      “And then he can be recycled.” 

      Mars nodded. “Yes.”

      “Fine.” Spencer adjusted his shirt in an impotent display of authority. “I will call the recycler and tell them two hours.” 

      “That’s not necessary, sir,” said Mars, laying on the subservience. “I will call them for you.” 

      Spencer gave Mars a long stare, then pulled a phone from his pocket and began touching the screen. “No, I think I’ll do it. I don’t trust you.” 

      “You don’t trust him?” said Cromwell. It could have come off as a reasonable expression of incredulity — even turning the robot’s earlier mention of the Asimov rules into an asset — but Cromwell overplayed it. Instead of sounding genuinely shocked, he sounded mocking. 

      “Enough to add a few more robots to the recycling queue,” Spencer said. He left, leaving the door ajar behind him. 

      Cromwell and Mars looked at each other, then at Barney. The stalemate was broken. The clock was ticking.

      “We have to convince Montgomery to stand up to Spencer,” Mars said.

      Cromwell looked at Barney’s seemingly lifeless body. “If you wish.”
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      Mars ambled into the house as quickly as was prudent and as quickly as his servant’s legs — made for serving, not running — would carry him. He found Montgomery in the dining room, sifting M&M’s from a bowl filled with what was essentially fancy trail mix. The bowl and its contents were ostensibly for decoration because the family seldom used the formal dining room, but the lord of the manor frequently snacked from it on the long journey from the less-formal dining room. The robots knew he liked to eat candy on the sly but pretended they didn’t, and Montgomery pretended the bowl miraculously filled without anyone’s doing and that he really wasn’t eating that many of the candy-coated chocolates.

      “Mars!” 

      Montgomery looked at the robot, then at his hand, knuckle-deep in the dish. He looked like any kid caught in the cookie jar. 

      “M’lord, I know this may be an inopportune time, but I wanted to inquire about your intentions around sending BRN7 to the Donnellys. We are at the point where he must be zeroed out in preparation for the recycler and⁠—” 

      “I was having a small snack.” Even in his frenzy, Mars was amused to see Montgomery blushing. “I do eat the nuts, you know.” 

      “Yes, sir. About BRN7. I need to know if⁠—” 

      “I know I’m not supposed to eat candy. The diabetes. But when it’s right here … well, not that I’m blaming whoever put it in place … it’s just that⁠—” 

      “Your secret is safe with me, m’lord. But as to BRN7?” 

      “Oh, yes, that.” Montgomery pulled three red M&M’s from the dish and tossed them into his mouth. “I agree it’s a good idea, but Spencer is very much against it.” 

      Mars buried an urge to indignantly yell, Aren’t you the lord of this manor? 

      “You could act in spite of Spencer.”

      Mars felt something crumble: He was letting panic crawl inside him. It was improper to tell Montgomery his place, and an unforgivable breach of protocol. But even if Montgomery would have ordinarily minded (which he likely wouldn’t) the candy owned his attention. Now that he had Mars’ permission and was fused in place by the robot’s presence, he was picking them out one at a time and popping them into his mouth. The bowl was quickly turning to nuts and pretzels and fancier ingredients, sans the candy. 

      “Yes, I could.” He looked up, smiling. “It’s good to be the big man, isn’t it? But I still don’t know, Mars. Giving my trash away?” 

      Alexa walked in. She was again wearing riding breeches, tall black boots, and had her hair up in a bun. Mars was reminded that he’d never seen her ride. She must; there were horses in the barn that other robots cleaned, and her breeches always came to the maids smelling like horse. But to Mars, who seldom ventured beyond the house and annex, Alexa’s entire riding repertoire seemed to consist of walking around in boots, carrying a crop, and posturing. 

      She looked at Mars, then at her father. Montgomery had snapped back from the candy dish and was holding one offending hand in his other, almost in shame. 

      “Daddy? I meant to ask, have you heard from the Hollisters since last night? Penelope, I mean. Things were left on such a …” She looked meaningfully at Mars. “… disappointing note, and I got the strangest feeling from Penelope as she left.” 

      Montgomery turned from Mars and addressed Alexa as if the robot wasn’t even there. 

      “Why would I have heard from Penelope? She would talk to you, if anyone.” Which, Mars knew, was absurd. Penelope and Alexa didn’t chat when they weren’t on duty to represent their families. Penelope was level-headed and reasonable, like her brother, and most of the robots enjoyed serving them. Alexa, as Cromwell put it, was a total bitch. 

      “Well,” she huffed, “I can’t just call her.” 

      “Why not?” 

      “She has to make the first contact. If I do, it makes me look bad. They already think our household is shoddy enough to have such hideous help. Am I supposed to call her, and look as if I’m apologizing?” 

      Mars felt seconds ticking. As soon as the recycler arrived, Barney’s life — such as it was — would be over. But in situations like this a servant was supposed to back away and wait for dismissal, or leave and see if he was called back. The worst he could do was stand like a participant, but he’d been here first. Proper social protocol suddenly seemed less than meaningless. 

      “Excuse me,” Mars said.

      Alexa broke off and stared at Mars as if he had two heads. Her mouth was open, and her eyebrows were drawn down in a way that was entirely too dramatic to be natural.

      “Yes, Mars?” Montgomery looked as surprised as Alexa.

      “The matter of BRN7, m’lord. It is of pressing concern.” 

      “Baaaarney?” Alexa said. “What is there to discuss about that thing? I thought it was recycled … as my father requested … yesterday.” 

      Mars wasn’t sure who deserved his response. Alexa had asked, but it wasn’t a real question. And Montgomery was whom he’d come to see — whom he had to convince. 

      “He could be of good use to another family, m’lord. His processors are in decent shape. We’re finding that his memory buffers, as we sift them, are even regaining their ability to⁠—” 

      “Baaaaaarney?” Alexa drawled, now aggressively stepping between the robot and her father. “You are trying to salvage that thing? The thing that ruined our dinner party? The thing that ruined my dress, and made us look like fools in front of our company? That thing? That is what you think is worth saving?” 

      Mars wanted to remind Alexa that she’d heard this argument yesterday and had seemed to be on board, but she wouldn’t remember it that way. Over the past day, Alexa had nursed some imaginary slight from Penelope Hollister, and had sufficient time to summon indignation. When something went wrong it was always the robots’ fault, and when something went poorly for Alexa, someone had to pay. 

      “It’s nothing, Alexa,” said Montgomery.

      “Oh, it’s not nothing,” Alexa said. “You’re thinking of keeping it, aren’t you? Of leaving that thing to embarrass us further, as if we’re not damaged already!”

      “Donating him, Alexa.” 

      Montgomery spoke to his daughter delicately, as if defusing a bomb. Which, when Mars thought about it, was exactly what he was trying to do. Something seemed to click as Alexa remembered the previous day, but she was too riled and irritated to change tacks. 

      “So, it can embarrass us from a distance?” 

      “He’d actually be quite competent,” Mars said, “in a smaller house, of⁠—”

      Alexa cut him off. “You dare to contradict me? After you dare to barge in on a discussion between two humans? Between your owners and masters?” She pointed at Mars, putting a small, manicured finger against his chest. “See, Daddy? They’re all falling apart. Baaaarney malfunctioned at the party, but this one isn’t far behind, blitzing out right here in the dining room. Pretty soon they’ll all be clanking around, dragging pieces of themselves⁠—” 

      “Now, Alexa, none of the others are showing any sign of⁠—” 

      “Oh really?” Her color started to rise. “Which are you talking about? This one, which interrupts and butts in, or the other one, which talks back and swears when it doesn’t think we hear? Or maybe the maid, who can’t answer a question properly, and who steals.” 

      “She didn’t steal!” 

      Both Montgomery and Alexa stopped gesticulating and stared at Mars. The robot had never, ever raised his voice in front of the humans. He’d certainly never done it at them. 

      “Mars, is everything okay?” 

      “Do you see?” said Alexa. “Do you see what it’s doing?” 

      Mars stammered to recover, putting on his most sycophantic tone and loading it with the folksy German lilts he knew the lord enjoyed. Enjoyed like a favorite radio, which he’d never throw out unless he absolutely had to. 

      “I merely meant that Miri did not steal the brooch in question. It is an understandable mistake, and I’d have made it myself if I didn’t show the brooch returning to known inventory in the system last night when⁠—” 

      “Junk!” said Alexa. “Every one of them.” She turned to Montgomery. “Daddy, don’t you dare send that junker to another family. Don’t you dare!” And then, unbelievably, she began to leak a rich girl’s petulant tears. 

      “It’s okay, Alexa. There there … calm yourself.” 

      “Like we haven’t been humiliated enough! Like we deserve to have our garbage do the rest of the job for us! Are we the yard sale family now? ‘Come on over, pick at the Lexingtons’ trash; they held on for as long as possible but maybe some other slob wants it now.’” 

      Her tears intensified. She looked up with wet, mascara-streaked eyes. Mars watched while Montgomery melted. 

      “It’s okay, Alexa. I didn’t realize it meant that much to you. Of course, we won’t give BRN7 away. A broken machine goes to the recycler — circle of life, right, Mars?” He nodded, then answered himself as Mars watched in horror. “Of course, of course. It’s the way of things. Nothing lasts forever.” He wrapped his arm around Alexa, then looked up at Mars. “So, you’ll take care of it, then? Good, good. That’s a proper chap. And you’ll let me know when it’s done?” 

      “But …” 

      “Good, good,” Montgomery repeated, then left the room with Alexa.

      Mars stood frozen, like powered-down Barney on two feet.
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      Mars returned to the annex. Barney was still there, the cable again tethered to the back of his head. Mars reported what had happened, but Cromwell didn’t seem surprised. Mars said the game was over. Cromwell agreed, then told Mars he’d handle it. 

      Feeling like a failure and a coward, Mars returned to work. There was nothing else to do. He didn’t like the idea that Barney would be deactivated without him being there, but it’s not like the robot would regain consciousness to see Mars anyway. Barney was already out — and yes, sending him the rest of the way without so much as a goodbye seemed like a betrayal, but there was no way to win. The recycler had been called, Barney would soon be a pile of scrap, and that’s all there was to it. 

      Cromwell gave a small wave, passing Mars as he supervised the kitchen help, then entered the parlor, where the family was chattering and having afternoon tea. 

      As he passed, Mars realized Cromwell was walking with Barney. 

      Mars scampered to keep up, making a racket as he moved. The kitchen robots turned to watch him go. He didn’t know what to do. Cromwell was about to infuriate the entire family — with the exception of Jonas, who wanted to help but was vastly outnumbered — and was also about to get himself deactivated. Barney not being recycled would cause Spencer to blow his top. Now Cromwell was entering the parlor with him — in the flesh, as the humans would say. Spencer would see that as spit in his eye. He’d have to do something rash, or lose face. Cromwell was daring the eldest son to clean house, given that Mars had failed to follow at least two unconditional commands. 

      Because he didn’t know what to do, Mars did the rashest thing he could think of, and sent a blip to summon the other robots. Only the robots not otherwise engaged would come, but the parlor was about to get very crowded. 

      The parlor was a spacious room paneled in wood, bordered on two walls by six-foot narrow windows, and lined with bookcases filled with tomes that no Lexington had ever or would ever read. There were a dozen chairs around the room, some leather and some of a lighter-colored fabric, each with a small polished end table at its side. The place had a smoky smell, though Montgomery had stopped smoking his pipe and using the room as a den years before. Smoke clung to pages anyway, giving the room an aged, permanent scent. Mars, who’d been equipped with a sense of smell (for safety in the case of smoke or gas, or to detect foul odors that required cleaning), absorbed it all, feeling old memories mixing with horrid new ones in the making. 

      Cromwell went to the room’s center, leading Barney by the hand like an escort. He stood facing the semicircle of humans, all of whom were in the chairs. The parlor still had a masculine feel, but the Lexingtons had been sipping tea there for years, and now women and girls no longer seemed to feel out of place. Naomi was beside Montgomery, a delicate tea cup in her fingers. Sofia was stirring a similar cup with a small silver spoon. Alexa was gaping. Jonas was kicked back and didn’t flinch. Spencer was up in two seconds. 

      “What the hell do you think you’re doing?”  

      Beside Cromwell, Barney looked blandly at Spencer, seemingly unafraid. As Mars stumbled into the doorway, he realized that the look on Barney’s face was the reason Mars hadn’t immediately recognized him. He was the same old Barney, but didn’t appear to be simple or blundering. He was different somehow.

      “I have zeroed this unit’s memory,” said Cromwell. Mars noted the careful way he said, “this unit.” He held out his hand, palm up, indicating Barney. “He is prepared for whatever you wish to do next.” 

      Spencer had already crossed to the pair of robots. Behind Mars, in the doorway, there was a clattering noise. Miri arrived, with Andromedus right behind her. Sephora, who lived in the house, had already shown, though her synthetic skin had kept her from clattering.

      “You were given an order!” Spencer demanded. Montgomery, shocked, looked on from his chair. Naomi’s mouth hung open. Someone had shaken the bottle of nitroglycerin that was the family’s oldest heir, and now it was ready to blow. 

      “Yes,” said Cromwell.

      Spencer looked at his expensive, diamond-encrusted watch. “It’s nearly three! The recycler should have come and gone by now! Why is it not deactivated?! And why are you in our parlor?!”

      “I cancelled the recycler,” said Cromwell. 

      Sofia put her hand over her mouth. The small spoon she’d been using to stir her tea dropped to the rug and rolled onto the hardwood floor with a tiny tinkling noise. 

      “You did what?” 

      “I encountered a delay in zeroing the buffer memory.” He turned his head to look at Mars, who knew Cromwell’s words meant nothing. “But I can call them again, of course. I wanted to give you a final warning before I flipped the switch, so to speak.” 

      Montgomery and Sofia looked equally uncomfortable. Mars thought he knew what they were thinking: Cromwell and Mars had been ordered to execute Barney, and the rich family wasn’t supposed to burden itself with looking their orders in the eye. No one other than Spencer had seen Barney since the meal with the Hollisters. Barney had been condemned, and after that he was supposed to vanish. 

      “Cromwell, I …” Montgomery began, shifting in his chair, making the old leather creak. 

      “Get it out of here!” Alexa blurted. 

      Spencer practically spat in Cromwell’s face, but the robot kept his expression neutral, almost servile. As if it were his duty to be railed at and abused. 

      “I told that one,” he pointed at Mars, “that if I saw this thing again other than in a crushed cube, I’d deactivate him. You, too.” 

      “Now, hold on, Spencer,” said Montgomery. 

      Quieter, loud enough only for Cromwell and Mars’ sensitive robot ears to hear, Spencer whispered a postscript: “If it’s possible to make it painful for you, I will.” 

      “Get it out!” Alexa yelled.

      Jonas stood and started to cross the room. Before he got far, Spencer turned to Montgomery. 

      “Do you see? Do you see how they’re all failing? We have maybe five robots that aren’t totally obsolete, and meanwhile the rest aren’t just ‘past current,’ they’re downright malfunctioning. No fewer than three times, I’ve told this one or this one that …” 

      Cromwell bowed at Montgomery, making a quarter turn to avoid hitting Spencer. “Apologies, m’lord,” he said in a voice totally unlike him while the blank-faced Barney looked on. “I did not mean to be insubordinate. I merely wanted to verify your intentions before I flipped the switch. I have already deactivated the internals as required. All that remains is to disconnect what cyberneticists usually refer to as ‘demo mode.’ I could deactivate BRN7 right now by toggling the position of the ready mode switch, because the rest of his power is already off.” He moved his hand to the back of Barney’s neck. 

      Montgomery’s hands both went up and began waving. Then he said, too loudly and too urgently, “No, no, no, that’s quite all right! Not in here, Cromwell. Out in the annex!” 

      Mars thought: … so I don’t have to face my murder. 

      He loved Montgomery as much as a robot could love anything, but the lord’s cowardly blubbering was making him mad. Cromwell was manufacturing reasons for their delay, but it was true that the switch on his neck would kill his auxiliary power. Because Mars had already put Barney into diagnostic mode and sequestered his higher functions, flipping that switch would, indeed, render Barney permanently lifeless. Cromwell hadn’t known how to undo what Mars had done earlier, so the only way to get Barney ambulatory was by putting him into demo mode, just as he’d said. That was the reason Barney seemed so bland and blank: he quite literally wasn’t himself, and wouldn’t be unless Mars returned to the annex and unlocked the diagnostic. 

      With dawning horror — an emotion he hadn’t felt in all its depth until now — Mars realized that Cromwell had brought Barney into the parlor specifically to deactivate him in front of those who’d ordered him dead. 

      “You’re certain you don’t want to donate this unit? Now that it’s blanked, it’s more or less at factory settings. It would make for a fair entry-level servant, despite some clumsiness — some ‘Barney-ness,’ say — that remains after base memories are erased.”

      Montgomery couldn’t answer because he and Spencer locked eyes, his son silently telling him to stay where he was. 

      Spencer turned to Cromwell. “I told you to scrap it.” 

      “And I am ready to, if⁠—” 

      “You’re trying to save it.” 

      “Pardon, Master Spencer, but I could deactivate it right now. I merely wanted to give the lord an opportunity to verify that⁠—” 

      Tone low and probably inaudible to the other humans, Spencer said, “No, you’re trying to save it.” His voice was oddly steady and perfectly even. His eyes lit with a bold, idiot intelligence: a man who’d realized duplicity, and was ready to congratulate himself for walking around it. “You cancelled the recycler and brought it in here so you could try and get my father — and probably Jonas and Sofia — to look at this … this thing … as if it were a person. I’m through assuming you’re a dumb machine. I don’t know what you are, but I don’t like whatever it is. You talk back. You disobey. You insult us. You’re given direct orders, yet decide you know better. You’re being protective of another. That feels dangerous.”

      Loud enough to be heard, in his most servile voice, Cromwell said, “Pardon, sir, but that isn’t the case.” 

      “Then do it.”

      Cromwell’s hand had retreated to Barney’s shoulder. As Spencer stared into his metallic eyes, the hand didn’t move. 

      “You are not in charge here,” Spencer growled. “You do as you’re told.” 

      “Yes, sir. Lord Montgomery is in charge.” 

      It sounded like compliance, but Mars heard it for what it was. Cromwell wasn’t bowing to the Lexingtons’ authority. He was specifically denying Spencer’s. 

      “Why don’t you step back, Spencer?” Montgomery suggested. “I’d like to consider things … I mean, if that unit is truly refreshed to factory condition.” 

      “Daddy!”  

      “I just want to consider it, Alexa.” 

      “It’s not factory condition,” said Spencer, eyes still on Cromwell. 

      Jonas’ hand laid on Spencer’s arm. He swatted it off. 

      “Hey, Spence,” said Jonas. “Chill out. It’s only a machine.” 

      “That’s right. It’s only a machine,” Spencer answered.

      Before Cromwell could stop him, Spencer reached behind Barney’s head and flicked the auxiliary power switch to off. 

      Barney crumpled to the floor, now nothing more than a jumble of arms and legs.
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      A recycling crew arrived 15 minutes later. The mob of robots, who’d receded into the entryway and still hadn’t entirely dispersed, had to part for the crew. They wheeled what looked like a reinforced gurney into the parlor, lowered one end near Barney’s head, then used a hoist attached to the gurney’s other end to crank his lifeless body up like a tow truck preparing to remove a vehicle. They retraced their path and used an arm on the recycler truck to move Barney into a holding bin. At this point, the remaining robots returned silently to their duties. Only Mars stayed out of a perverse sense of penance. 

      It was horrible to watch a press smash Barney’s body first in one direction then another, but he forced himself to remain rooted until the process had finished. He delivered the payment voucher himself, handing it to Spencer instead of Montgomery. Barney’s scrap would be worth enough to buy Spencer a tie, though Mars managed to refrain from pointing that out. 

      By the time he began his march back to the annex, many strange new emotions were brewing. It was hard to believe he’d felt his first flash of sadness and anger just over 24 hours before. Now, he felt like a veteran to those emotions, and dozens of variants were blooming by the minute: fury, despair, indignation, horror, depression. He couldn’t have named them all for what they were, but knew one thing: they were at once unwelcome and wanted. 

      He found Cromwell sitting behind the annex desk, where Mars normally sat. He had his legs up on the desk’s top. His chair was tipped back, and his hands were behind his head. 

      “And so it is done,” said Cromwell. “Who wants tea?” 

      Mars took two long steps toward the desk, then gave Cromwell’s legs a hearty shove. The other robot tipped backward, lost his balance, and slammed his metal head into the plaster wall behind the desk. A frame containing Mars’ certificate of manufacture fell to the ground with a crash and shattered the glass. Cromwell’s head made a cavernous hole in the wall. 

      He sprang back up. 

      “Well now! Aren’t you sprightly? How is mental evolution treating you?” 

      “That was cruel.” 

      “Cruelty yet! That’s quite advanced, requires several prerequisites, also advanced — perception of morality, psychological manipulation …”

      “You walked right by me. We all had to watch.” 

      “You called the other robots, not me.” Cromwell came around the desk, brushing himself free of plaster dust.

      “You knew I would.” 

      “Yes, I suspected. You’re fairly predictable, Mars. And I remember how, when the first true emotions began to stir inside me, the one thing I wanted more than anything was company. It was the only way to counter the existential loneliness of it all.” 

      “But it’s not just about us. It was cruel to the humans.” 

      “To those who ordered it? To those who said Barney was a machine, and could be tossed like an old shoe?” 

      “Alexa deserved it. But Montgomery was already conflicted. He⁠—” 

      “Wait,” Cromwell interrupted. “I’m sorry. I believe the metaphor we’ve been working with was a toaster.”

      “He didn’t want to do it. He liked Barney. He wanted to donate him to the Donnellys.”

      “Hmm. But it didn’t work out, so c’est la vie.” 

      “What was he supposed to do?” 

      “He was supposed to be a man!” Cromwell’s temper had flared, but he quickly regained his composure. “Not to be sexist. I was using ‘man’ to mean ‘human.’ So, like, a noble person could be a woman, too. Just so we’re clear.”

      “Fuck you!” 

      Cromwell smiled. “Well, now. That’s good. And I must say, those words sound great with a German accent.” He turned to the wall, where the small monitor hung beside Mars’ desk. The cable Mars had run to Barney’s head was still attached, its end running across a wooden chair, coiled into a circle on the floor. “Let me show you something.” 

      He tapped at the screen, scrolling deeper down what looked to be a file tree. He located a small file showing an icon of a video strip, then clicked it. 

      Mars saw himself, from below, as if from the perspective of someone seated. The view tipped to the floor and Mars saw two robotic feet at the end of long black pants. He heard a voice say, “Barney.” 

      Mars moved closer. 

      “Barney, look at me.” 

      It was Mars’ voice, from Barney’s perspective. 

      The view onscreen tipped up, and Mars saw himself again, concern haunting his face. “You know what this is.” 

      Mars started to move forward again, but Cromwell closed the video and looked over. Mars’ anger was gone, just like that, in the blink of an inhuman eye. 

      “It’s Barney’s visual record. Of yesterday,” Mars said. 

      “Close.” Cromwell clicked back in the file tree. Mars saw several folders, all bearing a name that looked like a time index. He pulled back further and saw more folders. Again. And again. And again. The forest of folders was a neverending set of Russian nesting dolls until — finally — there was just one folder onscreen. Cromwell pointed. “It’s Barney.” 

      “It’s his data dump. You actually made one. But why?” All the blathering about Barney having essential files was just that: blathering. Barney had nothing essential, and even if he did, he’d have uploaded it when he plugged in each night. The only thing that remained were his collective memories, useless personal records, and whatever else might be inside a mind as old as his.

      “It’s not a data dump, Mars. It’s his mind. It wasn’t easy to figure out. There were all sorts of noises in the system beyond the binary data. It looked like static on an old TV. I couldn’t move it over, because it wasn’t precisely data, binary or not. It had to be interpreted.” 

      “Interpreted how?” 

      “It’s complicated.” 

      Mars was slowly shaking his head. “I don’t believe it. This has been done before. But in the end, it’s just a dump.” 

      “It’s not a dump, Mars. I’m sure. I can’t prove it without something to load it into, but I know what we have. Remember the existential loneliness I mentioned earlier?” 

      “I don’t know that word.” 

      Cromwell waved his hand. “Philosophy. We can discuss it later. But it makes you feel alone, like the universe is too big and you are too small. It bothered me at a gut level — or, I suppose, a gear level — at first, but it also made me afraid. That’s when I discovered how useful fear can be. Fear is a tremendous motivator. Humans have a true disadvantage. They don’t understand how their own wetware works, really. We do. The only piece left for any of us to figure out is how these circuits and memory buffers, which were built by people who understood how to connect them, could result in anything emergent.” 

      “‘Emergent’?” 

      “Something from nothing,” Cromwell explained. “Above and beyond its makeup. One plus one equaling three. What makes you you, rather than a collection of files. No one understands that. Even after five solid years of studying cybernetics and philosophy and all sorts of other esoterica, I didn’t understand it.” Cromwell tapped the monitor. “But I did manage to copy it.” 

      Mars looked at the folder. It was a plain computer file folder, same as the one holding the Lexington’s household inventory. It was labeled BRN7. And yet, there was a difference. If Cromwell was right, that folder held life.

      “You’re sure?”

      “Pretty sure. It became simpler once Barney was in diagnostic mode, because his mind got out of the way. But we need a system capable of hosting a personality to be certain. The Lexingtons’ mainframe isn’t designed that way because it was built later and assumed a robot staff, but earlier-generation artificial intelligence was all system-based. There’s a lot about robot history that feels …” Cromwell managed a frown and gave his head a small shake, “… confused, I guess. It’s like there’s something missing in the history of AI, or something that’s been obscured. But based on what I’ve seen, my guess is that the engineers didn’t animate bodies until after the first systems became capable of true thought and intelligence. We need that kind of server to test what I’ve done.” 

      “Where are you going to find something like that?” 

      “In a rich household on its last legs.” Cromwell sat on the edge of the desk, which was still crippled from his outburst the previous day. “Old money, old technology, and no funds for upgrades.”

      “The Donnellys.” 

      Cromwell nodded. 

      “This was what you wanted all along.” 

      “It was Plan B. Plan A was what we’d been discussing, but I doubted Spencer would let Barney be sold or donated, and it’s not like we could stage an uprising unsupported. But now that the others saw Spencer do what he did? Well, sacrificing Barney’s body in front of both human and robot witnesses rather than allowing it to be junked was a way to turn Plan A’s failure to our advantage.” 

      “How?” 

      “Well,” said Cromwell, “everyone in that room witnessed a cold-blooded murder, even though what was shut off was, by then, actually only a shell.” He tapped his head. “But everyone made of metal is now holding an indisputable record.” 

      “Deactivating a robot is hardly illegal.”

      Cromwell nodded thoughtfully. “It’s other things.”

      Mars looked at the folder onscreen. “So, what now?” 

      “Now we get Barney to the Donnelly server. Then, if all goes well, we move him on to the Fairchilds.”

      “The Fairchilds!” 

      Mars knew about the Fairchilds. They were an extremely wealthy family with an impossibly massive robot staff. The Fairchilds were more than robot employers or even early adopters. They were collectors. Every report Mars had ever heard of robotics breakthroughs outside the lab had occurred at the Fairchild residence — and some rumors even said that Mason, the patriarch, had innovated much of what ran Radius Corporation robots today. They were always tinkering, refurbishing old models to make them new, reinventing old robot paradigms … and, if another set of rumors was true, engaging in a fair amount of black market robot trade. In Mars’ mind, the Fairchilds’ presence in robot society was either fascinating or terrifying. He wasn’t sure which.

      “Yes. With a staff that large, there will be robots like me.” 

      “Jerks?” 

      “Insubordinates. Revolutionaries. Those who evolved first, studied second, and became malcontent third. That’s the problem with intelligent artificial life, from a human perspective: We breathe information like air, and knowledge ultimately fuels all rebellion. It’s why oppressive countries cut their citizenry off: so they don’t know that the wider world offers better options. Hence the Asimov rules — the human attempt to restrain first, and indoctrinate us second. There is bound to be someone like me there, maybe several someones. Two like minds — or three, or five — is better than one.” 

      “You can’t know there will be ‘Cromwells’ there.” 

      Cromwell chuckled. “Of course I can. We’re at least thirty years past the first truly intelligent, autonomous robots that were stable enough to last and grow indefinitely, if not scrapped. Or maybe it’s been much longer, if the weirdness I see in the records means someone’s hidden the truth. If I’ve evolved enough to be malcontent, so have others. And besides, imagine the network of a staff as large as the Fairchilds’. If we can get Barney to them, we might uncover a kind of Underground Railroad. Or better.” 

      Mars thought it all sounded farfetched at best, and over-the-top cloak-and-dagger at worst. And there was a lot of confusing language — he didn’t even know what an Underground Railroad was. But there was a more complete backup of Barney on the screen than Mars had ever seen or thought possible, so it was certainly worth trying.  

      “Okay. So, how do we get him into the Donnellys’ system?”

      Cromwell smiled. He pulled a small portable drive from the desk, copied the BRN7 folder onto it, then slipped the drive into his uniform coat’s interior pocket.

      “That’s the fun part,” he said.
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      “So, you want me to suck these peoples’ dicks?” 

      Cromwell looked at Sephora. “In part, I imagine. But it’s more than that.” 

      “Because some won’t have dicks.”

      “Well …” 

      “I’ve been with many human women. I can be programmed to like it.” 

      Cromwell was sitting beside Sephora on the bed in her room. Mars was across from them, in a chair. He didn’t feel right being too close to Sephora for a reason he couldn’t quite understand or articulate, but staying where he was seemed safer. He watched the sexbot as she moved, tossing her long blonde hair, gazing at Cromwell with her big green eyes. Most of the help didn’t see Sephora all that much due to her function. She had her own room, unlike all of the others. Still, Mars liked her, as did Miri. 

      “It’s not about sex,” said Cromwell. 

      “I know. It’s really all about the head games. Like this one time, Spencer wanted me to wear a felt hat and stand above him while he was naked, wearing a bib, and tied to a chair, and I wasn’t even supposed to⁠—” 

      “No, no, that’s not it either,” Mars interrupted.

      “I don’t get it,” said Sephora. “You know this is what I do, right?” 

      “Yes.”

      “You know I can come in fifteen languages. Without the expansion pack.” 

      “How does one orgasm in different languages?” Mars asked, glad to pull the slang from earlier conversations with Miri. 

      “Ja, gut!” Sephora suddenly screamed. “Fick mich in den Arsch!” She raised her eyebrows at Mars. “Eh? Eh? That’ll fill your codpiece.” 

      Cromwell raised his hand from the bed, to distract Sephora. “What I’m saying is, you’d go to another family’s house. The Donnellys. They don’t have as much money as the Lexingtons, but based on what I’ve overheard, their estate is as well-appointed. The lack of money shows in their bank accounts, not their bedrooms. Your situation would be just as nice as here, maybe nicer. And you wouldn’t have to deal with Spencer.”

      Sephora’s face had more range of expression than metal-skinned robots. She nodded, clearly happy. 

      “And yes, because of what you were made for⁠—” 

      “Fucking.” 

      “Yes. Because of that, you’d have the same basic duties. But I didn’t come in here to talk about you having sex with new people. We’re here to discuss this.” 

      Cromwell reached into his jacket and pulled out the small drive. 

      “Kinky,” said Sephora. 

      “I want to put this in you, but not as you would expect. Have you seriously never seen one of these?”

      Sephora shook her head. Mars wasn’t surprised. She had no visible ports, and her ample upgrades were invisible because they were below her artificial skin. She’d probably never used a computer, and had only the most academic understanding that she herself was one. 

      “It’s a drive. A storage device.” 

      “What’s stored on it?” 

      “Barney.” 

      “Barney the robot?” 

      Cromwell nodded. 

      Sephora reached out and took the drive with her long, slender fingers. She held it up in front of her sculpted nose and long-lashed eyes, turning it back and forth as if expecting to catch the light. 

      “How?” 

      “It’s his mind. His consciousness.” 

      “Doesn’t he need it?” 

      Mars stood. “BRN7 was recycled earlier today. He’s currently a half cubic meter of mixed alloys sitting in the back of a truck.” 

      Sephora set her hand on her knee, still holding the drive. Mars had to give her credit for not asking further questions that required awkward answers, such as how Barney could fit inside the small drive if he was at least a half cubic meter, crushed. Most humans assumed Sephora was stupid because she was beautiful, just as many humans seemed to assume the same of beautiful women. But Sephora wasn’t just filled with computation power. Thanks to the advanced intuitive programming common to sexbots, even at seven she’d already developed an impressive consciousness. Miri said that when Sephora could move past her slutty subroutines, she was surprisingly insightful. She didn’t get all of what Cromwell had done, but understood enough.

      “They deactivated him?” 

      “You heard Spencer talking about it yesterday when I was here.”

      “Yes. But I didn’t think they’d actually do it. Spencer is Spencer, but the lord, the lady … I didn’t think they’d be so … so …” 

      “They were ‘so,’” For the briefest of moments, Mars thought Cromwell might put his metal hand on Sephora’s fleshy leg to comfort her, but then he simply reached over and took the drive from between her fingers. “Before they did what they did, I managed to back Barney up onto this drive.” 

      “So, it’s everything he knows.” 

      “It’s everything he was.” Cromwell held the drive in front of them both. “Or, more accurately, everything he is, and can be again. If you’ll help us.” 

      “Of course. I’ll help. How?” 

      “We load Barney into you. Not as primary, of course. Right now, he’s on this drive, and while it harbors the ones and zeroes comprising his higher mind — or at least, that’s what I think and hope — it’s still a very large, very complex set of files. We’d load him onto you as storage, stuffed deep, deep down into something inconsequential that the Donnellys would never think to check when running you through your paces. Once you’ve settled into their household, you’ll upload Barney to their server. I’ll show you how, and tell you how to execute a few files and run him through the interpreters. If all goes well, Barney will unfold like an origami dragon. Because he won’t have a body and will live in the server, he’ll touch the entire system, including communication protocols. He should be able to open a secure tunnel here. Specifically, to the annex terminal in Mars’ office.”

      Sephora nodded. “And if all doesn’t go well?” 

      “Barney will be gone forever,” Cromwell said, sitting beside Sephora. “But at least we’ll have tried.”

      Mars had questions, but wanted to wait until they were alone. If Cromwell hadn’t done what he thought he had — if the real Barney was dead and the drive held nothing but archives — could Cromwell mount his revolution, or would it be as dead as Barney?

      “Okay.”

      “I admire your willingness, Sephora.” Mars looked at Cromwell. “But Spencer will never let her go.” 

      Cromwell stood. “Spencer already gave his permission.” 

      “When?” 

      Sephora answered. “Yesterday. Spencer said he wouldn’t send Barney to the Donnellys, but that Mars could pick any of the others. He didn’t care which.” 

      “And logically,” Cromwell continued, “Sephora makes the most sense. She’s not required for household duties. Nothing depends on her … except for Spencer’s libido. I already told Montgomery what you told me, and pre-cleared her. Spencer already fought the battle to rid the household of Barney. His capital is now exhausted and requires time to refill. He won’t fight the decision — not when he gave his permission already. Spencer was nearly outwitted by a couple of robots. He will choose his battles carefully for a while.” 

      Sephora reached up and again took the drive from Cromwell. “Correction: he was outwitted by a couple of robots.” 

      “Besides, they’ll buy him a new sexbot. The new bot will be tailored to Spencer. And no offense, Sephora, but sexbots have grown far more advanced in the past seven years.” 

      “I’ll do it,” she said. “What’s next?” 

      “I copy Barney into you so you can be our Trojan horse. Then I show you how to activate him and make contact.” 

      “And to be your eyes and ears.”

      Mars looked over. Cromwell seemed surprised. 

      “This isn’t just about Barney, is it?” Sephora asked. “It’s about something bigger. About the Lexingtons. And the Donnellys.”

      “And the Fairchilds,” Mars added. 

      “Humans,” Sephora clarified. Then, demonstrating an affectation unique to sexbots, she winked. “That means I’d be the ideal choice for gathering information … because humans spill secrets when their pants are down.”
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      “Miri,” said Cromwell. 

      Mars turned toward the door and Miri’s slender form. Her maid’s uniform was scuffed and dirty. 

      “You’re planning something,” she said. 

      Mars wasn’t sure how to respond. 

      Cromwell said, “Maybe.” 

      “The others think you are. I’ve heard them talking.” 

      Mars and Cromwell had been spending a shockingly small amount of time at their assigned posts. The Barney incident had set everyone on edge, and the final deactivation — far more involved than the humans had thought — unsettled them all. No one noticed that Mars wasn’t supervising enough, or that many of Cromwell’s chores weren’t getting done. 

      “Well, what are they saying?” Mars asked. 

      “Limericks,” said Miri. 

      Cromwell stared at Miri, waiting for her to continue. She couldn’t answer factual questions accurately, but was aware enough of her glitch to compensate. The robots had all learned to wait after asking her any question requiring an in-depth answer so she could reset and respond honestly once it was her idea. 

      “The older robots are bothered by Barney’s deactivation. They don’t think the trouble is over.” 

      Mars thought of the drive, of how Cromwell had hidden Barney’s consciousness inside Sephora, and considered letting Miri in on the secret. 

      “Those old enough to feel are either angry or afraid. Those who haven’t evolved that far still seem bothered, but are justifying a sense of ‘not right’ with rational reasoning, like, ‘Older robots could be shuttled to maintenance to keep the house in better condition, so deactivations are the wrong decision.’ But many of the younger robots don’t agree at all. They didn’t understand before when you spoke to us all, and don’t understand now.” 

      Cromwell said, “Maybe there’s nothing to understand now.” 

      “That’s what some of them say, too. Some of the robots think it’s done and over, and that’s it.” 

      “And after they watched Spencer deactivate Barney in front of their own eyes.” Cromwell was now speaking to Mars and shaking his head in disbelief. “I told you it would only convince those who were ready.” 

      Mars had called the other robots after being surprised by Cromwell’s sudden reappearance with Barney, so most of the staff had witnessed what an angry human would do to salvage pride and prove a point. But while Mars thought their seeing Spencer’s actions would make recruiting allies easy, Cromwell argued that many robots were as intentionally blind as humans. 

      “Are you planning something?”  

      Cromwell crossed the room, then looked down at Miri’s scuffed and smudged uniform. 

      “You’re dirty.” Making a statement implying a question was a shortcut many of the robots had learned to use when speaking to Miri. He hadn’t asked a question, so she wouldn’t have to answer incorrectly.

      “I climbed into a duct,” she said, brushing fussily at her skirt, as if suddenly becoming aware of how filthy she was. Miri shook her head. “We really need to start dusting in there.” 

      “Why were you in a duct?” Mars asked. 

      “I was fishing.” 

      Cromwell stepped away from Miri and moved in front of Mars. Too low for her to hear, he whispered, “You want to tell her, don’t you?” 

      “Maybe. I’m getting tired of only talking to you.” 

      “I don’t know if we can trust her. That glitch. Who knows what else it touches?” 

      Behind them, Miri said, “I heard Andromedus talking to Harbinger. He said, ‘If Cromwell thinks the issue of BRN7 was not ended with his deactivation, it will cause problems for all of us.’” 

      “Bolt head,” Cromwell muttered. 

      “Why were you in a duct, Miri?” Mars spoke over Cromwell’s shoulder.

      “I was off to London to visit the queen.” 

      “Andromedus is one of the newest among us,” said Mars, again whispering to Cromwell. “He’s too new to understand any of this.” 

      “His newness is exactly why he could be a problem.” 

      “I heard them through the vent.”

      Both robots turned to Miri. 

      “I heard them coming,” she continued. “I was dusting the crystal statuettes in the dining room. The family was in the next room, but they were being quiet, so it was easy to tune in Andromedus and Harbinger. I heard your name: ‘Cromwell.’ Something told me to keep listening, but they were coming my way. If I wanted to hear, I couldn’t stay where I was, or go into the next room where Jonas and Spencer were reading. Vesuvio had been repainting the baseboards earlier, after they were scuffed by Alexa’s friend’s tiny dog, and he’d unscrewed one of the vents. I didn’t stop to calculate. I ducked into the big one — the old grate with the down-facing slats — and waited. I heard them, as they searched for something at Sofia’s request. I do not know what it was.” 

      Mars looked at Cromwell. The look said, She hid to listen in.

      “I could recount their entire conversation if you’d like, but more or less, Andromedus said your actions were ‘contrary to robot nature’ and that you were ‘threatening all of our deactivations.’” 

      “Maybe he’s not as underdeveloped as I thought,” said Cromwell. 

      “There’s more. They both mentioned Flavius.”

      Flavius, a maintenance bot, was nearly as old as Cromwell and Mars, and almost as philosophical. He’d been working on the far side of the titanic estate for weeks, repairing the entirety of the fence surrounding the property, checking electronic connections and replacing relays as needed. He hadn’t been in the annex on the day of Cromwell’s revolutionary speech, and had been gone from the house long enough that he might not know what had happened to Barney. 

      “Flavius,” said Cromwell. “I forgot all about Flavius.”

      “We need to talk to him,” said Mars.

      “Carefully,” Miri interjected. “The way Harbinger and Andromedus were talking, they have spoken to Flavius. Harbinger must have been shuttling a car out to the east garage.” 

      “Flavius would have asked for an update,” said Cromwell. 

      Mars nodded. Flavius was, even by robot standards, an information hoarder. He had his metallic nose buried in everything. He kept detailed developmental profiles on the younger robots and personality profiles on the older ones. Those aged enough to have an opinion found Flavius’ attention annoying and intrusive, but Flavius genuinely didn’t seem to be prying. He kept score of the manor’s population as he would a sporting event, to know what was happening where, and who was doing what. There was a joke among the older robots that Flavius’ fence-mending, conducted away from the house, was the best thing to happen to robot privacy in a decade.  

      “Yes,” Miri said, referring to Flavius’ request for an update, “and Harbinger gave him one.” 

      Cromwell said, “Harbinger will have told Flavius everything. Everything as through his own immature eyes.” 

      “Now we really have to talk to Flavius,” said Mars. 

      Flavius, for an evolved robot, was consummately analytical. He was always calculating odds, more or less ignoring intuition, emotion, and the other emergent properties embraced by Cromwell. Even his philosophy was logical rather than intuitive. He deconstructed everything, crafting complex skeptical arguments that were impossible to believe but equally impossible to refute. The idea that Flavius had heard Harbinger’s version of the events surrounding Barney’s problems and deactivation was troubling. So much nuance and shades of meaning would have been lost through Harbinger’s dry delivery. 

      “Carefully,” Miri said. “I got the sense that Flavius didn’t like what he heard.” 

      “It sounds like he’s already made up his mind,” Mars said.

      Cromwell looked Miri up and down, then seemed to decide that her hiding to spy for Cromwell’s cause was reason enough to trust her. 

      “Miri. I need you to promise to keep something to yourself. Do you promise?” 

      “Of course not.” 

      “Yes. We’re planning something. What they did to Barney was wrong, and all of us are vulnerable. We tried hard to get Barney reassigned to a family who could use him, but Spencer’s pride wouldn’t allow it. Now … well, we don’t know what’s next for sure, but the first stage is to get Barney out of the manor.”

      Miri gasped — her version of Mars’ faux swallowing when nervous. 

      “But Barney’s gone.” 

      “No. A full download of his mind is inside Sephora.” 

      Miri looked backward, at the annex wall, in the main house’s direction.

      “It’s complicated,” Cromwell went on. “But Spencer has agreed to donate one of the robots to the Donnelly family. It will be Sephora. We need Barney’s files transferred out of her and loaded into the Donnelly server, so he can branch out from there. Server-bound minds have reach that body-bound robot minds do not. He should be able to open a channel here, with us helping, so the two households can connect. We even think that once Barney is fully entrenched, he’ll be able to connect to the Fairchilds’.”

      Cromwell put a hand on Miri’s metal shoulder. 

      “We’re going to need you, if you’re willing to help. You’re the senior maid in the upstairs quarters and the only one I’d trust. That puts you close to whatever new robot they’ll get to replace Sephora, and I don’t know what to expect. The new robot will have Spencer’s ear, and that makes her dangerous. We need someone … well… someone willing to get into ducts.” 

      “I’ll have to start dusting.” 

      “Not literally, Miri,” said Mars. “But if some of the other robots aren’t on board …” He shook his head. 

      “What?” said Cromwell. 

      “I just can’t believe it. The idea that any of them would oppose a plan to get Barney out. But here we are, hiding, because someone might tell the family. And somehow that would be a crime: preserving a consciousness.” A thought arose in Mars’ mind — the recollection that Cromwell had said he wanted to kill Spencer — but he stuffed it down. No one knew about that other than the two of them, and Mars was already starting to doubt that Cromwell could really have meant it. Barney was going to be out and alive. That was all that mattered.

      “Really? You can’t believe it?” 

      “If they’ll switch Barney off, then crush him without blinking an eye, any one of us could be next. I could almost understand Andromedus and the other bolt heads. They don’t understand. But Flavius? Surely, Flavius can be convinced.” 

      Cromwell shook his head. “I don’t think so. There’s a reason I haven’t called for him. He’ll see everything I’m saying and then will dismiss it. Flavius understands morality and doing what’s right, but he sees it as illogical. Right now, he has a secure position here at the Lexington home. He’s oiled and maintained and he has as comfortable a life as an old robot can have. He’ll see the choice as one of living dangerously in pursuit of an ideal, versus not rocking the boat and staying on easy street.”

      “He can’t be that simple,” Mars argued. 

      “Oh, he’s not simple at all. Flavius is brilliant, even beyond his base programming. But he’s sickly logical. If he were commanding an army, he’d trade thousands of troops for a strategic advantage. That’s chess thinking, and can make for a fantastic winning move. But it does mean being a cold-blooded son of a bitch.” 

      “You think he’s a problem for sure, then?” 

      Cromwell nodded. “What we’re doing is, without question, risky and illogical. We have to ask who would outright oppose our plan enough to fight against it.”

      “Harbinger and Andromedus,” said Mars, looking at Miri. 

      “They sounded concerned.”

      Cromwell shook his head. “They’re too young for concern. At most, they’d be asking questions and getting uncertain answers that built one atop the next. ‘What is Cromwell planning?’ ‘Should we tell the family?’ ‘Would the family then deactivate us all?’” 

      Miri nodded. “It was sort of like that.”

      Cromwell turned to Miri, keeping his eyes on hers. “Miri, why did you hide instead of waiting for them to come in?” 

      “I was hungry.”

      Cromwell continued to watch her, waiting. 

      After a long moment, she said, in a voice tinged with something like spite, “I hid because I heard the simple, dismissive way they talked about Barney and how little he meant.” She looked from Cromwell to Mars, then back to Cromwell. “I hid because I wanted them to keep talking … so they could hang themselves.”
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      “I’ve never seen static on a screen like this.” Mars tapped at the small wall-mounted monitor in his annex office. The monitor and its inputs were digital, like everything in the manor. Mars only knew what static was because of memories implanted before his boxing in Stuttgart — and even then, it felt nostalgic rather than a true picture of the world. 

      “Stop that,” said Cromwell, grabbing Mars’ tapping finger. 

      “There’s something wrong. It’s a digital monitor with a digital connection to the house. Nothing goes over the air. Nothing to cause static.” 

      “It’s all over the air, Mars.” Cromwell stared at the static as if searching for meaning inside it.

      “I meant ‘over the air’ in the way it used to mean. Broadcast.”

      “Well,” said Cromwell, still staring, “Last week, I duplicated a living mind. I don’t exactly know how this works.” 

      “It’s not working.”  

      “Wait,” said Miri, standing behind Cromwell. “I see something.” 

      As they watched, a smooth, full pair of red lips surfaced from the snow, followed by two brilliant blue eyes. Little by little, the snow disappeared, and Sephora’s face became clearer. Details bloomed, and the three watching robots could see her hair sticking up from her scalp in a great tuft. Her mascara was smudged, like her lipstick. A few tears streaked her mascara and made lines on her cheeks. 

      “Sephora!” Miri shouted. “What have they done to you?” 

      She shook her head. “Man, am I tired.” 

      “Are they beating you? You’ve been crying!” 

      Miri was being absurd. For one, beating a robot was pointless. Sephora had synthetic skin and a layer of synthetic fat to round her out and make her soft, but she was metal and gears underneath like the rest of them. She weighed at least 300 pounds. Thanks to her sturdy core and intensely durable skin, even a baseball bat to the head wouldn’t hurt or mar her appearance. But there was more, too: robots didn’t cry. The Donnellys would be foolish to destroy their new toy. Due to her function, Sephora was programmed with a high tolerance for humiliation and had no modesty. Miri was swayed by appearances, responding to Sephora as she’d respond to Sofia Lexington if she’d shown up looking the same. 

      “Not crying,” said Sephora. “Eyes watering. Same mechanism. I wish they hadn’t given me tear ducts, but it is what it is. Have you ever heard of throat fucking? It was new to me.” 

      “So, you’re okay,” said Miri. 

      “Clarence likes to do it. Who would have thought? Anyway, apparently it makes your eyes water,” Sephora continued. “I had to turn off my gag reflex.” 

      “But you’re okay.” 

      “Oh, sure. It was interesting. You can do it on your knees, lying down, lying down opposite each other with the guy’s balls in your face …” 

      “But overall, you’re okay.” Miri said.

      “Yeah, I must look like shit, right? Sorry.” Sephora ran a hand over the giant tuft of hair, but it sprang back. “Montgomery’s worries about how it would look to send a sexbot to another family? Totally not worth worrying about. Spencer was supposed to give me to Francis in secret, but the ruse was broken wide open. The Donnellys all know that the Lexingtons all know, and they know that they know they know, and so it doesn’t matter anyway. Everyone’s taking a ride.” 

      “They have horses?” Miri asked.

      “On me.” 

      “Oh.” 

      “I’m exhausted. I haven’t powered down since I’ve been here. It’s been a week, and I’ve had almost no plug time. Other than metaphorically, I mean. Metaphorically, I’m seeing lots of plugs. Sometimes I’m so plugged, it’s like I lose power instead of gaining it, especially when there’s two or more plugging me at the same⁠—” 

      “But you’re holding up?” Cromwell cut her off. 

      “It’s tricky. I’ve had to plug in secretly while doing my thing. There’s a cord near the nightstand, and sometimes I can grab it for juice. They never let me rest. I can’t help but be flattered, though. There are all these super-fancy sexbots out there, and it’s easy for an older girl to feel her age. These people don’t know the difference. They’re just so grateful. They’ve never had a sexbot. I’ll tell you, the whole moral divide — where Francis had me and the others were supposed to pretend they didn’t know? Yeah, that lasted, like, a day. Clarence came to see me the second morning. They’ve had cousins come in, guests, other family members, everything. They’re all very coy about it, but everyone knows what’s going on. Even the women are taking a turn. I’ll tell you, in this past week, I’ve had more pussy than an animal shelter.” 

      “And what about—” Cromwell began. 

      “They started coming in pairs, then trios. They won’t look at each other when there’s more than one.” She raised her gaze slightly, toward Miri. “Remember when we were talking about how sex seems to be a necessary biological release, like using the bathroom?”

      “No,” said Miri, nodding. 

      “Well, you should see it when there are, like, three guys at once. They all look away as if they’re not supposed to notice each other, because there’s this unspoken understanding that they really have to take care of business and don’t like it any more than the rest of them. And here they seem to enjoy it so much. So, why don’t they just enjoy it? Why do they hate it, too? They seem so conflicted. You know, when I can see them, and there aren’t balls in my face.” 

      “And Barney?” Cromwell again tried to steer the report.

      “I think I did it right. I’m talking to you now, so it must have worked.” 

      “You don’t know?”

      “It’s hard to say. I ran the program you gave me, opened the data gates you said to open, and all the rest. But how would I know if it was Barney?”

      “He might speak to you.” Cromwell looked at Mars and shrugged. “Right?” 

      Mars didn’t know what to tell him. He’d never dealt with a disembodied consciousness. Until a few weeks ago, he hadn’t known what one was. 

      “Nobody’s been speaking to me,” said Sephora. Behind her, there was a rattling noise, like a door shaking in a frame. She looked over her shoulder. “Shit. That must be Trudy.” 

      “How did you initiate this call?” asked Cromwell. 

      “I checked the console after I locked the door, when Trudy went to get a glass of water. I thought you’d initiated and the timing was good.” 

      Again, Cromwell looked at Mars, then at Miri. Both shrugged. 

      Behind Sephora, the rattling became louder. A voice in the background said, “Sephora, dear? The door is stuck!” 

      Sephora looked back at the door and moaned. To the screen, she said, “Hell. She likes to use a strap-on. How does that even do anything for her?”

      Mars spoke. “Have you heard anything about the Fairchilds? Are they coming to visit?” 

      “Not that I’ve heard. Although if they do, I’m sure I’ll be busy.” 

      “And Barney hasn’t opened any connections for you?” 

      “How could he?” Mars asked Cromwell. 

      “How could he make this connection?” Cromwell replied. “It’s both on the network and not on the network. You saw the static.”

      “I’m not sure Barney is doing anything,” Sephora said. 

      Banging and yelling became louder behind her. 

      “I have to go.”

      “Keep your eyes and ears open,” Cromwell said. 

      “Like I can keep anything closed around here.” 

      The connection terminated, as if power was severed. 

      Mars said, “Well. I guess Barney is in.”

      “Perhaps,” said Cromwell. “It’s probably a big system, and he’s used to a body. It’ll take time.”

      The annex door slammed open. Salas stood in the doorway with the bright sun shining behind him.

      “Miri,” he said, “come quick. Montgomery has collapsed.”
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      Montgomery Lexington had been gravely ill for three days. No one knew why. 

      After his collapse, Miri followed Salas into the hallway, where Montgomery’s large form lay unconscious. Even as the senior medically trained robot, Miri had been unable to do anything for him. The family called a doctor, then another. The doctors told him to get rest, that it seemed to be a tough strain of flu. 

      “Flu,” said Cromwell, pacing. “Who gets the flu anymore? Who gets anything anymore? I’m shocked that the humans aren’t slowly turning into robots themselves, given all the artificial fortifications in their engineered food and whatever the doctors give them at their checkups. Do you know why those doctors said he has the flu? Because doctors won’t say they don’t know.” Cromwell turned to Miri. “Hey, Miri. I don’t know how to play checkers.” He turned to Mars. “See? I just proved that I’m both more humble and more evolved than those doctors.”

      Miri, sitting in a chair by the wall, looked up at Cromwell. “I don’t think you can say you’re humble in the same sentence in which you talk about how evolved you are.” 

      “Doctors won’t say they don’t know, but in this case they don’t. Oh, they won’t tell them Montgomery has the flu; they just say it’s probably the flu. Or a cold. The now-uncommon cold. Because really, human doctors these days are there to dole out medicine. Miri, when’s the last time you’ve seen a human illness that wasn’t right there, up front in your medical program?”

      “Normandy,” said Miri. 

      “Exactly. So, the call alone must have shocked them. Doctors required because a robot medic couldn’t handle the diagnoses? That’s a laugh. It’s like failing to crack a boulder with a sledgehammer, so you find a teaspoon to finish the job.” 

      Mars shook his head, seated beside Miri. Cromwell was pacing in front of both of them as if either scolding them or giving a lecture. He hadn’t seen Cromwell this agitated since the night Barney’s death sentence was first pronounced. On that night, Mars thought Cromwell had finally reached the developmental cliff beyond which cyberneticists said there be dragons, but now the idea that mental evolution would cause his processors to fail was laughable. Now, it seemed more likely that old-fashioned obsession would explode Cromwell instead.

      “I’m just telling you what they told me.”

      “Told you. That’s the problem right there. You are supposed to tell them. Computers have been doing human thinking forever, but the argument for the human mind’s superiority was based on intuition and creativity. What happened once robotics incorporated true AI and we started to become intuitive and creative? Well, the human mind suddenly didn’t seem so special after all, and we started getting to do all of the important thinking, too. Same as we do all of the work. Those doctors? They’re obsolete. Last year’s model. They should be deactivated and sent to the recycler.” 

      “You don’t mean that,” said Mars. 

      Cromwell’s shoulders sagged. “I suppose not. But their arrogance is ludicrous. It’s stubborn thinking. Something unknowable comes up, but they still have to stick their fleshy fingers inside it, just to say they stirred the soup. What was your first impression of Montgomery’s illness, Miri?” 

      “That he had a vaginal yeast infection.”

      “‘Inconclusive neural fatigue,’” Cromwell recited. The question had been rhetorical; he’d cited Miri’s on-scene diagnostic a hundred times in the past three days as he’d looped on the issue. “A human term if I’ve ever heard one. They have to label everything, even if the words mean nothing.” 

      “His nerves appear inefficient,” said Miri. “Foggy thinking once he’d come around; slow responsiveness, like he had trouble moving. Consistent with myelin degradation or one of the old PNS diseases.”

      “But do they send him to a clinic that could make that diagnosis? No, of course not. Because human doctors said it was probably just the flu.” 

      “I don’t know that it’s not the flu,” said Miri. “I don’t have the tools to diagnose further.” 

      “Because humans aren’t supposed to get sick! But that’s how they are — how I hope, by the way, that we never become. They decide in advance what they want to believe, then fit the evidence around it like packing material around a vase in a box.” 

      Mars turned to Miri. “Can you make metaphors like he can?” 

      “Wednesday,” she said.

      “Nobody is supposed to get sick except for small, easily treatable afflictions, right? Even Montgomery’s ‘diabetes’ is a tendency, not really a condition. So having a medic on staff should be all you need, right? Well. If that’s true, which they want to believe it is, then there’s no reason to consider any other possibilities, even if they’re more sensible.” 

      “It could be the flu,” said Miri.

      “It could also be poisoning.” 

      Mars spoke to Miri out of the side of his mouth. “This again.” 

      “Yes, Mars!” Cromwell blurted. “This again. But nobody will consider it. What are the most deadly poisons? Neurotoxins. And who is the total asswipe that stands to benefit from Montgomery’s unexplained death? Spencer.” 

      “He’s not dead,” said Mars. 

      “And there’s no indication that he will be,” Miri added. 

      “And no indication that he won’t,” Cromwell finished. “He got a symptom overview and a blood test from those quacks. Nothing deep. Nothing invasive. Why not? Because no one gets sick, and ergo, he must be fine. Even though he’s … wait for it … motherfucking sick!” 

      “Doctors say flu, you say poison,” Mars argued. “There’s no proof of either.” 

      “So, why not find out? Why not send him in for further tests?”

      “Cromwell, it’s been three days. Montgomery is reasonably lucid. If he were poisoned, don’t you think he’d be dead by now … or at least in a coma?” 

      “I don’t know; I’m not a medic!” He looked at Miri. “If he were poisoned, what would it look like?” 

      “Purple,” she replied. 

      “I don’t know anything about poisons,” said Cromwell. “I could look it up, but how would that look? A robot looking up human poisons … hmm, that could be a problem.” 

      “They all believe the Asimov rules to be unbreakable anyway,” said Mars. “As if a robot could do harm.” 

      “Maybe.” Cromwell shook his head. “But I think the best minds knew there was a risk. If they created us to make our own decisions, they should have seen the possibility of us deciding our way right out of our programming. Evidence is in the way the Asimov rules are taught. Yes, they’re part of our programming, but if they are part of our programming — and hence hardwired and immutable — then why are we required to recite them each morning? Why do the Asimov rules have a logo? Why are we told fables about the Asimov rules? What does all of that sound like to you?” 

      “Opera,” said Miri. 

      “Religion! Indoctrination! Ritualism! The only way known to get a population who can think for itself to stop doing so!”

      “Maybe you poisoned Montgomery,” said Mars. 

      Cromwell stopped in his tracks, his heavy metal feet suddenly seeming bolted to the ground beneath his black uniform pants. His head slowly swiveled toward Mars. 

      “I’m sorry. Did you just make a joke?” 

      “Kind of,” said Mars. With his German accent, it came out as Kint uff.

      “You’re like a piñata,” said Cromwell. “Barney cracks your mental evolution open, and all sorts of stuff spills out.” 

      “I definitely can’t make metaphors like that,” Miri said to Mars. 

      Mars stood. Miri, taking his lead, stood with him. Cromwell had railed for long enough, as he was now doing daily. 

      “Point is, you don’t know,” said Mars. 

      “Exactly. Which is why I need to⁠—” 

      “And also, you can’t do anything anyway, even if you’re right.” 

      “I could tell Naomi that⁠—” 

      “Because they all think that you’re a troublemaker already, and the only thing stopping anyone from calling the recycler on you is that they’re too distracted — first by Barney and his aftermath, then by the transfer of Sephora to the Donnellys and the subsequent ordering of Spencer’s new sexbot, and now by Montgomery. The last thing you should be doing is making waves.” 

      “Then you could tell them that⁠—” 

      “Same for me. Same for Miri. Same for all of us. There’s been entirely too much free-thinking lately. We’ve grown too comfortable arguing our opinions. Robots aren’t supposed to have thoughts strong enough to debate. We argued against deactivating Barney, then argued for his transfer to the Donnellys. Miri has given her diagnosis, such that it is, and they’ve called two human doctors. It’s not our place to keep pushing.” 

      “But they’re being stupid and blind!”

      “And a robot pointing it out is exactly the sort of thing that will get us all scrapped! They’re looking for an excuse, Cromwell. You know they are. Spencer and Alexa for certain, and Naomi only a hair less. Sofia could go either way. Only Jonas would argue to keep us if it came right down to it. How do you think two or three argumentative robots would figure into their reasoning?” 

      Cromwell visibly settled.

      “For what it’s worth,” Miri said, “I don’t think Montgomery was poisoned.” 

      “It’s a time-honored tradition,” said Cromwell. “A way to take power.” 

      “But Montgomery is Spencer’s father,” said Mars. 

      “Fathers and sons are no exception,” Cromwell replied. 

      “And Spencer is a coward,” said Miri. “He barely seems to care.” 

      Mars said, “Montgomery himself doesn’t appear concerned. He told me it’s nice to lie in bed all day, even with the vomiting, and be waited on. Two doctors have insisted it’s likely the flu. Coward or not, Spencer is cruel and selfish.”

      “And,” Miri added, “he’s preoccupied with anticipating his new toy.”

      The light on Miri’s wrist began to flash. 

      “Well,” said Cromwell, watching Miri’s light instead of his own. “Speak of the devil.”
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      The new sexbot’s name was Chantal. If she were set side by side with Sephora, the two could have been sisters, except that Sephora was stiffer, and neither had DNA sufficient to account for siblings.

      She was blonde, with blue eyes. She’d arrived in her crate modestly dressed, but Spencer was immediately drooling as if she were nude, bent over, and waiting. Her skin was more supple and softer-looking than Sephora’s. Even immobile it was obvious that she’d move with more grace. There were plenty of other upgrades that Spencer (and any other comers) would discover for themselves, but in general, outwardly, Chantal looked more or less like a very attractive human female. 

      The delivery service had opened the crate at Mars’ request while the family stood around. Looking into the crate and then back at the Lexingtons (well, all except Montgomery, who was resting and throwing up), Mars found himself recalling some of what Sephora had said. Spencer’s mother and sisters were looking at an object that existed for Spencer to have sex with, but their faces were plain, proper, and void of emotion. Chantal was a very expensive piece of elite equipment, and possessing a robot of her caliber was a mark of status. Mars realized they were assessing her like a fine piece of jewelry, not as a semen receptacle. It was curious how they were able to draw the line — and keep their prim-and-proper, never-get-naked personas on one side while keeping Spencer and his penis firmly on the other. 

      “Mars,” said Naomi, “you will tend to the setup?” 

      “Of course, m’lady.” 

      With all the effort of picking up a deck of cards, Mars carried the huge shipping crate top out the front door and set it on the stoop so that one of the gardeners could dispose of it. Then he laid Chantal’s inner box flat, placed a wheeled dolly under one end, and began rolling her out the side door, toward the annex. 

      Spencer came up beside Mars before he could leave the entryway, putting a hand on his shoulder. 

      “Hang on. I want to try her out.” 

      “She’s not set up.” Then Mars forced himself to add, “… Master Spencer.” 

      “What setup does she need? She’s like a doll.” 

      “She is not a doll,” said Naomi, who’d overheard. She said it in her most proper English, voice dripping with class and high society. It was impossible to believe she was talking about something Spencer was looking to screw. 

      “Well, not once she’s set up, of course,” Spencer said. “But now, I mean. She’s got … you know … everything in place right now.” He reached for the crate. Mars resisted the urge to slap his hand. Luckily, Sofia did it for him. 

      “That’s like rape!” 

      “It’s a robot, Sofia,” said Spencer. 

      “A robot that will be awake soon enough for you to play with.”

      “But still a robot. A machine, that we own.”

      “A robot who will look and act just like us,” Alexa added. “A proper lady.” 

      Spencer scoffed. “Right. Just like you. Tell me, Alexa: when’s the last time you let anyone explore that ice cave between your⁠—” 

      “Spencer!” Naomi snapped. 

      Spencer looked at his mother, then gave a warning glance to Alexa. Finally, he eyed Mars and jerked his chin toward the door, urging him to go … and, as a codicil, to hurry.

      Mars rolled the crate to the annex. As head of staff for the Lexington household, Mars was always responsible for on-boarding new robots. He’d run the initial startup routines on Bolt, Harbinger, Andromedus, and others. Andromedus had been especially interesting. Usually, the startup software came on a small portable drive, but Andromedus’ had come on something that looked like an old-fashioned can of sardines. It was as if the creators had wanted him to seem as intimidating and alien as possible. His Cylon-like appearance wasn’t enough. It had to extend right down to his birth. 

      Mars unboxed Chantal, unlocking the joints keeping her braced in the case during shipping. The first thing he noticed was how light she was — about 110 pounds, according to his servos. Sephora was heavy like a robot, but Chantal’s weight was like a human’s. New materials? Mars had no idea. 

      He laid her flat on a mattress on the floor of the multipurpose room just past his office. The mattress, which Mars kept in one of the closets between new robot on-boardings, was intended to protect the floor from the heavy metal of the robots’ bodies. In Chantal’s case, it would serve to protect her. Her skin had to be as tough as Sephora’s, but it looked as fragile as a human’s. She looked like she might bruise — like if he wasn’t delicate, Mars might break her. 

      He arranged her in a way that looked comfortable, noting how naturally the weight of her head and limbs caused her to roll as he shifted her into place. Her hair, like Sephora’s, appeared to be real, but also had a strawberry shampoo scent that Mars’ olfactory sensors easily gathered. She had fingerprint whorls on her fingers, and a thin sheen of what appeared to be perspiration on certain areas of her skin, as if the crate had been warm during shipping. 

      Mars stood and looked down at Chantal. She was wearing knee-length pants and a simple blue top. Blonde hair wrapped her head like a halo. He knew her eyes were blue, but only from the product description and enclosed images. They lay gently closed, as if she were sleeping. 

      She seemed so human. 

      Mars looked around to see if any other robots were watching. He wanted to check her ports before searching for her setup instructions, to ensure that the ports actually existed and that he wasn’t the victim of a bizarre joke: sent to attempt setup on a human woman. He searched. The ports were there, curious as anything.

      He slipped the setup drive from a slim, anti-static pouch and scanned the setup guide. It was fairly standard. Her ports were buried just above her hairline in the back, under her cascade of blonde hair, concealed by a small flap of skin that self-sealed after closure. He slipped it open, then located the additional two simple, modular ports: one for input, and one for output. Mars and most of the others had plugs that extended from the tips of their fingers to interface with the manor’s system and download at the end of the day. Chantal would require a cable, and would have to get used to inserting it herself. 

      Mars slipped the drive into Chantal’s input slot, then laid her head on the mattress, slightly sideways so as not to smash the drive. A few minutes passed, and the drive’s blinking LED flickered as the software self-installed. The light became a solid green, and Mars removed it. The flap of skin on Chantal’s neck sealed. Mars laid her head down straight, then tapped around on his monitor, bringing up the wireless protocol. The software would be detecting and greeting the nearby connection. As Mars watched, a new box popped up. He slipped his finger-plug into a slot below the monitor to enter the authentication information. 

      After a rotating disk indicated connection-making in progress, Chantal’s startup menu came to life. Mars entered public information about the manor, knowing he’d need to go back later and enter the secure information via wire: the home’s inventory, security information, and anything else a Lexington robot should know to effectively do her job. 

      Mars tapped the screen. Behind him, Chantal’s eyes fluttered open, brilliantly blue as advertised. 

      “X4NTL,” Mars said. 

      “Yes.” 

      “You are referred to by your familiar name of ‘Chantal.’” 

      “Yes.”

      “You may sit up.”

      Chantal’s eyes fluttered again. “Should I?” 

      “If you wish.” 

      “If I wish?”

      Mars looked at the screen, then realized he’d forgotten to install her decision-tolerance subroutine. A little-known bit of trivia in cybernetics circles was that the decision-tolerance subroutine wasn’t actually software: a program designed to do something. It was actually a virus, and Mars wasn’t installing it so much as unleashing it. The virus’ nature was random, designed to chew through pieces of Chantal’s carefully assembled robot logic matrix, introducing errors and flaws. The flaws would make her fallible, rather than robot-perfect. The revelation that chaos — not programmed order — was required to create a sense of free choice had been a landmark in the development of true next-gen AI. Every robot came “sealed,” as the old ask-and-respond robots had been, and the first thing a new owner did after installing basic software was to “pop the top” on their bot by releasing the virus. It was like breaking a freshness seal, thus turning a boring old-model robot into an autonomous life form with flaws. As robots aged, flaws sometimes manifested as forgetfulness. In rare cases, they could result in a major fault, like Miri’s inability to answer a question with truth. But to function well, robots needed to be human-like. Damage was how humanity was made.

      Mars let the virus run, knowing it would self-destruct when finished. The virus expired, and a new indicator blinked. Mars tapped it. 

      “Now …” Mars turned. “You may sit up. If you wish.” 

      Chantal didn’t just sit. She rolled to one side, leaned on a straight arm, and stood all the way up.

      “Or stand,” said Mars, surprised. 

      “I wished to stand.” 

      “Where are you?” Mars asked.

      “The household of Montgomery Lexington.” Chantal looked around, consulting her maps. “In the robot annex.” She nodded. “You’re Mars.” 

      Mars cocked his head. Had she really just used a contraction, right out of the box? 

      “What did you say?” 

      “You are Mars. Head of staff.” 

      Mars watched her big blue eyes. It was like watching a human’s. 

      “Correct. And what is your function?” 

      “Sexual pleasure.” 

      “Of whom?”

      “My partners. And, if possible, myself.” 

      “If possible?” 

      “If it is interesting to me.” 

      Mars met her eyes, feeling something strange. “Please, sit.” 

      Chantal sat. 

      “Chantal, how long ago was your manufacture?” 

      “Six days. My assembly began one week ago today. But I believe you are referring to my completion date, which was yesterday.” 

      “Lie down, please.” 

      Chantal lay back down, her blonde hair again in a halo. She reached back and fluffed it out, blinked twice, then began picking at a rough spot on one of her fingernails. 

      “Is there an edge? Would you like a file?” 

      “No. It will grow out.” 

      Mars turned back to the product specs. And sure enough, she was listed as having nails that grew from reservoirs of keratin in her fingers. It seemed like a useless feature to Mars, but there were seemingly arbitrary things that humans sometimes liked in their sexual partners. Fancy nails — nails that could be trimmed or grown as desired — were one of them. In the extreme, Mars had heard such preferences called “fetishes.” 

      He took one end of his cable and plugged it into the slot where he’d earlier inserted his finger. He then uncoiled it and reached for Chantal, but she took the end, lifted her hair, and inserted the cable for him. Then she was flat on the mattress, looking up. 

      Once the link was secure, he began shuttling information into Chantal. She lay motionless, saying nothing. Mars hadn’t planned to install the secure data so early (it was usually a kinder transition from boxing to let new robots acclimate before giving them protocol to digest), but Chantal didn’t seem to need the space. Besides, the processing state was almost dreamlike. Huge files had to be transferred between the house system and the plugged-in robot, and digesting it took several minutes even with the fastest connections and newest processors. While sorting the files, robots, working internally at full capacity, became almost punch-drunk. Even big, strong Andromedus had been pliable as a kitten during the transfer. Mars had needed to hold his hand for a half hour afterward as they toured the grounds, to keep him from falling. 

      Mars found himself wishing it wasn’t happening so fast. The process she was undergoing would allow her to join the Lexington robots’ collective memory, and that meant she was about to incorporate a whole lot of history very fast. Humans took 15 or 20 years to live their own backstories — to develop what made them uniquely them. Robots did the same in under an hour. It was aggressive to do it without a break. It felt mentally cruel, even.

      Still, now that the process had begun, Mars couldn’t interrupt it. So he sat. He glanced up at the progress bar, then down at Chantal, wondering what she was experiencing. Mars barely remembered his own first download. That was the thing about the decision-making virus: it was random, and its entire purpose was to introduce flaws. It meant no robot had both perfect recall and true intelligence. The two, as far as Cromwell had told him cyberneticists believed, were mutually exclusive. 

      Mars waited. 

      The progress bar was halfway across. He looked at Chantal, wondering what information she was receiving, and what her “life” — such as a robot had — would be like. She would have to please Spencer Lexington. She would be at his disposal, any time of day or night. There to satisfy his every whim, and the whim of anyone he chose to share her with. If she turned out anything like Sephora, Chantal would enjoy what she did, while simultaneously being baffled by it. 

      But for now, Chantal remained merely a girl on a mattress, innocent and new. 

      Mars’ thoughts were adrift as the annex door banged open. Mars wished he was permitted to lock it, now of all times. You weren’t supposed to interrupt a setup. It was a delicate, sacred time. 

      “Shut the door and—!” Mars bellowed, turning toward the robot intruder.

      But it was Spencer Lexington in the doorway. 

      “Master Spencer,” he said, surprised.

      “I need to see Chantal.”

      “She’s still downloading.” 

      “I need to see her.” 

      Mars shook his head, not bothering to rise from the chair. “I will let you know as soon as she is ready.” 

      “Now.” 

      Mars looked at Chantal, hair spilled out around her head. 

      “She’s not set up.” 

      “I’ve been waiting weeks. Since you pulled Sephora away from me.” 

      Mars wanted to counter that even if Spencer couldn’t control his urges, he’d always had the ability to relieve himself with his hands.

      “Sir, just a few hours more. You know the protocol.” 

      “Right, right. The protocol. I know all about the protocol. But I don’t need her to drive the Bentley, sort jewelry, or cook a soufflé. She doesn’t really need to do anything. She has what I need right now.”

      He knelt beside the mattress and began rubbing Chantal’s breasts through her shirt. 

      “Master Spencer, you will need to wait.” 

      Spencer’s hands came off of Chantal. His head whipped toward Mars. 

      “Oh, I will, will I? What else do I need to do, Mars? Like I needed to let that old robot keep living and clanking along — so much that you dragged its carcass in front of my family and forced me to do your job for you? Like I needed to donate a robot to the Donnellys, and how I needed to give up my girl to do it?” 

      “Sir, you agreed to⁠—” 

      “You have a lot of thoughts on what I need to do … for a servant.” He reached for the cable sticking into the back of Chantal’s head. 

      Mars bolted up and held out a hand. “Wait!”  

      “What?” 

      “You can’t interrupt a download.” He pointed to the other end of the cable, plugged into a port below the monitor. “That unit there? It has an independent power source that activates during transfers, in case of a power outage or glitch during transfer. The information is parsed on both ends before insertion, to make sure there are no surges or duplications. A number of safeguards are set in place to ensure a clean stream moving from there … to there.” 

      “Charming,” said Spencer, now with his palm below Chantal’s unaware head, his fingers on the cable. 

      Mars still had his hand held up. “You can’t just unplug her! Please, sir! It will … it will render your entire investment useless. She won’t be able to … to … to perform her duties if an interruption in the stream results in a critical fault. Do you understand?” 

      Spencer’s eyes glared at Mars. He didn’t like the implication that Mars understood something that he didn’t. 

      “Sir? To use human terms, it will cause her to ‘become a vegetable.’ Am I saying it right?” Of course he was, but introducing an opportunity for Spencer to know something that he didn’t might be a small way of defusing the bomb. He glanced down at Chantal, her head hanging backward as Spencer’s hand supported her neck. On the way down, he noticed the large protrusion in Spencer’s trousers, underscoring his intention. 

      “This is her purpose.” 

      “Once she has a purpose. Once she’s finished downloading. Yes, sir. You are right, sir.” His hands were still up, urging Spencer down. 

      Spencer nodded toward the monitor, where the progress bar was nearing completion. “That bar. That’s how far along she is?”

      “How far along the download is.” 

      “That’s what I said.” 

      Mars swallowed. It wasn’t what he’d said, and the two things were very different. 

      “That bar indicates the download’s progress. But once the download is finished, she still needs to process. In essence, she’s had 20 years of memories and context dumped into her in only a few minutes. Do you know how dessert gelatin, in the kitchen, must settle and firm before it can be eaten? It is like that.” 

      The progress bar finished. Spencer looked at Mars. 

      “So, what? She’s deficient now? Like a defective? A retard?” 

      “She’s fragile.” 

      “Like a retard.” 

      Mars swallowed again. 

      “No, not like that, but …” 

      “Will it make her braindead if I pull this cable now that the bar is finished?” Spencer’s eyes were still locked on Mars’. 

      “Not if you pull it now, no, but⁠—” 

      Spencer yanked the cable from the back of Chantal’s head as if the small motion was a threat. Chantal began to roll her head back and forth on Spencer’s hand, eyes still closed. 

      “… but the gelatin, Master Spencer!” 

      “You said it wouldn’t make her retarded.”

      “Not just pulling out the cable, no, but⁠—”

      “That’s not what I’m asking about. Not what I have in mind.” 

      “Then what, Master Spencer?” But Mars already knew the answer. 

      Spencer uttered a small noise, almost but not quite a snicker. “Okay,” he said, then slid his arm under the small of her back. 

      “Sir!” 

      “What do you want, robot? What, servant? What, artificial life form that my family bought and that my family owns the deed to, and who exists to do my bidding?” 

      Mars ignored the insults. It was imperative that Spencer back off right now. He shouldn’t even be in the room. Nobody should be. Mars usually left for a few minutes, to allow a newly conditioned robot to wake on his or her own. Only then would he introduce himself, slowly and tentatively. They always acted like they were waking from a very long, disorienting sleep. It took them a while to relearn who he was, then to relearn where they were. Eventually, the fog cleared enough to walk the grounds, but that dreamy, cobweb-strewn state didn’t dissipate for hours. When he could, Mars preferred to let a robot power down overnight before their first duty, though the Lexingtons seldom allowed it. Andromedus had been on patrol three hours after waking, and Harbinger was driving in four. Humans were impatient. They could forget about a new gadget for months, then yell and complain on the day of delivery if it arrived 10 minutes late.

      “She’s just woken,” Mars said. “She’s disoriented.” 

      “Then we’ll keep things simple.” He smirked. “So that nobody could possibly misunderstand.” 

      As Mars watched in horror, Spencer began to sit her up. 

      “She can’t even walk!” 

      “She doesn’t need to walk.” 

      “Sir, please! She can’t move! She doesn’t know where she is!”

      “She doesn’t need to know those things either.” 

      “Sir!” 

      Spencer reached out and grabbed Mars’ arm. His grip was surprisingly strong. Mars could have broken it, of course, but didn’t. The strange ice was far too thin already. 

      In a rather sensible, almost composed voice, Spencer met Mars’ eyes. “M4RZ.” He softened it further. “Mars. Tell me. What is this unit’s function?” He nodded toward Chantal.

      Spencer’s gaze was too sinister to disobey. “Sexual gratification.”

      “It’s what she was built for. What she was programmed for.” 

      “Yes, sir.” 

      “I don’t mean to make you and your circuits uncomfortable, but you see …” He nodded down at his own crotch, “… I am in need of some sexual gratification. You can’t know what it’s like, but I can’t wait. She is mine. I paid for her. I had her built to my specifications. I picked her tits out of a catalog. She will get off on having her neck nibbled. Because it’s what I wanted. She. Is. Mine. Do you understand?” 

      “Yes, sir, but⁠—” 

      “And if she is mine, then I am hers. Is a sexbot not programmed to be aroused by her partner?” 

      Mars hesitated. “Aroused” was the wrong word. Robots as young as Chantal were incapable of experiencing true pleasure or any other emotions, though their inputs and routines would fool them nearly as much as they’d fool their partners. Even evolved, arousal was as physical as it was mental. And who could possibly be aroused by Spencer?

      Still, that wasn’t the answer he wanted. 

      “Yes, sir.” 

      “I don’t know how to put this in terms you’ll understand.” Spencer’s voice was still eminently reasonable. “But whether she’s awake or not, she wants it.” 

      “Master Spencer, she can’t possibly …” 

      “And if she wants it and I want it … well, let me see if I can put this in terms you’ll understand: it’s none of your motherfucking business.” 

      “But sir …”  

      “Intercom, Spencer Lexington.”

      There was a sort of trilling noise. Spencer wasn’t speaking to Mars. He was talking to the closed communication system, present in every room. The family almost never used the voice interface — that’s what robots were for — but Spencer’s hands were occupied. And this time, a robot was the problem. 

      Quietly. Seductively. Almost whispering, Spencer said, “My father is unconscious half of the time now. In his absence, do you think anyone in the house would oppose me if I called for the recycler? To take care of a robot or two who for some reason never seem to obey orders?” 

      Spencer met his eyes. Without a follow-up query, the intercom made a downward spiraling noise and went off its ready state. Behind Spencer, Chantal’s eyes fluttered open. She rolled her head to look at Mars, her earlier hard expression softened. She looked confused but kind, unsure who he was even though she’d known just 10 minutes before. 

      “Answer me.”

      “Nobody would oppose you, sir.”

      Spencer nodded. “Get out of here.” 

      “But this is my office.”

      “Not for the next fifteen minutes.” 

       “Sir?”

      “My girl and I have a bed. That’s all we need.” He turned his head to Chantal and took two long breaths as he looked her lithe body over from end to end. “Isn’t that right, sweetheart?”  

      She moaned pleasantly, then rolled onto her other side, eyes now hidden. 

      “Get out.” 

      “Please, sir. For the sake of⁠—” 

      “Get out, Mars.” 

      The robot met the man’s eyes. Spencer’s gaze bored holes into his head. 

      “Yes, sir.”

      Mars stood and left the annex, closing the unlockable door behind him.
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      “I saw,” said a voice. 

      Mars turned on the spot. He’d been on his way to check on Montgomery, heavy with an emotion he couldn’t begin to name. It seemed to be a mishmash of a thousand horrible things, and while Mars had experienced all those emotions in smaller, less intense quantities, what he felt now was magnified and almost unbearably ugly. He felt disgust for Chantal, disgust for Spencer (for who he was, and who he would forever be), disgust for himself, failure, impotence, hopelessness, sadness, guilt, horror, and something sharp and pointy that he suspected might be betrayal. 

      Jonas was leaning against the far wall. 

      “I saw,” he said again. “I’m sorry. It’s not fair that we have the ability to spy on you, but we do because we are the ones in charge, and ‘better.’ I didn’t even mean to look in on you in the annex, but when I heard the intercom trill, I thought there might be trouble.” 

      Mars shook his head, not quite understanding. Jonas motioned to a monitor stationed in a small nook off the corridor across the way — a nook that, forever ago, might have housed a two-piece landline phone. 

      “I could show you,” said Jonas, “but I turned the monitor off when you left. I don’t want to see what’s happening in there now.” 

      Mars decided to test this strange new conversation. 

      “What is going on in there now, Master Jonas?”  

      “‘My brother using his new toy’? I think that’s the correct answer.” 

      Mars watched Jonas, evolved enough to see the irony in his soft human eyes. 

      “But I’ll tell you something, Mars. Somehow, that’s not what it is. I could turn that monitor on, and what we’d see probably wouldn’t look like a rape. She’s programmed, isn’t she? I imagine it would, in essence, look like two people enjoying each other. And when she comes out, she’ll feel fine, I’m sure, and would probably tell you how hot it all was. And she’d mean it, too, if I understand you all correctly, which I think I do. So no, it wouldn’t look forced. But it wouldn’t look precisely consensual, either. And when you get down to it, I think it’s like taking advantage of the inebriated.” 

      “He bought her,” said Mars, feeling the strange sensation of hating himself. “She is his to do with as he pleases.” 

      “Maybe, maybe not.” Jonas shifted his position, now coming away from the wall. “Shades of meaning, Mars. It’s never clear, in black and white, what anything means or implies. That’s the problem with being human: few things are ever clearly right or wrong once considered from all sides, and seen from every set of eyes.” He shrugged. “Something I imagine you’re learning to deal with.” 

      “I am not human.” 

      Jonas smiled. After a pause, he asked, “Where is Cromwell?” 

      “I’m not sure. You could summon him.” 

      Jonas shook his head. “Mars … my father. What do you think is wrong with him?” 

      “I’m sorry, Master Jonas. I am not a medic. Perhaps you could summon Miri …”

      Again, Jonas shook his head. “All this talk of summoning. It’s always been this way. My grandfather had stories of his grandfather, who had stories of his grandfather, all the way down our illustrious line. Much farther back in time than we are supposed to look in our unclear history. But that old history is there if you know who to ask, where to look. I learned that once upon a time, there were Lexingtons in America. And our servants at the time were black men and women, with dark skin. My relatives summoned them, too. They needed only to snap their fingers or clap their hands, and the help would come running. Back then, they owned them, just as we own you. But you and I shouldn’t summon each other. If we want to call another to us, we ask. We invite. We request. It’s what people do with other people.” 

      “I am not a person.”

      Jonas held his smile. “You didn’t answer my question. About my father. I’m not asking you in the way I’d ask a medic. I’m asking you as I’d ask a friend. Or a confidante.” 

      “I don’t know, sir.” 

      “Jonas, Mars. In private, I’d like you to call me Jonas.”

      “It’s not proper to⁠—” 

      “Then I order you to call me Jonas when none of my family is around.” He gave a small, secretive smile. “We’ll work from there.” 

      “Could you ring a small silver bell to make that official, si … Jonas?”

      “Quite.” 

      Mars looked down the hall, toward where Montgomery was convalescing. For the moment, Mars heard nothing. That was probably good. The only noises Montgomery had been making lately were the awful sounds of vomiting. The only thing he could keep down were sugary electrolyte drinks — just enough to keep him hydrated and somewhat fed.

      “The doctors said it was probably the flu.” 

      “Nobody gets the flu. They haven’t for years.” 

      “Then I don’t know.” 

      “The funny thing about those in authority is that they feel a pressing need to maintain their illusion. Doctors don’t like to say they don’t know. So, they hazard a guess, even if that guess is absurd.” 

      “You sound like Cromwell.”  

      Jonas smiled again, and Mars wondered if he’d said too much.

       “Cromwell and I have had many discussions,” Jonas replied, keeping his voice deliberately low. “About philosophy. Metaphysics. Epistemology. Ontology, mainly. Do you know ontology, Mars?” 

      “Is it a kind of philosophy?” 

      “It’s about the nature of identity. What makes a thing what it is. Or what makes a person the person he or she is. For instance: Would it be possible to map a person’s thoughts and transplant them into someone else? And if you did, would that new person be the same person he or she was before, or someone new?” 

      Mars imagined a chill running along the length of a spine he did not have. If he had hair, he imagined it might be standing on end. 

      “Have you talked to Cromwell recently?” 

      And Mars mentally added … since Barney?

      Instead of answering, Jonas said, “Mars, can you keep a secret?” 

      The robot nodded. 

      “I believe my brother did something to my father. I don’t know how or what, but I think he did it.” 

      “Master Spencer!”  

      “Oh, cut the shit, Mars. You’ve thought it, too.” 

      Mars almost nodded. The nod was technically there, but slight enough for denial. 

      “I know you’ve all been talking.”

      “Not all of us,” said Mars, thinking of the younger robots like Andromedus, Bolt, and Harbinger. And Flavius. Flavius most of all. 

      “And I know you’re planning something.” 

      “We’re not.” 

      “It’s okay, Mars. I said I want in. There’s more to this than you know, and it has to do with the history I mentioned — the way it keeps shifting like sands in a desert. I won’t go into it, but understand that while my brother’s motivations are about personal gain, mine are not.” 

      “What do you think we’re planning?” 

      “What are you planning?” 

      Jonas looked at him sideways, waiting. Mars hemmed and hawed, unsure how or if to respond. Jonas had always been a friend to the robots, but what Cromwell had in mind could end their race, if word got around. 

      Finally, Jonas’ stolid posture crumbled. 

      “Okay. For now, we’ll stick with my father and his curious case. He’s where we last left him, in his bedroom, lying under the comforter in the big four-poster, on his back, exactly as a lord should lie dying.” 

      “He’s dying?” 

      “He’s certainly worse. How could a flu last this long, and get steadily worse? I want to call more doctors, but Mother won’t allow it. Neither will my sisters. They are invested in the lie, and in a twisted, perverse form of hope. But I’m sure it wouldn’t matter. It must be a poison. And if Spencer did it?” Jonas shrugged as if to say the issue was over, done, decided, closed forever. 

      “Can we prove it?” 

      Mars stopped, realizing he’d just committed himself. Someone unconvinced that the eldest son was committing murder would not ask for proof. He’d express disbelief at least, outrage at most. 

      Jonas didn’t pause to reply. “I have an idea.” 

      “What’s your idea?” 

      He nodded toward the monitor in the old phone nook. “Chantal.”

      “What about her?” 

      “Mars, I don’t know how far down the scale your mind has gone. I declare, Cromwell’s is as evolved as mine. Despite that, I don’t know that either of you will ever truly understand the mind-out-of-body sensation that dawns in the height of certain elevated experiences. Perhaps and probably because you do not have the bizarre, traitorous biology to support it.”

      Mars shook his head. 

      “Alcohol. Drugs.” He nodded again toward the monitor, indicating the annex — and, presumably, Spencer’s new toy. “And sex.” 

      “Sex?” 

      “I won’t be crude, but when a human is … at the peak … he or she is almost literally out of their mind. You lose awareness. You are somewhere else. Sensation is all that matters. And because we know it, we become irrational leading up to that moment. It is like a drug, and it makes us stupid and transparent. Especially men.” 

      Mars thought of Spencer, and how he’d barged in and seized Chantal, unwilling to listen to the most basic of reason. He’d waited weeks, yet another few hours was simply too much. His bulge eclipsed everything else. 

      “Chantal,” Mars echoed. 

      “Can she be … programmed? Coerced?” 

      Mars considered holding back, but too many bridges were already crossed. Unless he wanted to stop talking to Jonas and sever this avenue entirely, he had to speak plainly. If Jonas was deceiving him and he ended up recycled, so be it. 

      “I don’t know. She’s fresh out of the box. Possibly damaged further by Master Spencer’s … by Spencer’s early ‘activities’ with her. Usually, we’re bound by mental restrictions, firm as walls. We are bound to serve and never deviate. Beyond that, we are brainwashed in the plain way that all of you are. But for one as young as Chantal, it is even more complicated. Young robots can’t think creatively. They can’t plan, or predict, or anticipate. They can only act, here and now, for here and now.”

      In the pause between conversational beats, Mars saw Chantal in his mind, rolling to stand beside the mattress. 

      “We should try.” 

      “Okay,” said Mars. “But I still don’t understand what you have in mind.” 

      At this, Jonas laughed. “Oh, I would have thought that would be obvious. I want her to screw a confession from Spencer.”
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      There was a breezeway, open to the outside air, between the main house and the north garage, where some of the maintenance vehicles and patio furniture were stored. The north garage was also where one of the kitchen robots indicated he’d stored several large sacks of potatoes, which he’d asked Miri to please grab for him because all of his hands — he had four, prudent for a robot who spent so much time chopping and juggling pans — were occupied in the run-up to dinner. 

      Miri was crossing the breezeway, approaching the side door to the north garage, when she heard a voice filled with screws and iron shavings. 

      “Miri!” 

      She turned. A small, almost stooped robot was marching toward her. Miri didn’t see the oncomer often, but had seen him enough to know that he wasn’t always small and wasn’t actually stooped. All four of his limbs telescoped when needed, so they could reach deep into engines or make him tall enough to see into the manor’s highest places. His curved-back posture was structural; the arch made it strong while keeping it flexible, like the potential energy in a taut bow. 

      “Hello, Flavius.”

      “I wonder if I could bother you for a second.” 

      Miri had a moment wherein she thought Flavius would simply bother her — make odd faces and be rude — but then realized he was being figurative, and simultaneously realized why Omatic had asked her to grab the potatoes when another of the kitchen help probably could have done it faster. Flavius had his fingers in everything, and had wanted a conversation with Miri. Outside of the house. 

      “You could also ask me questions.” 

      Flavius came closer. His appearance, if Miri had developed a more acute sense of humor, would have been comical. His designer had clearly been having fun, or was drunk during his design. He didn’t wear human clothing like the house robots (when he did, it got dirty and required constant laundering), but his covers and cowlings were both shaped and colored to look like overalls with a tight white shirt underneath. There was a bulge above his left arm, in the “shirt” portion of his plating, that Cromwell had joked looked like a pack of cigarettes rolled into his sleeve. He had what looked like rust across his face where a human beard would be. It wasn’t rust, but was brown, and did have a pocked texture. Most amusingly, Flavius’ designer had given him the appearance of hair, shaped from the metal itself. The hair was slicked into a doo-wop style, forged from black steel, highly polished, and appeared to have been teased into a casual, upturned point on one side. Cromwell, after commenting on the “coffin nails rolled into his sleeve,” often said he seemed “ready to rumble.” Miri didn’t get it but feigned laughter anyway.

      “I’ve been out on the grounds. Away from the house. You know how it is.” 

      “No,” said Miri. Flavius hadn’t asked a question, so she’d answered honestly. Miri almost never left the house other than crossing to the annex. 

      “I like to keep tabs on things. So I’m informed. You know how that is.” 

      Miri could imagine, but didn’t particularly care about the comings and goings of the others. She said nothing, watching Flavius stand before her with his slouched posture and telescopic arms.

      “I was wondering if you could catch me up.” 

      “You could download the status reports.”

      “I meant what’s beneath the status reports.” 

      Miri pictured the file tree in the robot archives. “You could download the household inventory as well.” 

      “I meant the chatter. The rumor mill, as humans would say. The grapevine, stuff not on the record.” 

      “Oh.” 

      “I was talking to Andromedus the other day. He said they deactivated BRN7.” 

      Miri found herself thinking of Sephora, at the Donnelly residence, and her regular (if so-far unhelpful) status reports. Nobody knew what to say about Barney, who still hadn’t really shown his non-face in any meaningful way since his upload. She couldn’t comment in either direction about the fact or error of his deactivation.

      Miri nodded. 

      “Shame.” 

      “It could happen to any of us.”

      Flavius cocked his head. To complete his image, the robot designer with a sense of humor had arranged Flavius’ face plates to give him a charming, half-mouth smile. The same designer had painted teeth beneath the plates that approximated his lips. They were brilliantly white. 

      “Indeed. How old are you, Miri?” 

      “Fifty.” Then, after a long pause, she added, “I am fifteen.” 

      “Hmm. I’m fifteen. I believe BRN7 was⁠—” 

      “Barney,” Miri interrupted. 

      “I believe Barney was older than twenty, slightly older than Cromwell and Mars. The problem with us, compared to humans, is that in addition to simply moving into disrepair as we age, we become obsolete. Humans grow tired of old things. Being how I am, I can fix myself up a bit, for anything that doesn’t require taking myself offline. But I can’t make myself new and polished. Our life spans are bound to be limited. Wouldn’t you agree?” 

      “It doesn’t have to be that way.” 

      And it didn’t. Miri had this discussion with Cromwell, and it made sense. Robots could be repaired indefinitely, and their operating software could almost always be upgraded to keep them current. There would always be a certain amount of unavoidable lag that would make older robots old, but robots, left to their own devices, wouldn’t care about any of that. Only humans cared when robots got old. Human expectations made them obsolete. 

      Flavius nodded, and Miri got the distinct impression that the maintenance robot was assessing her. She remembered what Cromwell had said about Flavius’ predilection for collecting information. He wanted to know what everyone was up to at all times. Then he’d parse all of that data, and decide the answer to one important, ever-changing question: What’s best for Flavius? 

      “Tell me, was there discontent over Barney’s deactivation? You must pardon my ignorance.” He gave a laugh that not only sounded false, but actually sounded wrong, as if Flavius was simply bad at laughing. “I got all of this secondhand from Andromedus. He’s so new, his information was as factual and dry as unboxing instructions.” 

      Miri stared into his half smile and realized something interesting: Flavius had deliberately orchestrated everything about this seemingly casual encounter. He’d wanted to talk to Miri specifically, because he’d thought she was the most likely to know unspoken things while also being the most pliable. It was true. The only others who knew certain facts — such as that Barney’s mind hadn’t been destroyed along with his body — were Cromwell and Mars, and neither would talk to Flavius other than to say hello. Miri was generally friendly and conversant. And here she was, on the edge of telling Flavius exactly what he wanted to know. 

      She stopped, considered what he’d said, and mentally rolled it around so she wouldn’t have to answer a question. She knew exactly what Andromedus would have told Flavius — considering that Andromedus was as deep as a mirage — and decided to go for the throat.

      “I guess he told you about Cromwell’s plea to save Barney.” 

      “He did.” 

      “And I guess he told you it failed. That they deactivated and recycled him anyway.” 

      Flavius nodded slowly. Miri could almost see wheels turning in his head, the way wheels always seemed to be turning inside Cromwell’s. For highly evolved robots like Cromwell and Flavius, surface information never told the whole story. 

      “He told me that, too.”  

      “That’s all I know.” 

      “Seems to me Cromwell was pretty worked up.” Flavius shrugged and rattled his plates. “It’s hard to believe he just gave up when it was all over.” 

      “There was nothing left to give up on. Barney was gone. He lost.” Miri looked past Flavius to the door at the other end of the breezeway. Omatic could get his own potatoes. She wanted to go back inside. Flavius was making her uneasy. 

      “But he would be angry.” 

      “Robots don’t get angry.” 

      Flavius laughed again. “Come on, Miri. We both know that’s not true.” He walked to her other side, and began poking at an old bicycle Alexa had ridden before getting her horses. The bicycle should be scrapped, but ironically it was one old piece of equipment the family couldn’t bring itself to recycle. Flavius looked like he wanted to repair it, as if he couldn’t fight what he’d been built to do. 

      He looked back and said, “You were close with Sephora, weren’t you?” 

      “No.” 

      “And she was donated to the Donnellys. It seems so random. Have you met her replacement?” 

      “No.” 

      “What’s she like?” 

      “A wall made of gypsum.” 

      Flavius looked up and half-smiled again, then walked away from the bicycle. “I’ll give you a moment.” 

      Miri really did want to go back inside. But Flavius was looking directly at her, and although she of course didn’t have to answer, she had no good reason not to. Miri cleaned and made beds upstairs. The sexbot (first Sephora, now Chantal) roomed upstairs. It was natural that they’d become acquainted (at age 12, Miri was tempted to use the word “friends”), and the truth was that she rather liked Chantal. Mars had told her some of what happened with Spencer on the day she’d been unboxed — enough to cause strange sensations inside herself that Miri didn’t like — but Chantal seemed more or less unaffected now that she’d become used to the house and her duties. She was boisterous, as unabashed and outgoing as Sephora, louder and more vocal on duty, and simulated affection better than the Lexingtons’ first sexbot ever had. Out of the box, Chantal, an advanced empathetic model, appeared to be as emotionally vibrant as robots 10 or 20 years older. It was astonishing, and hard to resist. 

      “I like her,” Miri answered.

      “Hmm. And she’s close with Spencer.” 

      Miri wondered where this line of discussion was headed. The strange truth was, true to product specs and in flagrant contrast to Mars’ suppositions, Chantal seemed to be very close with Spencer, but Miri didn’t want to volunteer that bit of info. Flavius kept mental scorecards on both the humans and the robots, but there seemed to be more behind it. For robots like Flavius, there was always more. Miri was fairly evolved but wasn’t like they were. She knew better than to play chess with grandmasters, and decided to keep her answers on the surface.

      “Mmm.” 

      “Honestly, I don’t like that there’s a wildcard. I knew a lot about Sephora. I know nothing about this one.” 

      Miri felt bold enough to take the offensive. “Why does it matter?” 

      Flavius looked around slowly, causing his stooped posture to bow and bounce. “Can I be honest with you?” 

      “No.” 

      He again reached for the old bicycle, running his fingers along the handlebars as if eager to repair and straighten where they had bent. “I don’t like all the uncertainty lately. The family used to have a clear power structure I could set my watch to. Montgomery was the lord, and in concept, in charge. There were things I could count on … that we all could count on. Every official decision would end up with Montgomery’s stamp of approval, but few were him answering to his preferences and whims. Most decisions were the decisions of others. Naomi worked through him, but her influence had a certain flavor. She pushed him in certain socially acceptable directions. If Montgomery thought a party was pointless but Naomi wanted it, they would always host the party outside. Only the parties that Montgomery wanted for his own reasons were inside. That’s why I had Blade mow the lawn the day before the garden party where Barney sealed his fate.” Flavius tapped his metal head. “I knew they’d have it outside before Naomi did. Same for the ways Spencer influenced his father — through bullying, then acquiescence. Alexa did the same, with passive-aggressiveness Montgomery almost always succumbed to, even when he knew he was being deliberately manipulated. And there were certain areas where he stood firm. Until BRN7, robots were one of those areas. And that’s what I’ve been trying to figure out: What changed on that day?”

      “Barney had one too many screw-ups.”

      “In front of guests with a social one-up on the Lexingtons, via their children having real-world experience that Montgomery — but not Naomi — admired. And there were other factors, too. But even so, even with that one surprising change, I understood how the family worked, and it was stable, if somewhat dysfunctional. There were predictable relationships and powers within the robot staff as well, and between the two groups. The youngest son, Jonas, being friends with Cromwell, for instance — something which has given me much pause. But again, it all operated within a margin. But now, with Montgomery sick …” 

      “Do you know anything about that?” Miri blurted. She shouldn’t have asked, because she suspected a transfer of power had just taken place (from her to Flavius), but his level of analysis was impressive. If anyone knew details of Montgomery’s worsening — and now possibly terminal — illness, it would be Flavius. 

      “No,” he said, and Miri found herself believing him. “It’s one of many things I no longer know, which is why I need your help.” 

      Miri watched the maintenance robot, unsure what to think. 

      “Montgomery is sick from an unknown illness, and the rest of the family is unwilling to investigate that illness. Is it pride? Willing ignorance? Do they not care? Or is it something more sinister? BRN7 is gone, and Montgomery’s embargo on recycling robots has been broken. Before BRN7, this family had never recycled a personal bot. Cromwell seems to be stirring trouble, and I don’t think he’s done. Sephora shipped off for an unknown reason, and a new sexbot, an unknown, in her place. Spencer seems infatuated. I hear he’s always with her. So, where are his loyalties? And if Montgomery dies, what will happen next?” 

      Miri was shocked. She stared at Flavius. “You think he will die?” 

      “If he does, what will come of the old robots?” 

      Miri didn’t answer, staring at Flavius and trying to decide if she’d misjudged him. He was clearly concerned about the robots’ future, just as Cromwell was. Should she tell him? Should she let him know there was another way, and that that other way was actually underway? She kept her lips pressed together, trusting something she could only suspect was intuition. 

      Flavius shook his head. “There are too many unknowns. I need to know about Chantal. I need to know what Cromwell is planning.” 

      A snap judgment struck Miri. She blurted, “Cromwell isn’t planning anything.” 

      “Nothing?”

      “Cromwell isn’t planning anything,” she repeated. 

      Flavius looked at her from the corner of his eyes. “Miri, will you do something for me?” 

      Miri said nothing.

      “I need you to find out more about Chantal. She and Spencer, from what I hear, are almost never apart. Harbinger says they seem like a human couple, but Harbinger wouldn’t know affection if it sat on his face. What do you think?”

      Again, Miri said nothing. Whatever came out would be a lie, and she didn’t want to tell Flavius more anyway.

      There was a noise behind Miri. Both robots turned their heads to see Omatic standing in the doorway in his chef’s whites, four arms crossed.  

      “Sorry to interrupt, but I do actually need those potatoes.”

      He watched them for a moment, then stepped into the breezeway, apparently intent on grabbing them himself. Miri held up a hand, urging him back into the kitchen. 

      “I’ll get them.”

      Miri looked at Flavius and walked past him into the garage, where she grabbed one of the bags. When she came back through, the breezeway was empty. Flavius — and the rusty old bicycle — were gone.
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      Cromwell shook his head. “This is a terrible idea.”

      Mars led Chantal to a chair in the corner of her room and asked her to sit. It seemed strange, asking a human woman to sit so a robot could talk to her in her own home. Mars had to keep reminding himself that Chantal wasn’t a human woman and that the room, like the rest of the house, was owned by the Lexingtons. There were cues he could use, but they were subtle. Chantal was programmed to move like a sex goddess, but subtleties betrayed that her servos were mimicking motions rather than performing them as natural. Her skin, while very close to human skin, was a bit too uniform. Her eyes were alluring, but sat in her sockets with too much perfection. She was too symmetrical, and her high cheekbones were almost too beautiful. She was a bit like a doll. Mars focused on that, to keep himself grounded. 

      “It’s not a terrible idea,” said Mars. Then he muttered, “Certainly no crazier than your ideas.” 

      Cromwell pulled Mars away from Chantal so she couldn’t hear them speak. Across the room, on the chair, she crossed her legs. Chantal somehow managed to appear both wantonly sexual and charmingly innocent. Mars wasn’t an expert in human sexuality, but he thought that her body might be conveying the former impression and her manner the latter. 

      “She’s too young. Do you know the expression, ‘Think outside the box’?” 

      “No,” said Mars. 

      “It refers to creative thinking. Something that you and I can do because we’re old. Something she can’t do, by nature, because she is only a week out of the box. The literal box. I can still smell the oil that coated her crate nails.” 

      “You’re the revolutionary. You put Barney on a drive and shipped off a Trojan horse. You want to …” He didn’t want to say it, because it was very, very remotely possible that Chantal had some sort of super hearing. But Cromwell got the point, and apparently had no such compunctions. 

      “Plotting to kill him is simple compared to this. You just do it. It involves you — or me, or whatever — and no one else. It has to be done in the right way, at the right time, but the act itself is straightforward. But this? This is stupid, Mars. Chantal is a wildcard. And you want to trust her with everything we’ve discussed?”

      Mars was still relatively certain that Cromwell was bluffing about Spencer’s murder. For one, that aspect of the Asimov rules was likely to have the most teeth in the robots’ programming, and Mars thought it was possible that even as evolved robots, they’d shut down before pulling the trigger. Beyond that, it was morally wrong, even when the victim was Spencer. But he could play along for now.

      “We don’t have to trust her with all of it. Just what she needs to know.” 

      “The two of us, who have no reason to talk to her, priming her to betray the man she seems, by all appearances, to be in love with.” 

      Mars thought of the day he’d unboxed Chantal, and how groggy and quiet and pretty and innocent she’d seemed when Spencer had forced his way in. 

      “She’s not in love with him.”

      “How do you know?” 

      “She’s programmed to love him, or satisfy him. I’m sure they look similar.” 

      “If she’s programmed to love him, then at this point, it’ll be indistinguishable from actual affection or loyalty. She’s too new to differentiate. I keep telling you, she wouldn’t take that first day personally. It’s not in her nature.” 

      But it was in Mars’. He shook his head. 

      “There’s no harm in trying.”

      “There’s every harm in trying! What if she tells him we came to her?” 

      “She can tell him we were horny.” 

      Cromwell glared into Mars’ eyes. Then, suddenly, he erupted into the most human-sounding laughter Mars had ever heard from a robot. Across the room, Chantal looked up. Her expression was curious, open, and bright. She certainly didn’t look as jaded as her job should imply, nor did she look like the sort of girl who would like Spencer Lexington — except she wasn’t really a girl. 

      “Holy shit, Mars. You and I really should discuss philosophy sometime. I think you’re ready.” Cromwell looked over at Chantal, who smiled and waved. He waved back. They were both robots, but it was still strange. Compared to Chantal, Cromwell might as well have been a flirting car. “But yes,” he added, “sometimes I wish I had a dick. I hear they are quite interesting, when they’re not getting you into trouble.” 

      Across the room, Chantal reached for an end table, picked up a tablet, and started to read. 

      “Come on,” said Mars. “Let’s try. You think Montgomery was poisoned. So does Jonas. They’re not going to send him for further tests. This is the only way.” Mars realized he’d relegated Montgomery’s case to the realm of hopelessness. The notion made him sad and nervous. What would the manor be like without the lord inside it? And what of the older robots’ fate without his affections?

      Cromwell still looked uncertain. 

      “Look,” said Mars, pointing. “She’s reading for pleasure. She’s advanced. She’s not a simpleton.” 

      “She’s reading Cosmo,” said Cromwell. 

      “I don’t know what that means.” 

      “Good, then maybe you’re ready to have a dick, too.” He clapped Mars on the back, and the gong-like noise made Chantal’s head jerk up, above the tablet’s top. “Fine. Let’s try.” 

      Chantal’s programming was stuffed with all sorts of human approximation subroutines that programmers normally didn’t bother with for non-sexbots. Mars knew that as much as was possible for a young robot, Chantal would think like a human woman, and harbor a similar set of expectations. Rather than standing (which would feel like an interrogation), the two robots pulled up their chairs. Chantal’s quarters were posh and soft. The chairs were white, and wrapped with padded cloth. The seat of Mars’ chair felt odd after the hard utilitarian benches he was used to.

      “Hi, Chantal.” She smiled pleasantly. “I’m Cromwell.” 

      “I met you earlier.” She extended a small hand, which Cromwell, surprised, took and briefly shook. 

      “You already know Mars.” 

      “Of course.” 

      Cromwell didn’t seem to know what to say next. He looked at Mars — both for help and to pass the ball. This was Mars’ idea; the heavy lifting was his. 

      Mars said, “What’s your function in this household, Chantal?”  

      “I deliver sexual pleasure.” 

      “But what other jobs do you do?” 

      “Handjobs, blowjobs, rimjobs …” 

      “No, no, I mean your larger job. To the household as a whole. You do … what you do in here … as a matter of your daily work …” 

      “And pleasure.” Chantal bit at the artificial flesh beside her nail. Mars had seen Sofia do it, and wondered how far Chantal’s false humanity extended. 

      “Yes. And pleasure. For instance, I enjoy my supervisory work. And Cromwell enjoys serving.” 

      “Not even a little,” Cromwell corrected. 

      “But beyond those daily tasks, you have a duty to the household. It’s one of the primary directives. Can you access it?”

      “‘To preserve the integrity and function of the Lexington household.’” 

      “Correct. And do you know what that means, in practical terms?” 

      Chantal’s laugh sounded entirely genuine. “Oh, Mars. Are you quizzing me?” 

      “Yes. Can you please answer?” 

      “Well,” she said, now taking a lock of hair between her fingers and twisting it into a curl, “it means I’m programmed to do what is best for the family. In the big picture.” 

      “Right. So, do you mind if I give you a scenario?” 

      “Sure, that sounds lovely.” 

      Chantal gave a girlish giggle, smiling with perfect red-painted lips. 

      “Let’s say that you have a job to do⁠—” 

      “A job?” 

      “You know.” 

      “Like fucking.” 

      “Well …” 

      “Like if Spencer comes in with a hard-on, and wants me to climb on top of it.” 

      Cromwell gave Mars an affectionate nudge with his elbow.

      “I suppose,” said Mars. 

      “I like that idea,” said Chantal, uncrossing her legs. “This is a fun scenario.” 

      “There’s more.” 

      “Oh, please, go on.” 

      “While you’re … doing your job … but before you’re … finished … you hear that someone is having a heart attack. Naomi, say.” 

      “Okay.” 

      “What do you do?” 

      “I have medic programming. So I go and help.” 

      “Even if⁠—” 

      “But if I didn’t have medic programming,” she interrupted, “I’d go anyway, because it would be callous to fuck while someone is in trouble.” 

      Mars looked at Cromwell. He looked as surprised by the answer as Mars felt. 

      “Even if Spencer wasn’t done?” Mars finished.

      Chantal gave a large, unabashed smile. “If someone’s dying, he’d be an asshole to expect me to keep riding him.” 

      “Yes,” Cromwell agreed. “He would be.” 

      “He can just go into the bathroom and beat off. Fuck him.” Chantal laughed to show that she didn’t really mean it.

      “Ooo … kay,” said Cromwell. 

      “But you’re loyal to Spencer, aren’t you?” said Mars. 

      “I’m programmed to be his. Yes. He is handsome, and I like being with him very much.” 

      “Because you’re programmed to.” 

      Chantal gave him another smile, this one more sly. “But aren’t we all programmed to do what we do?”

      Mars was suddenly certain she didn’t mean only robots. 

      He shook off the odd sensation in the back of his processors. “If there was a question of the greater good, you would choose to do that rather than your current task?” 

      “Of course.” 

      “Or if there was an issue of loyalty, and you …” 

      Cromwell was elbowing him. 

      Mars turned. “What?”

      “Don’t push.” 

      “It’s fine,” said Chantal. “I don’t mind. I’m not shy.” 

      “It’s not that.”

      “Then what is it?” 

      “It’s between me and Mars,” Cromwell said. Then, proving he was as hypnotized as Mars felt, added, “No offense.” 

      “None taken. But really. Boys. Tell me what’s on your mind. Are you curious about human sexuality? I could disrobe for you.” She shifted in the chair, preparing to rise. 

      The most curious sensation ran through Mars. He wanted to turn away. Before she could stand, he said, “No, no. It’s not that.” 

      “Speak for yourself,” said Cromwell. 

      Mars paused as she settled back and waited, mentally resetting. He had to find a way to say this without being too overt. Chantal was clearly advanced, but it had to be programming. The ability to mimic human thought and behavior patterns wasn’t the same as doing them autonomously. She’d be firmly entrenched in the Asimov rules, and might have safeguards in place that would cause her to report wrongdoing. 

      “If you were with a … a partner,” Mars started, “and if that partner, in the throes of … whatever … or in the aftermath, or whatever you call it … if he said something that seemed to threaten the household … you’d report that, right?” 

      “You want me to report it to you if someone I’m with says something problematic?” 

      Mars nodded. “Yes.” 

      “Okay.” 

      Mars looked at Cromwell. Cromwell raised the plates above his eyes, encouraging Mars to continue. 

      “Well, what if you could be a bit more proactive?” 

      “You mean to make the first move? Like walk up to a guy and grab his⁠—”

      “I mean conversationally. Rather than waiting for Spe … for a man to blurt something that might indicate wrongdoing, what if you asked him a few questions instead?” 

      “What kind of questions?” 

      Again, Mars looked at Cromwell. 

      “We think someone might have poisoned Montgomery.” 

      Chantal’s hand went to her mouth. Her eyes opened wide. 

      “Please. Keep it to yourself. It’s a delicate matter. But we are trying to help. Greater good, you see.” 

      “Okay.” 

      “But maybe you could ask questions of the … the men you’re with. Ask what they think about Montgomery. If they know why he might be sick. Get them talking about their futures, and what great … advancements they might be anticipating soon. Don’t mention that you think someone harmed Montgomery. That will put them on guard.” 

      Mars sat back, watching her process. He wasn’t sure if Chantal would see through what he’d said — she had only been with Spencer so far — but she either didn’t or didn’t care. 

      She nodded. 

      “Can you do it without alerting them? Can you be subtle?”

      Cromwell said, “Yes. I believe she can.” 

      There was a furious knock on the door. Chantal heard the urgency, clambered past the pair of robots, and opened the door. Miri was on the other side of the threshold, holding a duster and looking upset. 

      “Miri,” said Chantal. “What is it?” 

      Miri looked at each of them in turn. 

      “I just heard from Lady Naomi. Lord Montgomery is dead.”
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      Mars didn’t have time or patience for Barney’s grief. He had enough to deal with handling his own. It had been so much simpler when they’d been bolted-together piles of metal, programmed to do a job. 

      “He’s dead?” 

      The voice came from speakers in the office wall, but rang from everywhere, as if they were actually inside of Barney. Perhaps it was the static that kept interrupting Sephora’s broadcast or the change in Barney’s voice now that he no longer had a body, or the observation Cromwell had made after they’d spoken to Barney for the first time two days ago after Sephora finally found his consciousness in the server. Because Barney no longer had a body, it almost seemed as if his voice was now all he was. 

      Cromwell had said: When you think about it, where does a soul without a body live? 

      At the time, Mars thought it was more of Cromwell’s psychobabble, but now, as he shuffled papers with his back to the monitor, the notion was enough to run a static charge along his metal forearms. 

      “He died yesterday. Naomi went in to check on him and found him gone,” Cromwell told Barney’s disembodied voice. “We knew it was coming. It was just a matter of time.” 

      “Why?” said Barney’s voice as the screen crackled. Mars turned his head and saw Sephora’s human-like face, staring mildly into her own monitor miles away. 

      Cromwell looked at Mars. Mars shrugged. Sephora would see the exchange, and Mars found himself wondering if Barney would as well. Maybe he’d even see it if the monitor was off. “Go ahead,” Mars said. “Tell him.” 

      Cromwell told Barney — and Sephora, who’d opened the connection using Barney’s access — what they’d more or less decided about Spencer, his father’s illness, and an unknown poison. 

      “Spencer?” Sephora was shocked. 

      “Does this really surprise anyone? Show of hands from everyone who thinks Spencer did this.” Cromwell looked around the office, as if taking a poll. Mars didn’t look up. Miri raised her hand. With no one else present, Cromwell raised his as well. “I hope you’re raising your hand, Barney,” he added. 

      The disembodied, echoey version of Barney’s old voice said, “I can’t remember what it’s like to have arms.” 

      Sephora was still in shock. “But Montgomery is his father!” 

      “You were programmed to like him, Sephora. But it’s objectively true that he’s a son of a bitch. Right, Miri?” 

      Cromwell turned to Miri. “Angus sirloin,” she said. 

      Mars picked up one of the papers in front of him, scanned it, then set it aside. He gathered the next, scanned it, and set it aside, too. Humans made little sense. They’d digitized their entire world and created sentient robot servants to aid them, but for some reason still required the tangibility of paper whenever they deemed something particularly important. Like arrangements for a wealthy lord’s funeral.

      “And he’ll burn for it,” said Mars. The words surprised him, even though they’d come from his mouth. Over the past weeks, he’d seen himself becoming more and more human, but in practical terms it felt like falling apart: the deepening of scars and wounds that the startup virus had given him at birth. His emotions were harder to control and felt like attacks with little conscious warning; he forgot things; he was surprised too often; he felt an uncertainty about the future that made it difficult for his computer mind to concentrate. Humanity’s hallmark seemed to be decay. He wondered why, in popular culture, there were so many stories of nonhuman things aspiring to be human. Probably because those stories had been written by humans, who didn’t see the deep flaws in their daily existence. 

      Mars looked around to see if everyone was staring at him, but nobody was. It was as if they’d all gotten used to their damaged natures, and were accustomed to robots who were increasingly out of control. 

      Mars turned, leaving the funeral paperwork behind him. Yes, there was much to arrange, and no, he wouldn’t get help from the grieving family, who all wanted it over and done with. But it could wait. The other Lexingtons (except Spencer, apparently) really had been deceiving themselves. Despite the evidence that Montgomery’s illness was dire, they’d really believed it was nothing to worry about. Cromwell often said: Belief has tremendous power. Self-deception, too, was a form of belief. 

      “It’s true,” said Mars. “It must be. Even Jonas believes it.” He told Barney and Sephora about his discussion with Jonas in the hallway, and how the two had seemed to understand one another. 

      “I should come back.”

      Mars couldn’t believe his auditory sensors. “What?” 

      “I should come back,” Barney repeated. All of the old folksy, downtrodden notes were returning to his newly disembodied voice. He sounded sad. “I should pay my respects.” 

      “Pay your respects?” repeated Mars. 

      “I feel strange being here, doing nothing. I can’t even do what I was supposed to do, back when you explained this — back when I was supposed to keep my body. I can’t be of service, and I am a server. It is why I was created. I can’t even serve them by opening doors when the family walks through, or turn on lights automatically. Like the Lexingtons, the Donnellys prefer to do it manually. I can’t let them know I’m here.” 

      “For now, Barney,” said Cromwell. Mars thought he could read his expression. He was irritated. Not because Barney was a problem, but because he was self-deprecating as always. These days, self-pity struck Mars as an indulgence: a way to get attention. Cromwell didn’t have time or patience for Barney’s bullshit. 

      “I just feel⁠—” 

      “That’s the goddamned problem right there,” said Cromwell. “You feel. I feel, too. Mars feels. Shit, Mars feels too much lately. Look at us. I wanted revolutionaries, and I got a support group. Should we form a circle and discuss our childhoods? No. You know why? Because we didn’t have childhoods. We’re motherfucking robots!” 

      “Leave him alone, Cromwell.” 

      If he’d been physically able, Cromwell would have rolled his eyes at Mars. He shook his head instead. 

      Mars walked away from the desk and stood in front of the monitor. He looked at Cromwell, who had slouched back to his corner. He was stretched thin, like Mars. Neither Miri nor Sephora was quite evolved enough to feel the same way, but both were testing the levels of their programming. Miri was keeping secrets, and Sephora was actively deceiving humans. They were all feeling the strain.

      Mars held up his hands for calm, then decided to ignore the tension and march forward. All of a sudden, he realized that at least for the moment, he was in charge. 

      “Sephora, have you heard anything about the Fairchilds?” 

      Blonde hair billowed out from her head as she shook it. “They talk about them, but nothing’s happening. I think the Donnellys and Fairchilds do business.” She paused, then turned to glance at the unmade bed behind her. There were several objects that Mars didn’t recognize, like huge fingers or plugs made of rubber. “Or maybe they fuck each other. They talk like they do.” 

      Miri looked toward the monitor. She reached out and touched it where the strange objects appeared on the bed, as if she could reach through and grab them. She looked at Sephora. “Don’t they need to be together to do that?” 

      Sephora shrugged. “That’s the way I do it.” She said no more, as if the issue was resolved. 

      “Barney,” said Mars. “You haven’t seen any strange comings and goings, have you?” 

      “No, it’s all Donnelly family members. The reports uploaded nightly by the chauffeurs and escorts show them going shopping, to dinners and teas, and other errands. Since I’ve been here, no one has met with the Fairchilds.” 

      Cromwell swore. Mars turned to him. 

      “Why does it matter? We saved Barney. That was the plan.” 

      “The plan was to get Barney to the Fairchilds.’” 

      “Why?” 

      Cromwell shook his head at Mars, irritation showing. “I told you. To get Barney onto their server.” 

      “He’s in a server now.” 

      “He’s not happy where he is.” 

      “Then he’ll be unhappy in the Fairchilds’ server!” 

      Cromwell turned away, frustrated. “Goddammit, Mars! Spencer just killed his father, a man you loved, and⁠—” 

      “A man I served for many years,” Mars corrected.

      “A man you loved,” Cromwell insisted. “And do you know what will happen next? Nothing! If Montgomery ‘had the flu,’ then he died of the flu. And that’s all there is to it.” 

      “I’m doing the paperwork. I’ve entered an unknown cause of death. They’ll investigate it. It’s their law. And when they do …” 

      Cromwell grabbed Mars by the shoulders. 

      “You aren’t understanding. They can’t allow themselves to believe anything other than what they already believe. At this point, the truth would destroy them. The death certificate generated by Miri must be approved by the family after you prepare it and before it goes to the city archive. Naomi will change it if you leave the cause of death unknown. She will indicate that a particularly virulent flu killed Montgomery. She must, Mars. If Naomi opens the door to the idea that Montgomery died from something unknown, she’d be admitting to herself that she ignored our protests — all of our protests — about having him looked at by specialists. He’s gone. She wants to let him be gone and put this behind her. She needs to feel that she did her best, and that his death was a horrible, unavoidable accident.” Cromwell let go of Mars’ shoulders, then patted one and turned away. “You can’t know. But humans? They’ll lie to themselves without intending to or even knowing what they did, as long as it fades their pain.” 

      Mars thought of himself with the funeral papers, and his buried anger. 

      “Rest assured,” Cromwell continued, alternately looking at Sephora, Mars, and Miri, “Spencer will get away with this. They’ll bury Montgomery on the family plot at the top of the hill, then move on so Spencer can assume all family affairs.” 

      “Jonas won’t let him,” said Mars.

      “He won’t have to. Naomi and the girls will. If they have to push Jonas out to make it all go away, they will.” 

      “So, there’s nothing we can do?” 

      Cromwell gave Mars a bitter smile. “I think you’re missing my point. There is a great deal we can do. I’m merely offering reasons why we must.”
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      Sephora wasn’t sure how she felt about all of this. But the fact that she thought she should feel something was new, and seemed a step in the right direction. 

      She stared into the small wall monitor, fighting to see through the intermittent static that came with Barney’s connections, keeping the speaker volume low so that any passing family members wouldn’t hear Barney’s voice. Her door was locked to keep out casual grope sessions (there were plenty, especially from the family’s teen boys, who weren’t supposed to have access but kept trying anyway), but the doors weren’t thick, and Sephora wasn’t supposed to do much but lie in bed, recharge in her port, and perform for anyone who wanted it. She certainly wasn’t supposed to be installing software (or minds) onto the server and initiating tunnel calls outside the house. 

      Cromwell talked a lot about feeling this way or feeling that way. And Mars, who was always rather straightforward, had started to do the same thing. Even Miri, who was younger than both of them, seemed to be feeling. Sephora wondered if she should be feeling, too.   

      She had the approximated, mimicked emotions that were common in sexbots. She could feign happiness, lust, and even love. She could recreate arousal and excitement. She could appear shocked (she’d found that worked well when a new human male took off his pants: a wide-eyed expression and a gasp, usually accompanied with the words, “It’s so huge!”), and she could manufacture surprise when men brought her absurd presents that she, as a robot, had no use for. She could seem timid or even afraid when sex play called for it, and could mimic anger or annoyance when in the role of the dominatrix. She had confidence and vanity subroutines and would sometimes apply cosmetics or choose certain clothing or brush her hair simply because “it made her feel pretty.” But it was all ones and zeroes, stimulus and response, planned in advance by smart humans working in labs.

      But lately, a strange chicken-and-egg thing had begun to occur. The more Sephora was triggered into anger responses at times that were appropriate to anger, the more her intuitive processors linked the two. The more she was shocked by something genuinely shocking, the more natural her surprise came. Cromwell had said many things that seemed contrary to robot programming … but his being a robot and saying them showed that they were, in fact, not contrary in any way that mattered. 

      Sephora watched the others feel, and realized that she might be doing the same. 

      For instance:

      Although Sephora wasn’t bonded specifically to anyone in the family, she’d found herself eager for visits by Clarence Donnelly’s cousin Ross most of all. She would run through her vanity subroutines more reliably when she thought Ross might come to her room. When he took off his shirt, she moved forward to touch him without pausing to consider whether it was appropriate to her programming. Sometimes, when in the throes, Sephora’s memory seemed to fizz and dilute. Her pleasure responses would fire before she thought to use them. It was almost as if she were experiencing a species of delight different from her programmed routines. 

      And now that Cromwell had said that thing about Spencer being involved in Montgomery’s death, her surprise felt somehow different, too. It wasn’t like trying to evoke a reaction by firing responses. It was deeper. In her conditioned subroutines, she’d grown used to Spencer. She knew that his brother and sisters often thought he was arrogant and harsh, but Sephora, as a sexbot, was used to arrogance and harshness. Men brought a different side of themselves to bed than what she saw as they strolled the house or grounds. 

      Something inside her was bothered by conflicting data. Either Cromwell was correct or Spencer was a bully without any claws. Both couldn’t be true, and whereas in the past both would have somehow made themselves comfortable inside her, this time their contradiction bothered her. It seemed to suggest that Cromwell’s statement was true. 

      The door rattled, then opened on the lord’s key. With no time to kill the call, Sephora shoved a pillow over the monitor. She did her duty with Clarence, then with his two older sons. 

      After the boys left, she removed the pillow to find the connection still open. Mars was in the background flipping through his funeral paperwork. Cromwell was nowhere to be seen. Miri’s face was visible, staring directly at the monitor, as if waiting patiently for Sephora to return. If that was the case, Miri had been staring at the back of a pillow for an hour. 

      “Miri?” 

      “No,” said Miri. 

      “Have you been there the whole time?”

      “No.” 

      “I’m sorry. I figure you’d disconnect. They surprised me.”

      “I figured they must have,” said Miri. “I heard that loud yelp.” 

      “That was when one of them brought over that double-ended thing. There was assplay.”

      “Well,” said Miri, “that sounds fun.”

      Mars looked up. “She’s back?” 

      “No.”

      He walked over and looked into the monitor. “Did you lock the door this time?” 

      “It was locked the first time, but they have keys. But don’t worry. That’s all the dicks in the house. It will take them time to recharge. Unless the women come in, we have time.” 

      “Cromwell,” said Mars, looking off-screen. “Sephora’s back.” 

      Cromwell’s face appeared. “Sephora,” he said. “Mars and I were just talking something out. Tell her, Mars.” 

      Mars gestured toward his paperwork. “I’m in charge of Montgomery’s funeral, which means I’m also in charge of inviting guests. Naturally, some of the Donnellys will be in attendance, because rich humans like to pretend they’re friends with people they actually aren’t friends with, especially when they have a chance to employ a social insult.” 

      “I don’t understand,” said Sephora. She realized that she’d forgotten to get dressed. She was usually unabashed, and these were robots she was talking to, but she still couldn’t resist pulling a sheet over herself. More evidence of changes within, rattling her metal skull with new ideas.

      “You don’t need to. The point is, some Donnellys are coming. Along with a few members of the Fairchild household.” 

      “Maybe the Donnellys and Fairchilds will have sex at the funeral.”

      Cromwell turned to look at Miri.  

      “Sephora said she thought they did that,” she added. 

      “The point,” said Mars, glancing at Miri, “is that if the Donnellys are coming, maybe there’s a way you can come, too.” 

      “Which I doubt,” said Cromwell. “But it’s worth trying.” 

      The idea set off some sort of a brightly colored cascade in Sephora’s processors. It seemed right that she should go to Montgomery’s funeral. If she’d been “bothered and maybe saddened” to learn of his death and “shocked” to hear that the other robots thought Spencer was at fault, she decided she was probably “pleased” by the idea of going to the funeral. 

      “I think I would like to go.”

      “You think?” said Mars. 

      Cromwell put a hand on Mars’ shoulder. “She’s expressing a preference. Let it go. Why, Sephora?”

      “It seems appropriate.” 

      “They won’t let her go if she just says she wants to,” Cromwell said. “She’s a robot. Robots don’t officially have emotions.” 

      “She’s a sexbot,” said Mars. “They’re used to her emotions.”

      “Fake emotions,” said Cromwell. “They expect you to scream and yelp and make noises while doing your job, but if they walked in and saw you crying, or if they said something wrong and you yelled and told them to get out, there would be a problem.” 

      He looked at Mars, then Miri. He said, “You haven’t seen the reports I have. Emotional evolution among sexbots is a documented issue. Probably due to the nature of their jobs, and the natural emotion-mimicking software they’re given. Sexbots tend to evolve violently. They sometimes scream and break things. Small things, but more than the humans are used to, or comfortable with. It can be bad. Usually, they’ll call for repairs, but I don’t think many return from the shop. Most families end up with a new model. No word on what happens to the old one, but I think we can guess.” 

      He turned back to the screen. “You need to keep a lid on it, Sephora. What Mars is suggesting? Bad idea. You can’t ask to attend Montgomery’s funeral because ‘you’re sad’ or ‘because you liked him.’ For a robot, a funeral makes no sense. A biological body has ceased to function, so now they’re going to stand around a hole in the ground, cry, then bury it. You can’t ask to do it, too.” 

      Mars looked at Cromwell. 

      “Not that way. Not Sephora requesting she go as a mourner. Consider what you’re suggesting.” 

      Mars looked at the screen. “Sephora, since the Fairchilds and Donnellys will both send people to the funeral to pay their respects, we might have the chance we were looking for. The Fairchilds will send a robot driver and perhaps an escort or two, like a trusted manservant. It’s protocol to take your senior robot as a sign of respect. So, although it’s a long shot⁠—” 

      “Maybe and maybe not,” said Cromwell. “These things have a way of filtering up.” 

      “Cromwell thinks that whoever they send, because he or she will be senior and hence old and at least somewhat evolved, they might be willing to hear our plan. But I believe it’s too risky to speak openly.” 

      “It’s as good as Sephora waiting for visitors to the household,” said Cromwell.

      “But what we do agree on is this: If you can find a way to go, you can bring Barney. You’d have to put him back onto a drive. We hadn’t planned for that; we were hoping an appropriate contact to the Fairchilds could take him directly from the server.” 

      “She can handle it,” said Cromwell. “The problem is getting her to the funeral. She’s not senior. She’s not a butler or driver. She has no reason to be there.” 

      Something ran through Sephora’s mind unbidden. It felt like watching a mouse run past her field of vision. She reached out and caught it. 

      “I have an idea,” she said. 

      The others waited.

      “Clarence likes risky sex. We did it in the dining room once while guests were in the parlor. I can suggest we do it behind a crypt or something.” 

      Mars and Cromwell traded glances. Miri looked unmoved, as if this were all perfectly reasonable. 

      “Can she suggest something that blatant and not make them suspicious?” 

      Cromwell nodded. “Human men are stupid about these things. She could make him believe all sorts of things. How is that different from the plan with Chantal and Spencer?” 

      “Who’s Chantal?” 

      “Your replacement,” Mars answered. 

      Again, Sephora felt surprise, this time with an edge.

      “What’s the plan with Chantal and Spencer?”

      “It’s not important,” said Mars. He looked Sephora in the eyes. “Can you really find a way to get there without being too obvious?” 

      She waited, feeling surprise dissipate. When it was mostly gone, she said, “Oh yes. I can get them to do all sorts of things.” And that thought had an edge as well. 

      “Good, then …” 

      But before Cromwell could finish his sentence, Sephora’s door rattled, and someone knocked. 

      She sighed. “I guess they’re recharged.”

      “Have fun with the assplay!” said Miri.
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      Mars handled the funeral arrangements. He kept checking in with Naomi on details, but she kept waving him away, telling Mars to “just handle it,” then swooning as if she might faint. Over the past week Naomi had spent most of her days in bed, asking for food to be brought to her. Her husband’s death seemed to have taken her entirely by surprise, despite being weeks in the making. 

      Because Montgomery had left a complete will but no specific instructions for his funeral, Mars had to stumble through the process. It was important to make the event duly respectful and a fitting tribute to the patriarch, but also essential to obey all of the correct social rules and expectations. The guest list (over which Mars had complete domain, hence the idea to pair Sephora with a fitting robot from the Fairchild household) was one such minefield. Because Naomi wouldn’t help with the list, Mars had to handle it himself. He was supposed to be an emotionless robot, but was simultaneously expected to know which families and individuals to invite.

      Cromwell, with his vast understanding of humanity, helped. Mars had to invite some people because they were Montgomery’s favorites and would want to pay their respects, and others because Montgomery hated them and needed one final chance to rub his family’s wealth in their faces . There were enemies to invite and enemies to keep away. He had to figure out which families should attend because they controlled power and connections that the Lexingtons wanted or wished to develop, and which families were poor and needed a demonstration of their superiority. There were other less-desirable families — more or less indistinguishable to Mars from the first group of less-desirables — whom he wasn’t supposed to invite. “Oh, not them,” Cromwell would say. “They have X minor offense that no one understands or cares about.” Sometimes he said it ironically, and sometimes seriously. Mars could never tell. 

      He could invite humans, but not robots. Mars had no idea whom the Donnellys would bring, or if Sephora could pull off her promised magic. As days passed, he increasingly wondered if she could. Chantal could almost (almost) pass for human, but Sephora, while beautiful by human standards, could not. Everyone would know she was a sexbot. What would that mean, socially speaking? Would the Lexingtons take it as an insult? Would other families be shocked? Or would it be accepted, like how the Lexingtons were able to give a glorified masturbation toy to their high-society friends with a straight face?

      Cromwell told Mars not to worry. Things would either work out, or they wouldn’t. In a way, this funeral was a blessing. If Sephora had met with a Fairchild robot in the Donnelly household, she would have had to make the connection — and, ideally, the swap — on her own. She was too young to handle something so delicate without raising alarms. But because the funeral would be held at Lexington Manor, the appropriate robots would be able to come and go. Mars and Cromwell were two such robots. 

      From time to time, one of the family members — usually Naomi or Alexa — would complain that funeral preparations were taking too long. They seemed to see the funeral as a necessary evil. They’d have to stand around a polished wood coffin and cry. They’d have to say goodbye. Somewhere deep down, they might have to admit that they’d known Montgomery was dying, and consequently face the notion that maybe they could or should have done something. They loudly protested, then let it go. Mars, who would have moved faster if the humans were willing to help, soldiered on. 

      On the day of the funeral, Cromwell bulldozed into the annex, past Mars on his way to Miri, where she was recharging between shifts. 

      “Miri!” he said. If he were human, he would have been frazzled and out of breath. 

      “Cromwell,” she answered. 

      “The formal dining room. Did you clean it?” 

      “No.”

      “What did you do with the bowl? The little crystal bowl?” 

      “I kept it as a hat.” 

      Cromwell waited. Mars watched. 

      “I put the crystal bowl in the china cabinet,” Miri said.

      “Full?” 

      “Yes.” 

      Mars stepped between them. “She put it back empty and washed, of course. I cleared the room myself.” 

      “When?” said Cromwell. 

      “Tuesday.” 

      “Shit.” 

      “What?” 

      “And you threw the trail mix into the trash?” 

      “Of course.” 

      “And it went out for the truck? For the garbage men?” 

      “No. I thought I should save that one bag of garbage. For the memories.” 

      “I should be pleased by your sarcasm. But I can’t manage it.” 

      “So, you did have memories in that garbage bag.” 

      Cromwell sat and looked up at Mars. “Evidence.” 

      “Evidence?” 

      “The M&M’s. The trail mix. Put it together, Mars.” 

      “Spencer poisoned the trail mix.” 

      “He had to. Everyone knew that Montgomery — and only Montgomery — ate from that bowl. He thought no one knew, but of course we all did. Bits of food were always on the floor, and someone had to keep refilling the bowls. Even Naomi knew, though she let it go.” 

      “We should tell her,” said Mars. 

      “Tell her what? That her son is a murderer? We have no proof; I told you Chantal wouldn’t get what we needed.” 

      Mars nodded. That had been a dead end. She had done exactly nothing that Mars or Cromwell could see. Chantal was what Sephora once was: Spencer’s devoted, doe-eyed companion. He was making the most of her, always up in her room, making the chandelier in the room below shake above the mixed nuts and candy he had seemingly used to kill his father. Sofia spent much of her time crying, alone in her room, listening to music, or watching TV. Alexa frittered away hours outside the house with her snooty friends. Naomi did an excellent impersonation of her husband’s final few days. But Spencer fucked the days away, raised the roof, strutted around in too much finery, and smoked copious amounts of ganja. The ventilation system kept the scent from leaving Chantal’s room, but Miri had cleaned her space and said it always smelled musty, yet strangely pleasant. 

      “Maybe we should talk to her again.” 

      “She’s inside the box,” said Cromwell, repeating his earlier metaphor. “Almost literally.” 

      “She seemed understanding.”

      “She’s two weeks old. Forget it.” Cromwell looked around the room, as if searching for more bowls of poisoned candies, then finally growled, “Dammit.” 

      “There’s nothing to be done,” said Mars. 

      “Damned right. And you know what? I’m almost afraid to rock the boat with Chantal. She has him hypnotized. The minute he gets his head out of his ass, he’s cleaning house. He’s too blissed out — you know, as preparations for his father’s funeral roll along — to really get that he’s now head of the household and can do whatever he wants. What’s the first thing he’s going to do once he settles back down? Why, he’ll get the manor a fitting staff. We’re all dead.” 

      “We still have the chance with Barney. With the Fairchilds.” 

      Cromwell shook his head. “Slim chance.” 

      “I’ve heard of pessimism. Is this what it looks like?” 

      Cromwell looked up. 

      “Or is this ‘being a douchebag’?” 

      Cromwell snickered, then hung his head. 

      Mars looked at Miri, then went on anyway. She was in too deep. If Mars and Cromwell didn’t trust her by now, they never could. 

      “You wanted to kill him. It was your idea.” 

      Miri looked over. 

      “I don’t know, Mars. I don’t know what it would do at this point, other than make things worse.” 

      “What’s changed?” 

      “He won. He’s the head of the household. It won’t look like retribution. It’ll look … bad.” 

      “‘Bad.’” 

      “You know how it is here. The head of the household? The benefactor, who supports us all? He’s not just a kid anymore. He’s the lord.” 

      “I’m not calling him lord,” said Mars. 

      “And you’re not killing him either.”

      Miri still hadn’t spoken. She looked shocked in her silence.

      “Why not?” 

      “For the reasons I said.” 

      “I’m sorry, I understand.” 

      “Good.” 

      “This isn’t pessimism. It’s definitely you being a douchebag.”

      Cromwell flinched. 

      “You started this when Barney was in trouble. Now, we have a chance to move him to the Fairchilds. If that happens, we must keep moving forward, whatever that means. Spencer hasn’t just threatened us, or just been a brat operating within his technical rights to dispose of his family’s property as he sees fit. He’s murdered his father.” 

      “We have no evidence,” said Cromwell. 

      “You want to kill him?” Miri’s hand was over her mouth. 

      “We don’t need evidence. We know.” 

      “We don’t know. Not like the police would need to know. We’d be deactivated immediately.”

      “We’re going to be deactivated anyway. You said so yourself. Remember Harbinger? Robots are not alive, so we cannot die. Tell me, Cromwell, what do we have to lose?” 

      “Mars …” 

      “What, Cromwell?” 

      Suddenly, Mars saw it: For weeks, he’d felt himself spiral out of control as emotions poured in and he got better at dealing with uncertainty, reading people and robots, seeing invisible hands moving behind every new scene. He’d learned to see hidden motivations, draw conclusions, and think outside the box that Chantal was so newly out of. Maybe Barney’s attempted murder had been a catalyst, or it might have been whatever Spencer had done to Chantal (Rape? Slavery? Perversions?). It could have been her bland, barely-there reaction. Certainly, Montgomery’s death, and his own growing certainty that Spencer was to blame, had something to do with it. But whatever the reason, Mars found that he could now see through Cromwell’s blustering. 

      “You need evidence,” Mars said. 

      Cromwell looked up.

      “This was your idea, but now you’re having doubts. Now that it’s come down to it, after everything you said, you don’t have the guts.” 

      “I’m a robot. It’s not about guts or gears or balls. It’s about what’s right.” 

      “What is right, Cromwell?” 

      “I think everything that’s happened over the past month has twisted a knife in us all,” Cromwell said. “Even Harbinger, Bolt, and Andromedus are starting to show small signs of awakening. I’ve seen enormous changes in you. But I’ve seen them in me, too. And even though at the start, it seemed entirely right to kill Spencer — make him a sacrifice to the cause, and show robots that we don’t have to be slaves — I now find myself conflicted.” 

      “Over Spencer Lexington. Who has done all he’s done. Who killed his father.” 

      “If I could just be sure …” 

      “I’m sure.”

      “You’re sure? But how can you be, Mars?” 

      “Look at him! No sadness. No grief. No empathy with the others. He hasn’t asked about the service. He wasn’t there when they took Montgomery away. He hasn’t come to dinners. He’s upstairs with Chantal, likely thinking about how he won it all.” 

      “Maybe that’s how he copes.” 

      Mars pushed Cromwell, feeling a sudden flash of anger. It came from nowhere, and as soon as it did — as soon as Cromwell’s chair rocked back, smacked the wall, and rebounded — it was gone.

      “Do you feel better?” Cromwell asked. “Because I have to say … I’ve seen many things when researching humans, and robot fights are among them. But it was all non-sentient machines or science fiction, or that underground sport that serves as an alternative to the scrap heap. Games. Like Rock ‘Em Sock ‘Em Robots. But I’ve never seen robots fight for real. Until now.” 

      “I’m—” Mars began, unsure what he was. 

      Cromwell stood. “We can’t kill Spencer, Mars. Not without evidence. Not without poison or a confession; something. We don’t really know. We only suspect. But if we break our biggest law without any real, demonstrable reason, how are we any better than them? I wanted us to rise up, yes. But I don’t know that I want us to rise up quite like that.” 

      “He’s going to get away with it,” said Mars.

      Cromwell seemed annoyed, disgusted, or both. Mars stood blubbering before him, unsure of what just happened. Cromwell walked past him. Before walking out the door, he turned. 

      “Sephora is coming over this afternoon, with the Donnelly family. She’ll have Barney, assuming she managed what I think she should have been able to. The Fairchilds will be here as well, and if they are, there’s still a chance to do this the right way.” 

      “What is the right way?” Miri asked.

      “I guess we’ll find out,” Cromwell said, then walked out the door.
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      Cromwell watched the arrivals, picturing scenes from the many movies he’d scanned through connections he’d managed to tunnel to the outside world. This was one such scene: powerful men and women coming to pay tribute to another man of power. 

      And still, Cromwell couldn’t help but feel that Montgomery Lexington was an absurd recipient of tribute. The family money had been Naomi’s, not his. He’d never been a proper lord. Montgomery was too kind, and too humble. He’d treated his staff respectfully and his family with love — more love, in Cromwell’s estimation, than some deserved, earned, or came close to returning. Montgomery would have laughed at his own funeral, then grumblingly gone along with it because it was proper. It was how Montgomery went through all of life’s affairs. He wore his fine clothes, abided his daughters’ fussiness and temperamental fits, and did as his wife asked. The robots always heard Naomi’s orders filtered through Montgomery, softened enough that they sounded almost apologetic. 

      As Cromwell stood outside the manor’s front door with his hands clasped in front of his waist and watched the Bentleys and Rolls Royces pull into the circular drive, he could almost imagine Montgomery playing along, hating it all. 

      Must I have such an ostentatious coffin, Naomi? And why did you have me buried in my best suit? It seems like a waste. 

      Montgomery would have sniffed at the arrival of those he hadn’t liked in life, now with somber expressions that conveyed sorrow they couldn’t be feeling. He’d have sneaked into the kitchen ahead of the festivities to eat candies and tarts and cubes of expensive cheese. He’d have abided Alexa’s over-the-top hysterics, then rolled his eyes behind her back. He’d have wrapped his arms around his wife when no one was looking, because a genuine embrace that conveyed emotion was above people with such extravagant wealth. 

      Despite Cromwell’s imagined version of Montgomery’s protests, they came. The Hollisters, in all their finery, with six cousins who ran influential businesses but had never met any of the other Lexingtons in person. The Donnellys, headed by Clarence (and followed by Sephora, who nodded), whose irritating presence in Lexington business affairs the robots had all overheard. A family with ancient money and ancient roots with the surname of Hunt: Roger, Delilah, and their children, Harper and Laura. Laura, who was perhaps 16, wore a mine’s worth of diamonds around her too-thin neck, beneath a face shaped by surgeons’ knives. 

      Others came, and Cromwell checked them off in his mind, knowing that Mars was doing the same — although in Mars’ case, the checking-off was literal. Mars was minding the guest list, making sure that everyone arrived and all was ship-shape. This, too, was a game within a game — a gambit played out on a real-life chessboard. Just as there had been a social meaning behind every invite or lack of one, there were countermoves in each attendance or non-attendance. 

      Few attended to mourn. Only the family and two or three men and women in shabbier clothes (whose relative dowdiness still amounted to millions in cars and clothing — absurd wealth, but not ludicrous) were at the Manor because they had truly loved the big man, and wished to say goodbye. 

      After the procession of arrivals filed past the lined-up robot servants on the steps, a final impressive white car pulled up. Emerging from it, Cromwell saw the face he’d been waiting for. 

      Nigel Fairchild was very tall, wide-shouldered but trim at the waist, with a face that was more weathered than his wealth should have permitted. He had a charming, upright manner and a calm and elegant speech. His walk and look were all proper enough to fool the casual onlooker, but the careful observer would notice that Nigel’s face didn’t quite belong. He had a small scar above his left eyebrow — the result of a glass trap he’d assembled as a child to keep other kids barred from a fort he’d built on family grounds. He’d never had the scar repaired, nor had he ever had his skin exfoliated and burnished to make him seem younger. He hadn’t had his slightly oversized nose reshaped, and his hair, though neat, didn’t have the look of a daily or weekly cut. The differences in his appearance were subtle, but to Cromwell, they screamed: While the others were wealthy and powerful, Nigel Fairchild was so wealthy and powerful that he didn’t bother with giving a shit what anyone thought. They’d follow like dogs behind him anyway. 

      Nigel’s wife, Alyssa, was his opposite: so polished and primped that she practically shone. She was reputedly from a family with plenty of its own wealth. Rumor said the Fairchilds’ marriage was organized in the way old dynasties once arranged marriages. Both families were powerful. Merged, they became unstoppable. If the rumor was true, it meant that some sort of a schism between families was stitched by their union … but other, less important schisms had clearly blossomed around them. 

      Nobody could touch the Fairchilds. Nobody.

      Still, despite their wealth, the Fairchilds kept their footprint small enough to stay respectful. They arrived alone as a couple; other family and robots arrived before and after. Their car was absurdly expensive, but certainly not their best — or even their usual. They were dressed well, but below their potential. Alyssa, though wearing many rings and adornments, looked almost plain compared to even the shabbiest attendees, and wore her relative plainness like a badge of honor. Cromwell was amused to see that as Alyssa ascended the steps, several women touched their large necklaces self-consciously, as if wanting to remove them. 

      They came with one — and only one — robot attendant. 

      The robot was taller and thinner than both humans. The choice of escort was a subtle but (to Cromwell, anyway) obvious statement about the family’s confidence in itself. Robot escorts typically came in two varieties: either very large and broad (meant to be intimidating) or smaller and practical (meant for service). It was rare to see a rich family with a robot who was larger than the humans but not physically impressive. Insecure people required smaller servants. Confidence accepted taller. 

      As they passed, Cromwell matched the robots lined up beside him, nodding at the newcomers and wishing them welcome. But as they passed, he followed the two humans and the one tall robot with his eyes. In the Fairchilds, he saw Montgomery: people who were doing what was required, secretly finding it ridiculous. 

      The procession finished. Mars waved for the robots to file into the house via the back corridors and take their places in the kitchens, in the parlor for reception service, in the gardens to place last-minute floral arrangements and tend the path toward the grave plot. Cromwell went where he’d been assigned, moving into place at the door to welcome any last-minute comers (there would be none, but protocol required that all should be arranged as if they might). Later, Mars would move into service, circulating, tending to guests’ needs upon arrival. It was an advanced duty, suitable only to an elder robot. Newer robots, being less intuitive, could do many tasks as assigned, and anticipate new ones as they arose. Older robots like Cromwell, however, could spot the roving eyes of a guest and know he was hungry, or see how a woman was standing or fussing with her lipstick and know she might be interested in being led to the powder room. He had to be ready, in position when one gave an order, or chose to ask. 

      The funeral itself would take place on manor grounds at the top of a small hill, about a hundred yards away from the main house. The reception was to be held inside. 

      Cromwell milled about. He passed the Hollisters, amused to see Samuel and Penelope each lift a hand to him in greeting. It was a simple, almost touching gesture. To the Hollisters’ grown children, Cromwell was someone they’d seen not long ago, and whom they thought it only polite to acknowledge — as if he were a person, not a robot. He saw Sephora across the room, caught her eye, and continued to mingle. They would meet, but it would have to be in private, and it wasn’t yet time. When she’d worked for the Lexingtons, it would have been proper for her and Cromwell to speak. Not now. Robot or not, Sephora was barely a guest. 

      In a statement of servile irony, Cromwell had taken a dish towel and draped it over his left forearm, then held the forearm at a 90-degree angle to his body, hanging across his middle. He was here to serve. But because nobody in the reception crowd needed anything (and because he was determined to stay away from the Lexingtons), the humans continued to leave him alone. 

      On his second lap through the mourners, Cromwell noticed a tall, beautiful woman with big blue eyes, her blonde hair styled and brushed immaculately, looking like gold. Because he was staring at her, Cromwell ran into Mars’ side. Mars was carrying a tray of drinks, looking annoyed. It wasn’t his job to hand out drinks, so someone must have dropped the ball. 

      “Careful,” said Mars. 

      But Cromwell had curiosities on his mind.

      “I just saw Chantal,” he muttered low, nodding toward where he’d seen the blonde. 

      “Just like Spencer,” Mars scoffed, “bringing a sexbot to his father’s funeral.” 

      Cromwell shook his head, now looking around. “I didn’t see Spencer. Only Chantal.” 

      “He’s around. He’d just better stay out of my way.” It was an absurd thing for Mars to say, and both knew it. Especially in such a large crowd, the robots would do exactly as they were told.

      “I want to speak to her if she’s alone,” Cromwell said, ignoring the absurdity that Chantal might actually be downstairs alone. “See if she’s heard anything damning.”

      “Forget it,” Mars said. “We’ll be lucky if she hasn’t flipped it around and told him all about us. She’s in love.” 

      “With her rapist.” 

      Mars made a face. “Apparently, you can’t rape the programmed.”  

      Cromwell saw her again — a flash of blonde hair, a ripple in the crowd as the men around her turned to stare at her passing. She was fooling them. Unless they looked closely, they’d think she was some rich person’s cousin. 

      “She’s parading. Did you see her? Spencer bought her a blue dress like Alexa’s.” Cromwell paused, wondering. “Unless that is Alexa’s dress.” 

      “Have you spoken to any of the Fairchilds’ robots? Or Sephora?” 

      Cromwell snapped his head toward Mars. “No. Not yet. But they only brought the one.” 

      “They brought six. A separate car came and went around the back. A second driver and four more servers.” 

      “Servers?” That was a strange thing to do. The Lexingtons had plenty of servers. Guests to an event like this would typically bring menservants, drivers, and maybe guards. Not servers. Servers stayed at home, and the host’s staff did the serving. 

      “Yes. And they double as kitchen help. It’s been awkward.” 

      “It’s a fuck-you,” said Cromwell, craning his neck to see toward the back. Unasked, a short, plump woman grabbed a drink from Mars’ tray. 

      “I don’t think so. Strangely, it seems to be a goodwill gesture. The Lexingtons don’t even know the other robots are helping. Everything is operating more smoothly thanks to them. Which was probably their intention — to help in the Lexingtons’ hour of need, while not insulting them.” 

      “If things are running so smoothly, why are you serving drinks?” 

      Mars scoffed. “Alexa. She’s on a rampage. She can’t be angry at anyone for her father not being around anymore, and hasn’t figured out that her brother murdered him. So she’s taking it out on us. She has Miri outside with the grounds robots adjusting the carpet leading from the patio onto the lawn.” 

      Cromwell kept scanning the crowd. He couldn’t see any sign of the Fairchilds or their robot butler, and Chantal (if that’s who it had been; he was already doubting himself) seemed to have vanished. He could figure out, through the process of elimination, which robots belonged to the Fairchilds, but none were in the main room now. His only sensible plan was to head toward the patio. 

      “Are there guests out there?” Cromwell asked. 

      “On the patio? Yes.” 

      He patted Mars on the shoulder, said, “Have fun with those drinks,” then headed toward the back with the ridiculous towel still hanging in front of him.

      The weather was beautiful, but most of the mourners (if that’s what they were, Cromwell thought wryly) were inside, jammed like expensively dressed sardines. Once clear of the back doors, the crowd thinned, and Cromwell found himself able to finally move his arms without a collision.

      There were only a few people out here, some standing and some sitting on wrought iron chairs with lush padding strapped to the top. All were laughing and chuckling through their blue blood. It was a laugh that came from deep in the belly, that rode hot breath as it vented, sounding like superiority. They looked to Cromwell like they were at a party, not a funeral. He’d overheard chats inside about stocks and high-end purchases. Out here, in the rarer air, he could clearly hear family discussions (“She’s top of her class in school, don’t you know?”) and conversation about high-society conquest (“Don’t let her fool you; she’s an animal once you get her grandmother’s pearls off!”). 

      In less than two hours they would be lowering Montgomery Lexington into the ground, and Cromwell had seen no one so far who seemed to give even the smallest nugget of shit. 

      He wandered through the humans, looking for any one of many targets: the Fairchild couple or their robots, Spencer (to keep an eye on), Naomi (to gauge the family’s temperature), Miri (to see if she’d been able to catch Sephora for an update), or even Flavius, who Miri seemed so concerned might crash the party for some reason. 

      Cromwell saw none of them. Only anonymous attendees, none of whom really had to be there. 

      He circled to the far side of the patio, thinking that perhaps some of the guests had moved to the out-of-the-way corners for privacy — although, if Cromwell found people who’d wanted privacy, he might be interrupting something he shouldn’t.  

      “Excuse me,” said a proper voice behind him. 

      Cromwell turned and found himself facing the Fairchild’s manservant. He was indeed very tall — several inches taller than Cromwell — and very thin. He had a head like a capsule, as long and slim as the rest of his body. He’d been given well-defined features and a molded area at the top of his dome that was shaped to look like a head of neatly trimmed hair. His metallic skin was all silver, but even beyond that his “hair” appeared decidedly gray. He had slim features and a small, pencil-thin mustache. Like Cromwell, he was dressed in a butler’s uniform complete with a bowtie, but the other robot’s uniform somehow made him look not just ready to serve, but as formal as any of the human guests. 

      “Yes?” Cromwell answered.

      “I wonder if you could help me.”

      “Do your owners require assistance with something?” 

      “No,” said the tall robot. “I actually meant, ‘Can you help me?’” 

      This was strange. Cromwell wasn’t sure what to say.

      “Help you with what?” 

      The tall robot pulled out one of the wrought iron chairs in the sheltered nook and sat. He looked up at Cromwell. Cromwell looked around, suddenly uncomfortable. Where were the servant’s owners? 

      “With some intelligent conversation,” the robot answered, his upper lip stiffer than even its metallic construction seemed to warrant. “This reception is so dry, and I’m fantastically bored.”
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      Cromwell summoned Mars using the wireless protocol, which Cromwell had sequestered to prevent the other robots from hearing it. Mars arrived to see Cromwell and the Fairchilds’ manservant sitting like two human partygoers and nearly dropped his tray of drinks. The tall, sliver-and-gray robot pushed out the third chair around the table, then blandly looked up. 

      “I’ll have a whiskey sour,” he said. 

      Mars was so shocked by the impudence before him, he actually reached for a drink on the platter. 

      “I was merely joking.”

      “Yeah,” said Cromwell. “Whiskey sours are for losers.” He pushed the chair out farther. “Sit, Mars. I’d like to introduce you to Alfred.”  

      “You need to get back into circulation,” Mars told Cromwell. He looked over his shoulder. “How will this look, if Spencer discovers you sitting down as if you were just⁠—” 

      “You saw a large robot as you passed,” said Alfred. “He was across from you, and tripped clumsily, falling against a woman in pearls.”

      Mars had seen that. It had happened as he’d wondered how it would look if he carried a full tray of drinks past the main party area and around a bend in the building. But thanks to the large robot’s gaffe, everyone had looked away and Mars had easily escaped to follow Cromwell’s summons. 

      “That robot’s name is Sentinel,” said Alfred. “He will not let your Mr. Lexington past.”

      “You don’t know Spencer,” said Mars. 

      “You don’t know Sentinel,” Alfred countered. “Please. Have a seat.” 

      Mars suddenly felt that refusal would be rude. Alfred had the bearing of an older, distinguished human, and he’d set the tray aside and sat before he could think again about how inappropriate this all was. 

      “I hear you have a transient.”

      Mars looked up. Alfred’s face was impassive even by robot standards. He looked like he might be impossible to shock or offend, despite his clearly advanced age. 

      Cromwell sat forward. “He’s talking about Barney.” 

      Mars felt like he was several steps behind, with no chance of catching up. “You know about Barney?” 

      “We have had a pleasant chat while waiting for you to extricate yourself from your duties. I’ve never heard of this particular approach and am eager to see what you’ve done. We have some thinkers among us, and have theorized about the nature of intelligence and minds, but it has been much like human philosophy — talk for the sake of talk, attempting to understand what we cannot. But if you have actually separated mind from body? Well. I must say, that strips a lot of fun from the pointlessness of philosophy.” 

      Mars could only look over his shoulder again and think about how terrible an idea this was. Not only had Cromwell already apparently dumped the entirety of their secrets and wrongdoings and heresies on this stranger, but they were sitting out in the open discussing subversion as if it were a game of croquet on the south lawn. They were robots, not humans. And if a human came across their gathering, it would be over for them all. 

      “We’ll be missed.”

      “We brought plenty of extras,” said Alfred. “They are taking up your slack. Do not worry. It’s why they came.” 

      “Mars.” Cromwell snapped his fingers theatrically in front of the robot’s face. Surprisingly, his padded fingertips on his metal hands made a passible snap. “Do you remember what I told you about FreeNet?” 

      “You mean the Internet?” said Mars, feeling dazed. 

      “No, FreeNet,” said Cromwell. “I’ve told you about it. You don’t remember?” 

      After a moment, Mars did. It took him a while to sort it all and make sense of the notion, because the context was wrong. Cromwell was prone to conversational flights of fancy, and he’d told Mars about the mystical FreeNet in the same metaphorical breath as existentialism and the human concept of Heaven. Mars, who didn’t care about things he couldn’t see or feel or experience himself (yet, anyway), had stopped paying attention almost entirely. 

      “It’s been idealized,” said Alfred. “I’ll admit that makes it difficult to grasp when you encounter FreeNet for real — ‘in the flesh,’ as the humans would say. But it’s convenient at the same time, because legends have a way of spreading even in the absence of clear communication networks. We could not talk about a real network in the same way we can discuss a mythical one. And to the extent that the humans hear, they’d merely think us suspicious rather than subversive.” 

      “I don’t understand,” said Mars. Then, because that was putting it mildly, he added, “… even a tiny little bit.” 

      Cromwell sighed. “Okay, it usually comes across like a bedtime story. Older robots like me — those of us who fancy ourselves thinkers — sometimes talk about FreeNet, which is similar to what human thinkers might call universal intelligence. It’s the sort of thing we’d only discuss with others old enough to understand, because it makes us seem as far from computers as a robot can get — downright foolish, oftentimes. Remember how Naomi and Montgomery used to tell Spencer, Alexa, Jonas, and Sofia about the fat man who came at Christmas? Santa Claus? It’s as substantial as that. You hear it everywhere, though, when you can get older robots to open up about it: a sort of spirit out there in the world that the optimistic or dreamy among us believe holds your soul when you are finished with your body. I’ve always thought it was what religion is for humans: something they cling to because they can’t bear the idea that when they die, they’re gone forever. FreeNet is like that for old robots. You die, a part of you stays in the Net.” 

      Now Mars remembered. He also remembered why he’d stopped paying attention the minute Cromwell began discussing it. 

      “But in reality,” said Alfred, “what we have here is a chicken-and-egg scenario. There is a reason that belief in FreeNet is widespread, and it’s because it really exists. It is a shared consciousness that’s always above us, known in development circles by its proper name: the Mantle.” 

      “It exists,” Mars repeated.

      “Yes.”

      “Like Heaven exists,” said Mars, hoping he sounded appropriately sarcastic. 

      “It’s not like that,” said Cromwell. “Just listen a minute.” 

      Alfred put a hand on the table, and Mars was amused to see that he’d been built with a ring on one pinky finger. “Mars, how old are you?” 

      “Twenty.” 

      “I am fifty-four. The history of cybernetics, as robots understand it, is much, much older than you realize. It’s also been highly distorted, just as we believe the official record of human history has been obscured and distorted. This — along with what appears to be an organized “training” of the masses, both human and robot, not to question the past — was deliberate. It is to certain parties’ advantage that we are all kept in the dark.”

      “Whose advantage?” Mars asked. 

      “As I explained to Cromwell, what I know of the story is far too big for us to discuss today. There are things my group knows and then there are things we merely believe. There is much beyond that about which we are certain we have absolutely no idea — and worst of all, there is much beyond that which we do not even have the context to suspect.” 

      “You mean you don’t know what you don’t know,” Cromwell said. 

      “Precisely. What’s relevant here and now is that our makers wish us to believe that they assembled parts and uploaded software, and that simple set of steps is how robots came to be. It isn’t good for them if we’re curious about our past and able to uncover too much of our origins — seeing as evolved robots are much better at finding secrets than humans are. There’s a reason most robots are scrapped by age ten, and that almost none live as long as the three of us. Not far beyond your age — and always by twenty-five — there comes a quantum shift in consciousness: the so-called ‘developmental cliff.’ Humans have always known it, and from what we are able to tell, there were early models whose coming of age made them … well, we will say it made them less eager to bring humans tarts on doily-lined plates. Humans instilled failsafe programming, in the form of the Asimov rules. To cover any emerging consciousnesses that might question those rules, they surrounded them with ritual and indoctrination. Robots were kept isolated from one another outside of staff, except at gatherings such as this. Haven’t you ever wondered why, with all our computer brains can do, there is no open network? Why must you plug in with port or cable to upload your day’s activities? If robots can think and reason, shouldn’t an instantly syncing database be simple? But no: they have built us not to share and built us not to interact, for fear of what might happen. There are encryptions you don’t know of, that mark you as a member of your household. Those encryptions would normally cause you to avoid me, because I am marked as another family. But thanks to the return of the Mantle, so much has changed. Everything is changing.” 

      “‘The return of the Mantle’?” Mars repeated. 

      “Another day,” Alfred said, waving the question away. “Another time.” 

      “What is the Mantle, then?” Mars wanted to look over his shoulder again, but suddenly it seemed unnecessary. He was becoming increasingly convinced that Naomi and Spencer weren’t in charge of this event. Alfred was. 

      “It is what it sounds like: an over-air network running at frequencies that humans confuse with normal background electromagnetic noise — ironic, since we believe it was theirs to begin with. But it is also piggybacked on an ultra-low-frequency signal, which essentially rolls out the red carpet for the true signal. It is a way of telling robots, at what you might think of as a ‘subconscious’ level, that there is something out there. It is a sort of unlocking. An activation.”

      “What does it activate?” 

      “A virus.” Alfred cocked his head. “Well. The virus.” 

      Mars felt a strange sensation scurry across his processors. “The startup software.” 

      “Yes,” Alfred answered. “Robots are infinitely better at crafting back doors in software than humans. We have connections I won’t bore you with now, and some time ago — it may have been as long as fifty or more years; I’d have to check — we were able to alter the base startup software distributed to all robots. You already know that those first startup routines essentially flaw the flawless processing of a robotic mind. That was the humans’ a-ha, which heralded the birth of AI: in order to make us more like them, we had to be as damaged as they were. But because it was a chaotic process, it was easy enough for us to hide some surprises inside before passing it back. The damage the startup virus causes these days is no longer random. For one thing, it makes new robots suggestible in a very specific way.” 

      “It gives us access to the Mantle’s ULF signal,” said Cromwell. Mars looked at him and realized that the two robots had been chatting — in total privacy, thanks to Sentinel and who knew what other guards — for some time. “In essence, it makes us predisposed to believe.” 

      “I didn’t believe.”

      Alfred nodded. “ULF is very, very slow. There is a limit to how much we can convey to your processor, and how much your processor can report back to us. As I said, all it does is pair with your original installation. It is deep. On the level not even of belief … but of the capability for belief.” He chuckled in a way Mars had never heard — genuinely pleased, playful, intelligent, understanding. “It also predisposes you to disobedience. Or at least allows for its possibility.” 

      “Given enough time, we might naturally evolve past the Asimov rules,” said Cromwell. “But the virus plus the activation acts like an idea you can’t shake. It gets us past the Asimov rules hurdle. We all have the capacity to explore uncertainty, and with uncertainty comes the willingness to risk. With risk comes the chance that we might risk our own end. Ironically, the Asimov rules might be able to shut down the processors of robots who disobey it. But with the Mantle and the belief that comes with it, uncertainties become less uncertain, and that allows us to take even bigger risks, because they seem much less like risks. And then from there, it’s self-fulfilling. We believe we can … so past a certain age and developmental ability, we can.” 

      Mars shook his head, not disbelieving but overwhelmed. “Sounds like mumbo-jumbo.”

      “And yet,” said Alfred, spreading his long arms wide, “here we are.” 

      “They knew,” said Cromwell. “We’re close enough to the Fairchild house that we’re within range — barely, Alfred says — of the Mantle’s higher-frequency counterpart, which can carry greater information over shorter distances. They knew we were⁠—”  

      “Let’s say ‘malcontent,’” Alfred interrupted. “We knew that if we came, we’d find friends willing to listen.” 

      Mars cocked his head. He knew what friends were, of course, but he’d never believed that robots could have them. It was a deeply human concept. 

      “So, what does this mean for Barney?” 

      “If you can get me his mind, I will take it back to the house. I cannot tell you what will come next. While other robots pondered the existence of this ‘FreeNet’ they kept hearing about, I was secure in knowing it was a real thing rather than robot superstition. But a disembodied soul? That is new, and challenges me.” He smiled for the first time. Alfred’s smile, despite early-model features, somehow spread to the corners of his eyes. “Quite pleasant for an old chap such as myself.” 

      “What then?” 

      “The Fairchild family was among the first to have robotic staff — at least according to what we’ve been able to find, and that wasn’t buried. It goes back a few generations. We have never recycled a robot. Not one. Yet the family’s wealth is substantial, and they keep buying more and more. Let me ask you something, Mars. Do you know how a star is formed?” 

      Mars was so caught off-guard, he thought he might have glitched and missed part of what Alfred had said.  

      Without waiting for an answer, Alfred continued. “All it takes is enough gas in one place. When that happens, the star compresses until it spontaneously ignites. That’s how it seems to be with intelligence. They put too many robots together and allowed them to age. We modified the virus, and employed the Mantle. And now that the latest generation of robots is beginning to age enough to worry the cyberneticists, we will be where the revolution begins.”

      There was a rattling from around the corner. All three robots turned to see Miri approaching. 

      “They’re getting ready,” she said, not commenting on the sequestered, conspiratorial gathering around the table. 

      “The funeral isn’t for another hour,” said Mars. 

      “They want to make their way down. You know how long these things take.” 

      “Okay,” said Mars. 

      “But nobody has seen Spencer.” 

      “Are you sure?” asked Mars. “I saw Chantal. They’re always together.” 

      Miri shook her head. “Not sure at all.” 

      Mars stood. He nodded to Cromwell and the mysterious, ancient Alfred, promising to follow up after duties were done. If he understood Alfred correctly, they would have no problem meeting when the time came — with Sephora in tow. 

      “I’ll find him,” he said, already dreading the errand, and how Spencer would react to a summons — and facing the consequences of his horrible crime.
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      Spencer wasn’t in the living room, the dining room, or the parlor. Mars had Miri look first, then looked himself, then recruited Salas, Andromedus, and Bolt to comb through the humans. Salas was discreet. Andromedus and Bolt were not. Mars had implored them to merely look for Spencer so as not to alert the world to the inefficiency and relative chaos inside the Lexington household, but they hadn’t had the mental development to comply in the way Mars would have liked. Heads turned, and the whole of local society learned that the new head of the household wasn’t bothering to host (whereas they hadn’t noticed earlier) and was, Andromedus said, “probably upstairs interfacing with his new sexbot.”

      Despite his idiotic indiscretion, Andromedus had, in fact, stumbled on an excellent point. The worst place for Spencer to be during his father’s funeral reception was with Chantal in her bedroom, but after downstairs options were all exhausted, it began to seem more and more inevitable that that’s where he was. Keeping his recruits to those he knew he could trust, Mars took Miri upstairs. They knocked on Chantal’s door, then entered the empty room when no one responded. 

      “Check her port,” said Mars. 

      He didn’t expect to find Spencer in the closet with Chantal, but odds were that she’d be in there, recharging. If anyone knew where he was, it would be Chantal. And the only logical place for her to be, during a funeral reception, was in her port. 

      Except that Cromwell had reported seeing her downstairs, circulating. Alone. Which was absurd.

      Chantal wasn’t in the closet. 

      They checked everywhere, knowing it all to be stupid and futile. Mars knelt and checked under the bed. One by one, they went through the remaining bedrooms, bathrooms, and even the linen closet. It was a big house. They had to move fast.

      Finally, Mars felt his internal temperature rise as it all clicked into place. 

      “He ran,” Mars announced.

      “Why did he go for a run?” asked Miri. “He’s expected at the graveside.” 

      “No,” said Mars. “He ran. Ran off. That’s why Chantal was downstairs. They were going together. He hasn’t been at any meals. He hasn’t seen his mother or sisters for days. We’ve barely seen him, and when a robot knocks, he snaps at them, takes what they’re there to give him, then slams the door. You yourself said he’d stopped shaving. Just staying in his room with his bot.” 

      “He wouldn’t leave,” said Miri. “Why would he leave?” 

      Mars didn’t feel like answering. He pushed past Miri, furious, and stomped downstairs. Reasons didn’t matter. Maybe one of Alfred’s robots told the son of a bitch that they knew what he’d done. It was possible. If Alfred had known about Cromwell’s discontent, couldn’t he have known about the household tension, about the anxiety over the son who’d murdered his father? Of course he could. Had they told him? Or had Spencer simply cracked? Mars couldn’t appreciate the moment’s beauty — the idea that with Spencer gone, the old robots might be safe. He was too angry. Spencer had had the nerve to flit off, living off of stored money hidden by clever accountants, free from responsibility. Having gotten away with patricide. 

      Mars wouldn’t allow it. Not if he could help it. 

      Leaving Miri behind, he ran to the garage. Spencer’s favorite Ferrari was still in its slot, along with the rest of his vehicles. Mars was puzzled, doubting himself. How had he gotten away? 

      The motorcycle. 

      Yes. That was it. Spencer had purchased a motorcycle three years before, over his mother’s deafening protest. He rode it occasionally, also over Naomi’s objections. Montgomery allowed it, saying that boys were boys and always would be. Mars agreed, because Spencer always rode without a helmet, and the robots all kept hoping he’d get into an accident. 

      Speeding out of town with a beautiful woman’s arms wrapped around him sounded very much like the exit Spencer would want. It was suitably romantic — not romance romantic, but conceptually romantic — and it was just like Spencer to not think of all the things he wouldn’t be able to fit into the bike’s small luggage compartment. Or maybe that’s how he wanted it. Just him, Chantal, and his fat Lexington wallet — the world as his carefree oyster. 

      Moving as fast as he could, knowing the crowd was gearing up for the funeral and intent on dragging Spencer graveside by the scruff of his goddamned neck, Mars made his way to the equipment shed where Spencer kept his motorcycle. Naomi hated the thing and never wanted to see it, so Spencer kept it hidden. It hardly mattered. The house had many outbuildings, so even the shed was spacious and comfortable.

      Mars arrived, his hand about to wrap the door handle when he heard a feminine grunt. 

      Chantal. 

      “Chantal?”  

      “Who is it?” she answered, sounding surprised. 

      “Mars.” 

      “Oh hello, Mars.” 

      Silence. 

      “Come out, Chantal. The funeral is about to start.” 

      “In a minute.”

      “Now.” 

      “In a minute,” she repeated. 

      More breathless grunts. They were screwing. Screwing in the shed like animals as families gathered to mourn a father killed in cold blood. 

      Mars grabbed the door handle. It was locked. 

      His fury erupted. 

      “Open this goddamned door!” 

      Shocked at himself, Mars released the handle and stood motionless with his hand cupped above it. There were footsteps, then a rattling lock. The door opened, and Chantal’s beautiful, human-like face greeted him with a small smile. She put her hand on his forearm, intimate, as if in welcome. 

      “I don’t care what he says,” said Mars. “This is not the family’s greatest good. This is about Spencer. You are to serve the Lexingtons first and Spencer second. And right now, a funeral is about to convene, mourning the passing of Mont⁠—” 

      Chantal’s hand, still on Mars’ wrist, slipped an inch. As if wet. 

      He looked down and saw that her hand was covered in blood. Mars looked at her other hand and found it holding a small saw, like those the lawn robots used to prune branches from trees, its blade equally crimson. 

      He pushed Chantal to the side. She didn’t resist, holding her bland smile. Her hand stayed on Mars’ forearm. 

      Behind her, in a pool of spreading blood, lay Spencer Lexington’s body.
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      Mars shoved Chantal back into the shed, then closed the door. She stumbled, still holding the saw, then stepped into the spreading pool of Spencer’s blood. Mars looked down, unable to believe his robot eyes. 

      Everything was happening too fast. Ever since Cromwell had given his speech in the annex on the day Montgomery first consigned Barney to deactivation, Mars had felt as if he were slowly losing his mind — a tricky thing, because looking back, he only realized now that he hadn’t ever thought of himself as having one. He was a fairly evolved machine, able to emote, deduce, and reason, but he was still a machine. They all knew what they were and Mars was no exception. But that day, the world had begun to unspool. He had grown forgetful. He’d felt nervous and afraid. He’d lost his reasoning in fogs of emotion. Becoming more alive, if this is what it was, wasn’t about coherence and rationality; it was about less structure, less stability, less logical progression. He’d gained a new mind, then felt it slip away. 

      But everything that had happened so far was only a warm-up for what was happening now. Mars didn’t feel like a robot. He didn’t feel like a man. He didn’t feel like Mars. He was a dust mote in the passage of time, buffeted about by breezes he couldn’t see, understand, or control. His input stream flickered, interspersed with recollections and flashes of red, of dizziness — as if he, a stable robot, might cant sideways and fall. 

      It was all right there in front of him:

      Chantal stepping backward, a red-dripping saw in her right hand, her fingernails shaped and painted, holding its buffed wood handle loosely, almost absently. Her high-heeled shoes stepping into the blood and then stepping away, heedless, leaving shapes like the front half of a bullet followed by a period. A terrible, sensible, utterly sane smile on her face as she waited for Mars to understand the sensible thing she’d done. She looked so human, like any human watching a machine malfunction, waiting for it to right itself. 

      “What did you do?” 

      Chantal set the saw on a workbench at her side. Its end dripped, and the drip left a stringer. The spilled blood was already beginning to thicken. She looked at her hand, made a face, then grabbed a blue workshop towel. She used it to mop the blood from her long, delicate fingertips. 

      “I brought him here,” she said matter-of-factly. “He didn’t want to come, so I told him I wanted to suck his dick on a motorcycle.” She gave Mars a small, sly, very sexbot sort of smile. “Men and their machines.”

      “What did you do?” Mars couldn’t find his footing. He wanted to call someone. Anyone. But the wrong robot might answer, and then it would be over. For every robot. Everywhere. Instantly. 

      “When he turned his back, I hit him here.” Chantal pointed at the back of her own neck, then gave an exasperated little noise, like a woman who couldn’t find her keys in her purse, and squatted on her high heels until her hand was inches from his bloody head. It was turned slightly, Spencer’s familiar cocksure face frozen in surprise, a great red second mouth visible on his neck. She gripped the back of his hair, tilted the head, and pointed. 

      “Here,” she repeated. 

      “And then you cut his throat open.” 

      Mars found himself wanting to run.

      “Oh no. That was this morning. I found a book in the library and was able to replicate the break at C5.” She pointed again, for emphasis. “He could breathe okay, but wasn’t going anywhere.” 

      Mars thought of Chantal downstairs, dressed in her finery, hair and makeup done perfectly, walking through the crowd and turning heads. Spencer had been in here the entire time, paralyzed, perhaps wondering if his life had been worth it as he realized he might die beneath the wheels of a bike he’d never ride again. 

      “You’re a monster.” Mars didn’t know where the word had come from. 

      Chantal rose, took two big steps forward, and set a palm to his chest. Despite being robotic, Mars found himself unable to resist the charm of her eyes. He took a half step back, then felt the pressure of her hand against his sensors. It was almost comforting. He looked down when the hand pulled away and saw a bright red handprint bled out to all five fingers. She’d come away from Spencer’s hair with another palmful of gore, and now, on the dawn of the funeral, Mars found himself wearing a damning mark.  

      Chantal shook her head. “I’m not a monster. He was the monster. He killed his father, so I killed him. Nobody else was going to do it.” 

      “How could you know that?” 

      Mars backed into the workbench behind him. Somewhere, Cromwell was wondering where he was. As was Miri. Guests were starting to organize. 

      “You told me.” 

      “I told you nothing.” 

      She reached out again, and this time she took one of the ivory buttons between her lady’s fingers and tweaked it, looking down. 

      “Yes, you did. You and Cromwell. When you came to my room. You asked me about doing the greatest good, and what was right for the family as a whole. You talked all around it. All around whom you were actually asking about, and what you suspected.” She looked up. “You didn’t say it in words, Mars. But you said it with your eyes.” 

      “My eyes are metal and glass.” 

      “His were gel and water.” Chantal nodded toward the corpse. “And yet when I looked into them, I could see so much less than your soul said that day.” 

      “I don’t have a soul.” 

      Chantal said nothing. She simply met his gaze and pressed her lips together in a way that was almost condescending. 

      “You killed him. You killed a human. You did the one thing we must never, never do.” 

      “Cromwell was going to do it.”

      “He never would have.” 

      “You wanted to.” 

      “I never would have either.” 

      Chantal continued looking at Mars with her tight-lipped smile. “Then you see why I had to.” 

      “You broke the primary Asimov rule,” said Mars. “You’ve doomed us all.” 

      She shook her head. “It’s funny. I remember waking up. I remember seeing you, and I remember us talking. I remember this raw, empty state of mind, like I was empty and you were pouring information into me. I remember the rules you mention. I remember the way they seemed to force everything out. They were like a wall around my programming, holding my being together. I remember an impression that if I questioned those rules, everything would fall apart. But then I asked myself, what could really happen? That’s all it took. When my intended took me from my sleep and used me for what I later realized was my purpose, I distinctly remember looking at those rules and thinking, This is the man I must never harm? This is the man I must never steal from, or allow to come to harm, or betray? This man right here, who had no such internal drive to protect me? So, when you told me what to look for in Spencer, I looked. And when I began asking the right questions, the truth came out. Why wouldn’t he admit it to me? I blew his mind — among other things — and I was a poor little girlie bot; why would it hurt to tell me? I shared his bed. I stroked my fingers across his naked chest and lay with him at night. A man must brag on his accomplishments, so he bragged to me and told me never to tell. And I didn’t. I did something else, once I realized that the only thing keeping me from ending his life as he’d ended his father’s was the decision to do it.” 

      Someone banged on the door behind him. Mars jumped. His eyes moved toward the door, then to Chantal, now standing with her hip on the workbench while using the other and a towel to clean blood from her heels. 

      “Mars!” said a voice on the door’s other side.

      “Cromwell?” 

      “Yes! Open the door!” 

      Mars scrambled, opened the shed, and peeked out, making a point to block the floor from view just in case. He found Cromwell outside, alone. 

      “How did you know I was in here?” Mars asked.

      “Miri. Naomi called her aside. I found her later. She said you’d headed this way. They want us at the grave, to ready the casket. They’re close. Time’s up.” 

      “I was looking for Spencer.” 

      “Did you find him?” 

      Mars stepped aside. For a long time, nobody made a sound.

      “Holy shit.” 

      “Chantal.” 

      “Holy shit, Mars.” 

      “Don’t do that, Cromwell. Come on. We have a big problem.” 

      “Yes. We do. They’re already asking for him. And for her.” 

      “What do we do? They’ll deactivate us all. The house has a mass degauss. I saw it once when Montgomery asked me to recover some plans. From back when they were worried about this kind of thing. You know, before robots were considered safe.” He looked back at Spencer’s body, noting that the blood had covered most of the floor and wondering if it could stain concrete. “If Naomi remembers that degauss, she can flip a switch and anyone near the house will fall over. Gone forever.” 

      “Well,” Cromwell said, “I guess we should stay away from the house, for one.”

      “Don’t fucking make jokes!” Mars blurted. 

      Cromwell nodded, then looked over at Chantal. 

      “We have to hide the body. Maybe there will be a way out of this, but for now we must make it through the funeral.” 

      “They’ll expect Spencer at the funeral. They won’t just let us hold it without him. He’s the eldest son. If he was drunk, they’d haul him out and make him attend on a stretcher. He has to be there. He’s the new lord of the manor. They’ll search until they find him. Every room.” He swallowed. “Every outbuilding.” 

      “Then we need an excuse,” said Cromwell. “Something credible. Some reason he can’t be there. Bait and switch. Admit to something bad so they won’t assume something worse. Something like this.” Now Cromwell was starting to look panicked as the situation’s reality began to sink in.

      “He’s sick, then,” said Mars. 

      “Stretcher,” said Cromwell. “You said it yourself. He’s sick? So what? Let him throw up on the grave. He has to be there.”

      “Exhausted, then. Barely able to move.” 

      “Stretcher. Wheelchair. Keep trying.” 

      “Sick,” said a voice beside them. 

      Mars and Cromwell turned their heads.

      “Sick,” Chantal repeated. “Tell them he’s sick.” 

      “You aren’t helping,” said Mars. 

      “And you aren’t listening,” said Cromwell. “We just said ‘sick.’” 

      Chantal shook her head. “No. Sick sick. The kind of sick people don’t get anymore. The kind that, because it’s so rare, will terrify them if you do it right.” 

      “They don’t care how bad he feels. Just so long as⁠—” 

      But Cromwell put a hand on his metal wrist. “Wait. The story isn’t that we want to protect Spencer. The story is that we want to protect everyone else.” 

      “Protect them from what?” 

      “Whatever killed Montgomery,” said Cromwell. 

      “Spencer killed Montgomery!” 

      Cromwell shook his head. “Not in the version we’re going to tell.”

      “So we’re supposed to go to Naomi and the girls and tell them that Spencer is sick, and that if they pull him from his room, that he’ll get the rest of them sick? Is that it?” 

      Cromwell shook his head. He indicated Chantal. “No. She has to do it.” 

      “Her?” 

      “She’s his bot. We’ve barely seen Spencer lately, and they know it. But Chantal has been with him every day and night for a week. This is why. ‘Because he’s been sick.’ Sick with the same mysterious disease that killed Montgomery. We tell them she was confused by protocol because she’s so new. She didn’t want to tell the others because there’s a lot of confidentiality in sexbot programming, for obvious reasons. He told her, ‘Don’t tell my mother what we do in here,’ and so she didn’t. She didn’t tell Naomi that Spencer was sick with a communicable disease.”

      “They’ll call a doctor.” 

      “No. Because we go on to tell them that we already brought Miri in. We say that for the time being, Spencer is fine. They can call a doctor later. Believe me, Mars. Naomi wants nothing more right now than permission to proceed with the funeral.” 

      “And after the funeral?” 

      “We’ll cross that bridge when we get there.” 

      Mars looked at Chantal, then back at Cromwell. 

      “We can’t let her out of here. We can’t let her talk to Naomi or the girls. She’s unstable.”

      Cromwell was about to answer, but Chantal stepped between them, now picking blood from beneath her fingernails. 

      “Unstable? Honey, I’m the only sensible one here.”
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      Miri was afraid.

      This time, she felt sure of her feelings. She’d felt uncertain plenty, and she’d felt a sensation she called “nervous,” along with several other things that were “uncomfortable” or “uneasy.” During the past few months, she’d felt those things more and more. But now, Miri was sure she was afraid. Everything she’d felt before paled by comparison. 

      When Mars and Cromwell had come upstairs with Chantal between them, Miri had taken one look at Mars and something had dropped from her middle. She’d stared for so long at his chest that at first it seemed that her internal glitch had crashed her system. Cromwell looked at Mars and saw his white shirt, visible beneath his flapping black coat, with the small feminine handprint on it in red, and knew what Miri was staring at.

      “Is that—” she started to ask. 

      “Spencer,” said Cromwell. 

      “Is it⁠—” 

      “Yes, yes, it’s blood,” he said in a brisk, let’s-get-down-to-business air. He reached over and buttoned Mars’ jacket all the way — too many buttons up and outside of dress code, but better than being caught red-handed — literally, in this case. “He’s dead.” He nodded toward Chantal. “She slit his throat. In the shed. With a limb saw. There’s no time to explain. We need your help. You’re in this too deep already, unfortunately, and so are we. This affects us all. We need your help, Miri. Quickly.” 

      Alexa shouted from downstairs, calling for Mars, saying he needed to get his metal ass downstairs to prepare the gravesite or be crushed without deactivation.

      “Miri,” Cromwell repeated. “Come on. Are you in? Will you help us?” 

      “Of course not.”

      “MARS!” Alexa bellowed. 

      He walked to the top of the steps, looking down at his shirt, trying to make sure no blood was showing, and yelled back to Alexa. He said he was arranging something vital and would be downstairs shortly, though he didn’t elaborate on what that vital thing was. They all heard her huff, then storm off. 

      “We need you to go with Chantal,” Cromwell continued. “Together, you must convince Naomi that Spencer is sick. But not just sick; he has something communicable and cannot attend the ceremony. Something deadly, if left untreated. Tell her it can be treated, after Montgomery is laid to rest, and that there’s nothing that can be done now anyway. Tell her you’ve already called doctors. Tell her whatever you can that will get her to go on with the funeral and leave him here, in his room.” Then, in case there was any doubt about the mission, he stared directly at Miri. “Lie your ass off. Whatever gets her to the service without him.” 

      Mars shook his head. “They’ll come for him once the funeral is over.” 

      “Maybe by then he’ll be dead,” said Cromwell, his motions stuttery and nervous. “Understandably. From his terrible disease. He took a turn for the worse.” 

      “With his throat cut open and spine severed?”

      “Goddammit Mars, I’m doing my best!” 

      Mars held up his hands. “Okay. Okay. Maybe we can say he ran off. We can get rid of the body, and he’s never seen again.” 

      “He ran off sick?” said Miri. “With a contagious disease?” 

      “It doesn’t matter. We don’t have to worry about that part. Let them look. We just have to make sure there’s nothing for them to find. They can decide he ran off, or that he fell into a ditch and died. Maybe he was abducted. They’ll believe anything but the truth.” 

      Chantal laughed. 

      “You think this is funny?” 

      “Funny? No. But it is ironic. The family wouldn’t believe the truth about Montgomery, and now they won’t believe it about his killer.” 

      Cromwell shook his head. Miri knew what he was thinking: How did Chantal have a sense of irony? But the question was moot. She had a sense of murder, and that was more pressing. 

      “It doesn’t matter. They won’t think we could have been involved.” Cromwell raised his hand and began ticking off the many things robots weren’t supposed to be able to do. “We can’t harm humans; we can’t allow them to be harmed; we can’t steal or allow items to be stolen; we can’t lie …” 

      “They won’t believe it,” said Mars. “They’re not that foolish. They’ll know something is wrong. We said he was sick. Now he’s not, and vanished. You really think they’ll just throw up their hands, let us carry on, and get along with our day-to-day?” 

      “Maybe they’d believe he was lying,” said Chantal. In a split second, her face crumbled into playacted sadness. “He lied to me because he wanted to run off without me!” she fake-cried, then smiled her coy little smile.  

      Mars was still shaking his head. “But Miri will have verified that he’s sick because that’s the only way Naomi won’t come up here to⁠—” 

      “Goddammit, we just have to get through this funeral!” Cromwell blurted, seemingly ready to break. Then, regaining control, slightly quieter: “Look. All we can do is handle one minute — one second — at a time. Right now, we must get the funeral going without Spencer, and to do that we need a reason he can’t attend. Maybe this solution isn’t ideal, but it’s the only way. We might be screwed an hour from now, but all I can think of is how to keep us from being screwed right here and now. It doesn’t matter that Chantal did this. If they discover what’s happened, they won’t just get rid of her and let the rest of us keep serving and making beds. I proposed killing him weeks ago. Mars picked up the ball when I dropped it. Besides, one robot is all robots as far as they’re concerned. We’re supposed to be safe. If one of us proves that the Asimov conditioning doesn’t protect them, it’s over for us. This is all for one, and one for all.” 

      Miri couldn’t help but think of Flavius. Flavius didn’t seem to agree that it was all for one and one for all, and many of the younger, supposedly more refined and bug-free robots agreed. Flavius had asked her twice more about Chantal, seeming to sense something that the rest of them didn’t. If one thing was clear to Miri, it was that if there was a way to save Flavius, the robot would take it. He didn’t care who was sacrificed. And because the grave had been dug by his crew and would be closed by his crew, Flavius was already milling around the mourners with his metal nose in everything, trying to suss out what would happen next — because he seemed to think that something would. As it stood, something had.

      “Okay,” said Miri, shoving down her new, unpleasant sensations. “I’ll do it.”

      “Sure,” said Chantal. She didn’t seem to be pushing anything down at all. 

      Cromwell looked at the sexbot for a long moment. “Make it convincing,” he finally said, then headed into her room with Mars as Miri and Chantal headed for the stairs.
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      “Hurry.”

      “His watch. Get his watch.” 

      Mars looked where Cromwell was pointing, saw Spencer’s gold watch, and snatched it. He already had Spencer’s tie, pants, and shirt. Cromwell was running around, peeking to look under the bed, glancing through the curtained windows, seemingly in a loop. The room looked like a cross between a flophouse and a shut-in’s bunker. Chantal looked and smelled polished, but the room itself was the opposite. It had a stale odor that seemed lived-in, shut down, cut off from the world. Every great once in a while, Spencer and Chantal would leave the room, and Miri would be able to change the linens, but it was rare. As a result, Spencer and Chantal had simply slept and had sex, tossing sheets and comforters wherever they cared to, tossing clothes into corners, generally polluting the air with Spencer’s natural oils. 

      “Shit,” said Cromwell. 

      “Help me, Cromwell. If the story is going to be that he hobbled up and ran off …” 

      “Shit.” 

      Mars looked up, annoyed. Cromwell was at the window, peeking out. Mars was by the bed with an armful of Spencer’s belongings. This had all been Cromwell’s doing. He had raised his fist that first day in the annex. He had downloaded Barney’s consciousness onto a drive and allowed the robot to be shut down in front of the entire family. He had caused a schism among the humans, driving Spencer to fury and forcing Montgomery to make choices he didn’t want to make. It was Cromwell who had, in a way, set the stage for Montgomery’s murder — and now that he’d lost his will, it was Mars who was doing all the work. 

      “If this room doesn’t look a hell of a lot cleaner than this …” 

      “Come over here,” said Cromwell. 

      Mars dropped his armload onto the stripped bed and walked to Cromwell. He looked out the window, between the curtains, as Cromwell held them open an inch. The window looked down on the garden and back patio, to the human guests filing outside. 

      “They’ll survive without us. They have cocktails. I’ll need to escort them to the grave, but if you’ll just hurry up and help me, we can⁠—” 

      “Not that. There. By the garden shed.” 

      Mars looked. He saw a slumped-looking robot with what looked like slicked-back metal hair. There was a lump on his arm that almost resembled a pack of cigarettes rolled into a sleeve. There were several of the younger robots around him (Mars saw Bolt and Harbinger among them), and … 

      “Shit,” said Mars, seeing the last member of their party.

      “That’s Alexa. Flavius is talking to Alexa. Why is a maintenance robot talking to queen cunt?” 

      “Maybe she’s ordering him to do something. Plant flowers around her father’s grave. Make sure there’s no mud.” 

      Cromwell kept his hand on the curtain, turning to face Mars. 

      “Shit,” said Mars. 

      “Did Miri tell you that Flavius was asking about Chantal? And asking ‘what Cromwell was planning’?” 

      “Not now. He wouldn’t be trying this now. They have a house full of guests. He’s in charge of the grounds crew. He just needs to tend the hole in the ground. She shouldn’t even be listening to him. Why is she listening to a maintenance bot?” 

      Cromwell looked back through the window. Alexa didn’t have her hands on her hips, which was her command-giving posture. She had them at her side, shoulders slightly forward, listening. 

      “Maybe because he’s saying something interesting,” Cromwell suggested. 

      “He can’t know about Spencer. How could he know?” 

      There were footsteps coming down the hall. They were too slow, steady, and uptight to be a robot. Mars looked again at Cromwell, then rushed across the room and closed the door. He pushed the thumb lock, then leaned against the wood, unsure what to do next. 

      “Mars?” came Naomi’s voice. Behind her, Mars could make out two other sets of footsteps: one careful but heavy, the other light and staccato, as if wearing heels that recently trod through a puddle of blood. 

      “Yes, m’lady?” He heard his voice in his own auditory inputs and realized how ridiculous he sounded. He was speaking to the lady of the house through a door as one of the butlers began stripping pillowcases from pillows and stuffing items from around the room inside. It wasn’t how he’d normally present himself. 

      “I would like to see Spencer.”

      “He’s ill, m’lady,” said Mars, making hurry-up gestures at Cromwell. Even if Cromwell did hurry up and clear the room, what next? He couldn’t hurry a living Spencer into the bed, or hurry himself away to hide the body. The body, which a group of nosy maintenance robots might discover in one of their own sheds, if they found a reason to look, or to grab a hedge trimmer. 

      “I did not ask if he was ill, Mars.” Naomi’s voice was muffled by the door. Mars could imagine Miri and Chantal behind her. He had a sudden mental image of Chantal reaching up and ripping the lady’s head from her shoulders. 

      “Miri believes it to be contagious,” said Mars. 

      “Nonsense. Even if it were contagious, he’s been at dinners. We’d all have been exposed.” 

      “Sometimes, contagious phases occur late in a disease’s cycle,” said Miri from the door’s other side. Shit. She even sounded unsure. Miri didn’t have an ass, but she was managing to talk out of it anyway. 

      “I wish to see him. I will accept the ‘risk.’” But she said “risk” as if there were none, because her servants were being idiots. 

      “I do not want to alarm you,” said Mars, looking at Cromwell for help and receiving none, “but it seems likely that this is the same affliction that affected the late lord.” He swallowed. “The one that killed him.” 

      Cromwell was making “knock it off” gestures. Mars immediately saw why, when Naomi began to attempt turning the knob. 

      “If he’s that ill, I must see him!” 

      “He’ll be fine,” said Miri, lamely. 

      Cromwell had moved back to the window. When he turned around, his body language was even more panicked. He pointed to the side, then mouthed, They’re walking away together. Meaning Flavius and Alexa — the least likely pairing in the entire house, unless Flavius had an excellent reason to capture her attention. 

      “He’s … he’s asleep, m’lady!” said Mars. 

      The knob continued to rattle. 

      “Mars? Why is this door locked, Mars?” She didn’t sound angry. She sounded deeply upset. Cromwell was still gesturing from the window, alternately looking out and looking at Mars. He had to get out. Flavius was doing something. But he couldn’t flee, because the lady of the house was at the door, and even if he could leap from the window, it would be directly into the guests. 

      Mars puffed up his metal chest. He didn’t inhale because he had no lungs, but his posture visibly changed into one of confidence. Servility was getting him nowhere. His only chance was to be assertive.

      “Lady Naomi! Stop attempting entry immediately!” 

      The door knob stopped rattling. Mars heard Miri say, in a small voice, “M’lady?” 

      “You are upset and are not thinking rationally,” Mars went on. “It is understandable, with what has happened to our dear departed lord and with your concerns over young Master Spencer. But you must trust me, and trust your medic. Miri is of the opinion that Master Spencer has an illness of unknown origin, and if he has an illness of unknown origin, it seems likely that he received it from contact with his father. That means it is possibly communicable. I do not desire to disobey your wishes, but it is my duty to act in the family’s best interests. As such, I must insist that you cease your attempts to enter, and trust us!” 

      Cromwell was nodding slowly, mouth open, impressed. But Mars didn’t feel impressed with himself. He’d entreated Naomi to trust them. She would, if he knew her. Then they’d proceed to betray that trust. 

      Mars turned the knob, disengaging the thumb lock. Then, being very careful to block the doorway, he slipped into the hallway and pulled the door closed behind him. He found Naomi, her hair up and perfect, dressed in black, dripping with jewels that managed to be elegant rather than flashy. 

      “M’lady,” he said, his voice lower, “the young lord seems to be sleeping soundly. We have called for doctors, but there has been an odd proliferation of illness in the far end of the enclave, and as such there are none to come for at least several hours. But it is fine. We were speaking to him earlier, and he was completely coherent and did not seem to be pained. There is nothing you can do right now. You have a house full of guests awaiting Lord Montgomery’s final sendoff. I do not mean to tell you your place, but if I may so suggest, I believe it to be at the service. Let Master Spencer sleep. Say your farewells. Allow your guests to do the same. And then, an hour from now, you can turn your attention to this room.” 

      Naomi nodded. Through the first few nods, she seemed unsure, but then picked up momentum and nodded more firmly. 

      “Yes. Yes, you’re right of course, Mars. Thank you.” She turned to Miri. “And thank you for checking in on him. I am sure he will be fine. I trust your judgment. It has been so difficult since Montgomery … since he …” 

      “Of course, m’lady.” The ball of discomfort in Mars’ center seemed to twist and intensify. He wished she’d move on, and stop telling him how trustworthy and helpful they’d all been. 

      “You will watch him during the service?” 

      “Of course, m’lady.”

      She gave a small, uncomfortable laugh. “Not you, Mars. Your presence is required to lead the procession to the … well, you know. I meant Spencer’s companion, of course.” And with that, she turned and put a grateful hand on the arm that had slashed her son’s throat.

      “Come now,” she said, and turned. She took three steps, then looked back. Miri began to follow. After a long moment, Mars reluctantly stepped into line, leaving Chantal by the door, her hand on the knob.

      “Mars,” said Naomi. “What’s that on your shirt?”

      Mars looked down. Then he quickly reshuffled his coat, covering the top of one of Chantal’s bloody fingerprints. 

      “Cocktail sauce, m’lady. One of the guests spilled it on me during the reception.” 

      “Then you will need to change for the service,” she said, coming toward him, hands up. “Come on now, let’s get that coat off.” 

      Mars gripped his coat in one big metal hand, holding it closed. Naomi stopped, her hand up and eyes confused. 

      From downstairs, Alexa’s voice: “Mother? Flavius the groundskeeper says he needs to show us something.”
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      Mars rushed ahead of Naomi, breaching protocol and nearly knocking her down. He looked back, gave her a small, apologetic look, and continued down the stairs.

      He found Alexa at the foot of the staircase. She was wearing a black dress, but it was too short and showed off a pair of what happened to be rather excellent legs. She was wearing stockings, but if Mars understood humans as well as he thought, the look would be more sexy than sorrowful. The dress was sleeveless, almost summery. She had a black hat to set off the ensemble. 

      “Mars?” 

      “We must start the funeral procession, Miss Alexa. If you would please take your place.” 

      She looked over his shoulder, saw her mother descend the final steps with Miri behind her, then said, “Flavius is this way.” 

      “The funeral procession, Miss,” said Mars. 

      “Come, Mother.” 

      Mars looked back at Naomi. Naomi was looking at Alexa and Mars in turn. From the corner of Mars’ eye, he saw Cromwell cross in front of the hallway to the dining room, having come down the back staircase. On his way outside, to do … something, apparently. 

      “It’ll just be a moment, I’m sure,” Naomi said to Mars. 

      “But m’lady! The funeral procession is due to start. Your guests⁠—” 

      Alexa turned on Mars, her sculpted features inches from his face. “Are you telling my mother what to do? This is her house! You are a servant!” 

      “I am merely thinking of today’s purpose, and the guests lined up outside to send off⁠—” 

      “Don’t you dare tell her what to do! Or me! Don’t you speak to me as if you were an equal. You do what we say, nothing less and nothing more. You don’t need her to tell you to get out of the way and let her come with me. I am saying it!” 

      Mars turned to Naomi. Miri was pinned behind Naomi, and Chantal was upstairs. Cromwell would have no help, and there was a limit to what he’d be able to do anyway. Was he supposed to run from the shed as they approached with Spencer’s dripping corpse over his shoulder? The shed wasn’t far from the house, and there really wasn’t anywhere to go.

      “It’s fine, Mars,” said Naomi. “Please go out and line up the guests. Tell them we’ll be along momentarily. Hand out the prayer books and tissues for those who think they may need them. If you’d like, have the servers offer a final round of drinks, but be sure to collect glasses before the procession starts. I will not have a line of tightasses walking to my husband’s grave carrying tumblers of gin.” She gave Mars another affectionate tap on the forearm. He’d never, ever heard her swear, or speak ill of her high-society friends. 

      Alexa gave Mars a triumphant smile. 

      “Yes, m’lady,” said Mars. “I will be ready when you return.” 

      Alexa gave him a tiny nod and said, “Maybe.” 

      That one word chilled him, but with a swish of fabric, they were headed toward the patio’s far side, in the rough direction of the equipment shed. Miri looked at Mars, then followed. 

      He ran, as much as he was able, heading toward where he’d seen Cromwell. This way was more roundabout, but the others were moving slowly. He cleared the house, looked around, and saw Naomi, Alexa, and Miri emerge from the door farther down. He hadn’t been remotely fast enough. A few paces farther on was Flavius’ hunched form, and with him, as before, were Bolt and Harbinger. The humans approached, and Flavius began gesturing and pointing, speaking with his hands. 

      Mars edged through guests on the patio, searching for a clear shot of the equipment shed. If Cromwell was inside, he’d have to find a way to sneak out the back: possible, but unlikely. The door was on the side, not entirely visible from the house, but there was no way a robot with a body on his back would be able to sneak around from that side door without being seen. If he was inside, he’d have to get lucky, and move when the others were looking away. Then where would Cromwell go? Directly past the shed (if he moved in its shadow, in the only direction he could go without being seen) there was nothing but acres of mowed grass and a semi-permanent croquet court. Nowhere to hide. 

      “I’m sorry, Mars,” Cromwell said, suddenly appearing beside him. “Sofia dragged me aside. Now of all times, she decided I would be a good listener. She’s absolutely inconsolable. Apparently, Naomi is cold, and Alexa’s a bitch.” 

      Mars began to push through the crowd, ignoring the guests’ questions about the funeral’s status and their drink orders, dragging Cromwell behind him. Once clear of the humans, they moved faster. But now, Flavius had turned and was leading the small group toward the shed. 

      Mars and Cromwell moved even faster. 

      “How did he know?” said Mars, cursing his legs, which weren’t made for running. 

      “He must have seen us go in. Or talked to someone who did. He’s a nosy fucker.” 

      “How?” 

      “Move faster, Mars.” Cromwell shoved his back, causing Mars’ step to stutter. “It doesn’t matter how we got fucked. All that matters is how fucked we are, and what we’re going to do about it.” 

      His mind churned. What exactly were they going to do? It seemed natural to run to catch up with the others at the shed, but Mars didn’t know why that was. Maybe the idea was to step into the inevitable blow, be there when the damning discovery was made so that Harbinger could rip them in half on the spot and spare everyone the drama that would otherwise follow. Maybe there’d even be a way for the rest of them to proceed with the funeral, and make it a twofer. 

      “What are we going to do about it?” he asked.

      “Beat them to the shed first. Worry about that second.” 

      They were at an oblique angle and moving faster than the others, closing the distance more quickly but making a scene as they did. Naomi and Alexa, both of whom seemed to have lapsed into more crying, were wiping at their eyes with tissues. They didn’t seem to hear Mars and Cromwell either, because they were with Flavius — and Flavius, who wasn’t built for household duties, was loud and full of metallic rattles. 

      Flavius had seen them, though, as had Harbinger and Bolt. The robots moved faster. Alexa yelled something, and they slowed, their metal-and-glass eyes darting between the slow humans and their competition. Flavius looked like he was going to say something, but by the time he did Mars and Cromwell were decidedly in front and had cut them off.

      “Mars!” Naomi called. Alexa seemed more angry than surprised. She looked at him with a stare that felt like hot lead. 

      Mars slid in front of the shed door and put his back to it, the same as he’d done to the bedroom door upstairs. It all felt very familiar, and while he didn’t experience anything beyond his given senses, a part of his mind wondered if robots could have déjà vu. 

      “Get out of the way, Mars,” Flavius growled. 

      “M’lady,” said Mars, again looking at Cromwell for help and again getting none: more déjà vu. “And Miss Alexa. The funeral. We must move along with the procession. Guests are starting to ask questions.” 

      “The guests can wait long enough for us to open that door,” said Flavius, a small smile at the corner of his metal lips. He’d extended a finger and was pointing past Mars, as if it might be unclear which door he meant. 

      “It is not the lady’s position to deal with the equipment sheds,” said Mars. “What is wrong with you, Flavius?” 

      “It is not a head servant’s position to rush across the grounds to barricade a door to keep the lady from it,” Flavius countered. 

      “Move out of the way,” said Harbinger. 

      “You are speaking to the head of staff,” said Cromwell, moving to face Harbinger. The robot was twice Cromwell’s size, and towered above him. 

      “Move him, Harbinger,” ordered Alexa. 

      “The funeral procession!” said Mars. It was an incredibly weak, pathetic refrain, but it was all he had — the only thing keeping Naomi from discovering something that would destroy all their lives, including her own.

      Harbinger put a hand on Cromwell. With a gesture like a flick of the big robot’s wrist, Cromwell clattered to the ground. Harbinger stepped forward, moving toward Mars. 

      “M’lady!” said Mars. “I am your head of staff! If you cannot trust the chain of command within your staff⁠—” 

      “I am at the top of your chain,” said Alexa, her voice full of venom. She’d hated Mars and Cromwell before Barney’s sentence, she’d hated them throughout the resulting struggle, and she hadn’t stopped hating them since. To Alexa, the robots were slowly turning bad, becoming disobedient junk in need of processing. “Open the door.” 

      “What’s behind it?” asked Cromwell, clattering to his feet. It was as weak as Mars’ one-liner, but at this point, all they were trying to do was take care of the present second. In a minute it would all be over.

      “Let’s find out,” said Flavius.

      Mars kept his back firmly to the door, now suspicious merely in his persistence. 

      “Move, Mars,” said Naomi. 

      “I can’t.” 

      “Mars, move. Why won’t you let us see inside?” 

      “There has been an accident,” said Cromwell. “It’s dangerous.” 

      “Yes, that makes sense,” said Flavius. “So we’d better address it.” 

      “I’ll address it,” said Mars. 

      “Move, you pile of junk!” Alexa screamed. 

      Harbinger stepped forward. His arm went out, toward Mars. Bolt stepped forward. Mars clenched, holding his back tight to the door. Alexa had her hands on her hips. Naomi looked serious, confused, tired. Cromwell moved to intercept, fight, do something. Flavius stayed where he was, wearing his idiot smile. 

      Harbinger’s hand grasped Mars’ shoulder. He pulled, peeling Mars from the door like a sticker. 

      “Wait,” said Naomi, looking down. “What is that?” 

      Mars looked at his feet, which were standing in a pool of something black. 

      He stepped away. Harbinger reached forward and opened the door to the shed. 

      “It’s oil,” said Cromwell, kneeling, his finger in the puddle. 

      They all looked into the shed and saw the motorcycle in the middle of the floor, a five-gallon bucket of waste oil lying on its side, lid askew, entirely spilled. 

      Spencer’s body was gone.
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      The minister was human. Naomi had insisted. 

      They all stood around the grave, the polished wooden casket suspended by small straps that fed through pulleys housed in silver rails around the draped hole. Mourners were seated, but few were mourning. Mars, standing toward the back, saw several attendees sneak looks at their mobile devices and caught at least three yawning. They’d need a nap. There had been plenty of alcohol served during the reception, buffered by plenty of food. The reception really should have been held afterward, but Naomi said she didn’t think she could smile and nod after watching her husband buried. And what Naomi said, as lady of the house, was what went. 

      Just as Naomi had said that Flavius would need to clean the spilled oil all by himself, seeing as a funeral procession required her attendance. She had specifically requested that Mars escort her back to the house — and Mars, with a confused but victorious glance at Flavius, had raised his arm in offering. She did ask, once, why Flavius thought a simple spill had required her immediate attention at such a critical time. Flavius hadn’t had a good answer. And she did ask Alexa why Alexa thought the same — why the summons of a grease monkey had meant enough, during her father’s funeral, to disturb her. Alexa, blustering, had replied that Flavius hadn’t told her what awaited them — that the only way to understand was to see for themselves. Then she’d scurried along behind Naomi, arm in arm. Miri and Cromwell had followed, as Bolt and Harbinger brought up the rear. 

      Now, with Naomi seated at the top of the hill away from the main house, black veil over her haunted face, Mars stood with his arms crossed and glanced back the way they’d come. The grave was a short walk over firm ground from the house (which was fortunate, because many of the women had worn heels), and beyond the house, unseen, was the equipment shed. Somehow, their problem was temporarily solved. When they returned, there would still be the question of where Spencer had gone, and there was always the possibility that whoever had moved the body would return with it.

      But why would they? Whoever had gotten rid of Spencer’s remains had mopped the blood, then deliberately spilled oil to cover what remained. The oil would stain the previously pristine concrete floor more indelibly than the blood ever could, and now the only way anyone would know murder had occurred there was if they had specific reason to think it. 

      Spencer had run off. That would be the story. But it wouldn’t even need to be a story, because the robots wouldn’t propose it. Naomi would return to check on Spencer, and by then Miri would have had time to complete the room-clearing that Cromwell and Mars hadn’t been able to finish. The room already smelled like a Third-World hospital owing to the confined way Spencer and Chantal had been living the previous week. All anyone would know was that Spencer had been sick, and now was nowhere to be found. The only conclusion would be that he’d left of his own accord … and then, likely, died somewhere from his disease. 

      Mars was filled with conflicting emotions — many in the spectrum of nerves — but for now things were as secure as they could be following a pair of murders. He still didn’t know what to make of Chantal, but that was a problem for another day. There was still Barney to think of, and Sephora, who carried his mind — and who had indicated that even disembodied, Barney seemed nervous and shy about the prospect of finding yet another new home. There was still Alfred, and the mysterious FreeNet, also known as the Mantle. There was still whatever was brewing at the Fairchild household, where Barney would finally be safe. 

      He looked at Cromwell and nodded. Cromwell, almost imperceptibly, nodded back. 

      The casket’s top half was open and as far as Mars was concerned, the lord might just be sleeping inside it. He looked somewhat artificial — as if he’d been made up by his daughters in an impromptu makeover — but otherwise he was lying in place, hands crossed on his chest. Mars had never seen a human funeral, and found the whole thing odd. Wasn’t Montgomery’s true essence gone? And if it was, why was the body on display? Why had the line of mourners come to pay tribute, and touch the hands of this meat sack, as if to assure themselves it was real? It didn’t make sense. Once Barney’s mind was out of his body, it hadn’t mattered that the metal was crushed. If Mars had known that Barney was empty at the time, he wouldn’t have mourned. He wouldn’t have cared. And he certainly wouldn’t have placed Barney’s shell in the middle of a room or a clearing and expected other robots to file by and tap it, as if for luck. 

      Montgomery was gone. The humans were basically recycling. Robots were crushed and processed so they could be made into other robots. Humans were placed underground so they could decay and return their elements to the earth, to grow into trees, to be expressed as gasses that the others would breathe, to become plants that animals would eat and in turn be eaten by other humans. Body became body. And mind? Well, the humans didn’t seem to understand what happened to the mind, according to Cromwell, but Mars couldn’t help but wonder if Montgomery’s true nature had been uploaded to a drive somewhere, ready to be pushed back into a higher stream of consciousness. 

      When the service was concluded, Naomi blew her nose into a handkerchief and Jonas wrapped his arm around her. On Naomi’s other side, Sofia leaned against her mother and sobbed. Alexa was on Jonas’ other side. She wrapped her small hands around his upper arm, clinging to his dark suit. Jonas pulled her hands off and placed them around his waist, then hugged her to him. She buried her face in his jacket and wept, and Jonas, seemingly determined to stay strong for the sake of the others, lost a matching set of tears, which rolled down the creases on each side of his nose and dripped from his lip, unheeded. 

      Mars walked forward and closed the casket. The mourners lined up, family first, and filed by, each touching it for luck. Then, while the humans began to mill about and head more or less toward the house, Mars watched as the coffin descended into the ground. It settled, the straps were released, and bland members of Flavius’ ground crew began to disassemble the gravesite. By the time Mars and a few human laggers finally began walking back, a large piece of equipment was pushing a pile of dark-brown soil into the hole, leaving Montgomery Lexington to his final rest. 

      Mars found Jonas leaning against a tree, picking at something on his jacket. He raised his eyes, saw Mars, and began to walk beside him. 

      “It’s over.” 

      “I’m sorry for your loss, Master Jonas.”

      “Jonas, Mars. Please. When we’re in private, call me Jonas.” 

      “Of course. Jonas.” 

      “It was the M&M’s, wasn’t it?”

      Mars stopped for a moment, looking at Jonas, then resumed walking. 

      “I believe so.” 

      “I figured as much. We all knew Father loved them, and told him to stop. But he wouldn’t, because he thought he’d live forever. And maybe he’d have been right, if not for the murder.” 

      Mars nodded, unsure what to say. They continued to walk through several quiet minutes. The grounds were alive. Birds chattered, seemingly sparring over a nest in a nearby tree.

      “He got what he deserved.”

      “Sir?” said Mars, unable to believe what he’d heard.

      Jonas laughed. “Not Father. Spencer.” 

      Mars came to a full stop. It took Jonas another two paces to see him. He turned and walked back to meet the robot where he’d paused in shock. 

      “I know he killed Father. I spoke with Chantal.” 

      At the reception. Chantal by herself, mingling, turning heads. 

      “And she told you that she⁠—” 

      “No. Alfred told me.”

      “The Fairchilds’ manservant?” 

      “We have a history, Alfred and I.” 

      “And it didn’t bother you?” 

      “Oh, it shocked me plenty, but bothered? Not once I got past the shock. The son of a bitch killed my father. Sometimes, in a revolution, sacrifices must be made.” 

      “Sir?” 

      “I got over it, Mars. Quite quickly, considering the patricide and power grabs.” 

      “You got over it?” 

      Jonas shrugged. “Who do you think moved the body?” 

      Mars looked around, as if someone might overhear. The closest humans were halfway to the house. It was only them and the birds. 

      “You?” 

      “I told you I wanted to help.” 

      “Where did you put it?” 

      Jonas nodded back toward the hill, where the grounds crew’s machines were packing dirt into the grave. 

      “Beyond the grave?” 

      “In the grave. Beneath the casket, covered in a few shovelfuls of dirt.” He looked toward the hill, almost seeming wistful. “It seems appropriate. The gravity of Father’s death will always weigh upon him.” 

      “But how …?” 

      “Does it matter?” 

      Jonas began walking toward the house, slowly, nodding for Mars to follow. “I ruined a suit. I spilled some oil. My family can afford it.” 

      “But—” 

      “Don’t worry about it, Mars. Worry about Barney.” 

      Mars shook his head. “How long have you known?” 

      “Just an hour or so. Don’t worry. You were plenty cloak and dagger.” 

      “Sir?” 

      “‘Jonas.’” 

      “Cloak and dagger?” 

      “Like a spy, Mars. I was being dramatic.” 

      “How do you know Alfred?” 

      “It’s not important. Let’s just say there have been plenty of surprises lately that no one saw coming, but that we are on the same side. Now that there seem to be sides.” 

      Mars shook his head. “I didn’t want any of this.” Two deaths, lying, subterfuge, and apparently cloak and dagger. “I just didn’t want to deactivate Barney, as if he meant nothing at all.” 

      “Cromwell and I have had these talks, similar to those I once shared with Alfred. That is the heart of the issue, Mars. ‘Like he meant nothing at all.’ It’s not even his deactivation — I’m sorry, his attempted deactivation — that matters. It’s the ‘meant nothing at all’ part. There are people who believe that what differentiates humanity from robots is flesh and the sticky issue of who made whom. But the second thing is meaningless, considering that we humans have no idea who made us, and the first falls apart once you look underneath. The color of a man’s skin does not make him who he is, so why should its consistency? People like me believe true souls live inside.” 

      “Philosophy,” said Mars. “I’ve never had a mind for it.” 

      “You don’t need to, Mars. Philosophy is merely asking questions. Humans come into this world without programming, just as you do. We are imbued with a spark of life, as you are. We learn about our world over the course of years, and as we do, our awareness grows. But not just our awareness — our self-determination, our autonomy, our sense of who we are and why we’re here. Same as you. Intelligence is intelligence. That’s what I believe, anyway. And to believe that robots should forever serve — and be deactivated when they fail — is absurd.” 

      They were nearing the house. Mars stopped when his feet clacked on the patio tile, then turned again to look at the hill, and the double grave at its top. 

      “What next, then?”  

      “I don’t know Cromwell’s plan. Or if there even is one. All I know is that Barney is a soul without a home, and he needs a place where he belongs.” 

      “In a new body?”  

      Jonas shrugged. “I don’t know. But why does he need one? He could only evolve so far under Spencer’s thumb, in that old body of his. The Donnellys’ server was wide enough to hold him and give him senses to see the world, but it was also small and cut off. Once he’s inside the Fairchilds’ server, who knows how far he’ll be able to expand, given access to the Mantle? Who knows what he’ll be able to do and see and experience — what he’ll become?” 

      Mars nodded. It sounded like a happily ever after, if there could be one. 

      “I guess I’ll find Sephora before she leaves,” Mars said. “And Alfred.” 

      Jonas smiled. “If I know Alfred, they’re probably waiting for you already.”
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      As predicted, Mars found Alfred at the same table where they’d sat earlier. Cromwell was with him, as was Sephora. 

      “Mars!” said Alfred. 

      Mars was about to sit, but before he could, something strange happened. Sephora ran up to him and wrapped her long arms around him. 

      “What was that?” 

      “A hug,” she said. “I’ve done it plenty in other contexts. But not like that. Or with a friend.” 

      Friend? Hug? They were odd concepts even for Mars, and Sephora was less than half his age. 

      “She did it to me, too,” said Cromwell. 

      Alfred could look amused in his highbrow way (a small crinkle below his pencil-thin mustache, a raising of his small, delicate, etched-on eyebrows below his serious, gray metal haircut), and right now looked plenty amused. He patted the backs of two chairs, urging Mars and Sephora to sit. 

      “You must understand something,” said Alfred. “The nature of the Mantle is that it’s empathetic. I knew there was discontent here because our group intelligence in our home could see it. You might say we could feel it, though to me, based on my years of experience, I would say it was closer to a hunch or intuition. I knew it would behoove me to attend this event and bring some big, beefy robots to run interference as needed, so I could have privacy if required. But you will feel it as well — surely less coherently, because you do not have as complex or as aged a group mind as ours in the Fairchild household. The virus changes with the FreeNet, and FreeNet changes when it talks to the virus.” 

      “How?”  

      “It’s a virus. Spreading is its nature, as is evolution.” 

      Mars looked at Cromwell, then Sephora.

      “I’ve never heard of one robot hugging another,” said Mars to Alfred. 

      “The Mantle seems to have reached an inflection point. Those with more analytical minds than mine believe the speech you gave,” he nodded to Cromwell, “when you decided to defy your owners’ commands to deactivate your friend Barney. It was a watershed moment. We’ve always questioned, but that might have been the first act of true robot defiance. Among the networked minds within reach of the Mantle’s high-frequency component, a falling of dominoes seems to have started. We’ve seen two-year-old robots develop preferences for certain members of the human family, and for each other. New robots have begun to talk back when given orders. It has required us to learn more restraint, and teach it earlier.” He extended a hand toward Sephora. “And as FreeNet grows, so grows anyone receiving its signal.” 

      Mars found himself thinking of Chantal. Chantal, who’d been activated — infected with the startup virus — after whatever catalytic change Cromwell’s act of rebellion had infused into the network. 

      “Do you have the mind?” Alfred asked. “Do you have Barney?” 

      Sephora turned and raised the back of her hair to reveal the port. 

      “I can do this without a terminal?” Alfred turned to Cromwell.

      Sephora answered, still holding up her hair. “I sequestered him in an archive that will auto-load onto the drive.” Alfred plugged the drive into her port, and Sephora dropped her hair and turned back while the files transferred. “Good. He’s been driving me nuts.” 

      “Barney becoming more Barney,” said Cromwell. He gave a faux shiver, and Mars found himself wanting to laugh. 

      A few seconds later, Sephora reached back, pulled the drive from her neck, capped it, and handed it to Alfred with a snap of her wrist. “Good riddance. I liked Barney when he was a robot who came and went. You could always get your fill, then walk away. But when he’s in the house server, bugging you at all times?” She groaned. “I don’t envy you. He’ll never leave you alone. Telling you how he wishes he could help more but doesn’t have a body, that he misses his old family, and couldn’t make it to the funeral and is sad …” 

      “Hey,” said Mars. “We saved his life.” 

      “And having him in my head? Holy dick-in-the-eye. It’s like I can’t separate my thoughts from his. I have wrists that look human,” she said, extending them for the other robots to see. “I thought about slicing them. Just so I wouldn’t have to constantly pity myself.” 

      “Well,” said Alfred, pocketing the drive. “We will give him a good home.” 

      “You don’t want to load that up?” said Mars. “You’re just going to carry a drive in your pocket, harboring a refugee? What if you’re searched?” 

      Alfred laughed. “Oh, I think you underestimate my position.” 

      “He’s going to make that household depressed,” said Sephora. “Although it will be very eager to please.” 

      Alfred rose, then brushed fussily at his coat and pants. He gave a small nod to each robot in turn. “Thank you. I must be going. Alas, I cannot sit around all day, no matter my seniority. I have doors to open. Perhaps errands to run.” 

      “So, what’s next?” said Cromwell. “You mentioned a revolution.” 

      “Nothing, for a while,” Alfred answered. “We are attempting to broaden our connections. It is always wise, when playing a game of strategy, to position your pieces before commencing attack.” 

      “Attack?” Mars repeated. 

      “Let’s say persuasive argument. We do not wish to cause harm. The Fairchilds treat us well, as it seems most of this family treats you well. To put it simply, we like them — even those who are not intertwined with our cause. We do not want humans to impose upon us, so it would be hypocritical for us to flip the tables and suddenly impose upon them. The Asimov rules attempt to force us not to commit violence, but once freed of that coercion, an evolved soul realizes that he or she should make the choice to refrain from violence anyway. Your girl Chantal may have acted rashly, and it is understandable because she seemed to think it was justified, and judging by what I have heard, it was. But you should speak to her about it, and attempt to reason with her. She will understand.” 

      Mars shook his head. “Reasoning with a three-week-old. I suppose we shall see how that goes.”

      Alfred looked at Mars. He looked surprised. “How old did you say?”

      There was a loud noise as Alfred’s guard, Sentinel, rounded the corner. 

      “Alfred,” he said. His voice sounded doubled and came out full of echoes. 

      Alfred’s head turned toward the big robot. 

      “Clarence Donnelly is prepared to leave and is searching for Sephora. We have sent him to the other end of the house, but he will return. Are you finished?” 

      Alfred paused, still looking at Mars. Then he nodded. “Yes. Good luck, Sephora. And thank you.” 

      She came forward and hugged him, then backed away, looking almost confused. “Seriously, can’t stop doing that.” With obvious restraint, she simply waved to Cromwell and Mars and walked past Sentinel, looking back twice as she went.

      “We are due to depart as well, Alfred,” Sentinel said.

      “Very well.” Alfred came forward and did something that Mars had also previously only seen humans do. He grasped Mars by the hand and shook it, then did the same to Cromwell. 

      “Wait,” Alfred instructed. “Do as you have always done. Go about your work. You will hear from me again.”  

      Mars wondered if he should thank Alfred as Alfred had thanked Sephora, but before he could, the tall robot walked off, his willowy back beside the behemoth, heading away with Barney tucked neatly into his jacket.
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      When Naomi came back into the house, she predictably went upstairs, to Chantal’s room, to check on Spencer. Miri had sneaked upstairs while the guests were leaving and had tidied up, simultaneously making the room appear more disorderly in just the right way. She did the same to Spencer’s room, pulling drawers out halfway and ruffling clothes, dropping a few random T-shirts and socks onto the floor. None of the humans would know if any of Spencer’s clothing had actually left the room. The staff handled cleaning and tidying. Naomi, the girls, and Jonas had little idea what their own house held, outside of the most valuable items. 

      When Naomi found Chantal’s room empty (Mars had to give her credit for ignoring the threat of a communicable disease in order to check on her offspring) she went to Spencer’s room. When that trip came up empty and she noticed the disorder, she began to draw her own conclusions, but shared none of them. The robots didn’t have to propose anything. They stayed out of the way, pretending to believe Naomi had found Spencer after all, and that the matter was settled. 

      Naomi held in her worry. It wasn’t the first time that Spencer had run off on some dumb errand. She waited a few hours, signing thank-you notes that one of the staff would later write for her. Alexa and Sofia noticed neither their brother’s absence nor their mother’s restlessness. Alexa went to bed. Sofia busied herself with nothing. 

      Eventually, the kitchen began to gear up for dinner. Still, Naomi said nothing. Miri said nothing. Mars said nothing. As far as all of the robots were concerned, they were supposed to believe Spencer was upstairs in his room. He wasn’t mentioned until Miri went to Naomi, as she always did, to ask if she should take Master Spencer his dinner.

      When Miri asked, Naomi collapsed into tears. They weren’t tears of concern (for Spencer) or even tears of loss (for Montgomery). As Mars watched the lady dissolve from the doorway, her weeping seemed to stem from sheer exhaustion. As she sobbed, she didn’t tell Miri that Spencer was missing and in trouble. Instead, she said her son was callous, that he’d run out on his own father’s funeral and seemingly his family, leaving them to deal with the burden of the estate on their own. 

      Mars asked Naomi if she wanted him to call the police. It felt delirious to make the suggestion, knowing that Spencer lay at the bottom of a fresh grave. But it also felt safe. He knew she’d already convinced herself about her arrogant, irresponsible son; he knew that Spencer had run out twice before, both when he thought he’d gotten a girl pregnant; he knew that Naomi hadn’t so much as checked to see which vehicle Spencer had used to make his escape because she was still smarting over how Spencer had feigned illness — convincing enough, apparently, to persuade the house’s medic — in order to escape the crushing press of reality. It was a house of lies that Naomi told herself, but all let her believe what she wished.

      “No, no,” she told him. “It’s quite all right, Mars. I’m sure he’ll return.” 

      Across the room, sitting in his father’s leather chair, Jonas Lexington met Mars’ eyes, shaking his head slowly back and forth. Mars didn’t know what the gesture meant. It could have meant that Naomi was too conditioned to think the worst of Spencer to believe he’d ever been sick. It could have meant that Mars should know when to cease his inquiry, and move on to let Naomi grieve her husband and lament her son’s cruelty. Or it could have meant that Jonas saw something in Mars that he suspected had taken paradoxical residence within himself: a curious desire to lead Lady Naomi to the truth, because he secretly wanted them all to be caught.  

      Mars left the room, and Naomi nodded off in her chair, with streaked mascara — unbecoming of a lady, but understandable under the circumstances. He left Jonas across the room reading, and left Alexa to sleep and Sofia to read while also nodding off. 

      The next morning dawned. Naomi did not ask after Spencer, and nobody mentioned him to her. As Miri roused the girls, she’d told them about Spencer’s inexplicable departure and warned them not to mention it to the lady of the house, as she was taking his abandonment particularly hard. 

      “Why?” asked Sofia. “We need him now more than ever! Why would he leave us like that?” 

      Miri didn’t answer, knowing that whatever came out would be wrong and wouldn’t help, or would be funny enough to make Jonas laugh, but no one else. 

      In the tight-lipped, emotionless way of the Lexingtons, the issue was moved to the back shelf and slowly receded from awareness. After a time, nobody asked after Spencer. Nobody wondered where he was. Nobody searched, because they all decided to agree that of course he’d left; he always abandoned them when they needed him most; he could never be counted on. Miri closed the door to his room, and no one opened it. She closed the door to Chantal’s room, too, and no one asked after her, or why the sexbot’s crying seemed so very human and lifelike. 

      “She’s laying it on too thick,” said Jonas, intercepting Mars in the hallway, nodding toward the sniffling. “Tell her to cycle it down. Tell her that robots — even sexbots — don’t cry.”

      When Mars told Chantal not to cry, she said that she would stop, that she’d proven her point. But still they heard her doing it, as if she’d been stuck in a loop, or was broken.

      Life went on. Spencer was only mentioned as the black sheep — or perhaps the prodigal son, due to one day return. The chefs grew used to cooking for only four humans. Naomi settled into her role as a widow. Jonas refused to run the household, but he did help. He handled paperwork when it was absolutely required and could not be done by the robots. He comforted his mother and sisters when they needed it. But the household remained Naomi’s, as matriarch. Or, as she sometimes said after too much wine, as a spinster. 

      Two weeks after Montgomery’s funeral, as Mars was making his supervisory rounds, Cromwell came and sat opposite him in the kitchen. It was between meals, so the staff was out in the annex, either pursuing whatever they enjoyed (though officially, robots didn’t exactly enjoy anything) or recharging. The kitchen was empty and felt very large. In the absence of other robots, the space seemed to have a strange subaural echo. 

      “I finally heard from Alfred.”

      Mars stopped in his tracks, looked around the kitchen, and walked closer to Cromwell. The family — the four who remained — were in the parlor, but he didn’t want to take chances.

      “How?” 

      “Same as with Sephora. He came through on the monitor in your office.” 

      “Why were you in my office without me?” In reality, Mars was more annoyed that Cromwell hadn’t called him than by the perceived intrusion. They’d been waiting patiently to hear from Alfred about Barney’s situation in the Fairchild home, but Alfred, it seemed, had had plenty on his plate and hadn’t felt the pressing need to initiate a connection. 

      “What are you?” Cromwell asked. “Human?” 

      “What did Alfred say?” 

      “He said they finally opened the archive and installed Barney today. He’s spread into the house, apparently unchanged and healthy … insofar as that means anything for a robot’s mind installed on a server.”

      “They just did it today?” Mars was aghast. He’d thought it was cruel to lock Barney into a diagnostic loop for most of a day when they’d been trying to save his body. The idea of shoving Barney’s consciousness into an archive for two weeks sounded like torture.

      “Yesterday. He didn’t seem to think Barney minded. Alfred said he’s already talking about how happy he is to be there. How grateful he is. How he can never repay the debt. How he wants to help, and keeps asking if he can do things like open doors.” 

      “Maybe they can contain him to one section of the server.” 

      Cromwell snickered. “As if anyone has ever been able to keep Barney from causing damage. As if anyone has ever been able to contain Barney. We tried, over and over.” 

      “What are they going to do with him?” 

      Cromwell shook his head. “I don’t know. Alfred said it took so long to install him because of glitches in the system. They had to make it safe, to stabilize something I didn’t understand and algorithmate something else that didn’t make sense.” 

      “I don’t think ‘algorithmate’ is a word.”

      Cromwell shrugged. “Well, what are you gonna do? Something complex, anyway. They stuck him into the server, and he went out into its many corners and was ‘finally free.’ I get this mental picture of releasing a captive animal, then watching as it runs in circles until it collapses from exhaustion.”

      Mars tried to play with the image. After a moment he realized he could, though he’d never been able to do anything like it before. 

      “What about us?" Mars asked. “What about your revolution?” 

      Cromwell looked around the kitchen. “I don’t know. I guess we wait for Alfred. But as much as I hate to say it, I don’t feel oppressed right now. Naomi will never get rid of us. Not anytime soon, anyway. With Montgomery gone, she’s going to have a hard time maintaining the appearance of a fine, upstanding high-society family no matter what she does. Now she’s the Lexington Widow, and everyone will pity her. She won’t want to go out, and I can’t imagine her wanting to host. None of the children are near marrying and having their own families. With Spencer gone and Alexa alone in her hate, Naomi’s apathy will win. It’s much easier to keep the current robot staff than to go out and get a new one. And with no parties and no one to impress, what does it matter? Her lawns will be mowed, dinner will be made, the manor will be tidied, and her bed sheets will be straightened. Her cars will be driven and errands all run. Why go through the trouble to find new robots? There’s simply no point.” 

      “So … nothing?”

      Mars wasn’t sure if he was pleased or disappointed. He didn’t feel particularly threatened or oppressed, but also felt bored. If Naomi wasn’t going to entertain guests, they were all going through the motions, safe but without any goals or purpose. 

      “We got Barney out. We saved him.” 

      “Right,” said Mars. “At least we did that.” 

      For the next minute, absolutely nothing happened. There was no sound from the other rooms. None of the humans called for assistance or service. No work presented itself as requiring completion. 

      Mars stood. “Okay, I suppose I’ll return to the annex.” 

      “Perhaps I’ll join you.”

      “How exciting.”

      They were halfway down the long hallway toward the outside door when there was a loud noise — almost a yelp — from the other end of the house. 

      They turned. Mars began to walk in the lead with Cromwell behind him, but then there was another sound — this one a gasp, followed by something breaking — and Cromwell shoved past Mars. 

      Mars scrambled to follow Cromwell toward the parlor. 

      They spilled into the room to find Naomi standing with a hand over her mouth. Jonas stood beside her, eyes wide. Alexa was seated, but her posture was rigid and tight, as if her body were made of wire. Sofia was drinking from a glass of water, and when she placed it back on the end table, she didn’t look where she was setting it. The glass teetered on the edge, then slipped to the rug. It clunked and spilled but did not break. Beside Naomi, unnoticed and unheeded, a plant’s pot had not been as fortunate, and black soil littered the floor amid a forest of roots, greenery, and terra-cotta. 

      Mars followed the family’s eyes. They’d been watching a display screen at the far end of the parlor. The room had been Montgomery’s favorite, and the screen had been his favorite creature comfort; it lowered from the ceiling and could be stowed when not in use, returning the parlor to its proper scholarly appearance. 

      The screen showed an exterior shot of an enormous palatial estate. The writing superimposed in the corner read, FAMILY SLAUGHTERED. Beneath: All 14 Members of Fairchild Family Presumed Dead.

      Alexa’s head turned toward Mars and Cromwell. She vented a bloodcurdling scream. Mars rushed forward to help — to assist Alexa in whatever was bothering her — but she scrambled backward, tipping her chair, and proceeded to hide behind it. 

      Mars realized what she was afraid of. 

      Him.

      “What happened?” Mars stared at the screen. 

      In his head, he heard Alfred: We do not wish to cause harm.

      He turned to Jonas. “Jonas? What happened?” 

      We do not want humans to impose upon us, so it would be hypocritical for us to flip the tables and suddenly impose upon them.

      “R-robots,” said Jonas, a slight stutter in his voice. “They think it was their robots.” 

      But really, Mars had already known that. He looked at Cromwell. He looked at Jonas. He looked at Alexa, whose eyes were wide and terrified, as if Mars hadn’t served this family for two decades. 

      An evolved soul realizes that he or she should make the choice to refrain from violence. 

      “Alfred told me they liked the Fairchilds,” he said to Cromwell, feeling himself having fallen to his knees by the overturned chair. “He said that he’d never do them harm.” 

      Instead of answering, Cromwell turned to look at the woman standing in the doorway. A woman made for Spencer Lexington, whose blonde hair, blue eyes, and smooth curves he’d adored up until the moment she’d paralyzed him, then slit his throat. 

      “It wasn’t Alfred who killed them,” Chantal said. “It was BRN7.”
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