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Fire Up My Heart

 

By Asta Idonea

 

London bartender Fane thinks he’s hit the jackpot when he finds a rare and expensive service Bot discarded in a dumpster, and he takes it home to get it working again. The Jo-E brings some much-needed companionship to Fane’s lonely life, but there’s something different about this Bot, as indicated by its odd behavior. Fane’s developing feelings toward Jo-E trouble him, and things go from bad to worse when a robotics engineer arrives on Fane’s doorstep, demanding the return of his property. Fane is forced to choose between a hefty reward and following his heart. Giving in to his forbidden desires might get him killed—or change his life forever.




Chapter One

 

 

IT WAS raining cats and dogs when Fane Maddox left the club and made his way through Soho’s neon-lit streets. His shift at Spunk, London’s rundown retro gay bar, had finished at 2:00 a.m., and his weary feet ached as he commenced the long walk back to his flat in Finsbury Park.

On foot, it was a journey of a good hour and a half, but it wasn’t as if he had any other options. The first Tube service on a Sunday morning didn’t begin until gone seven, and since a lack of customers, combined with a recent petrol shortage, had led to the cancellation of all London’s night buses, it was a case of walking or taking a taxi. Thanks to the fuel hike, the cost of a black cab was extortionate these days, and the trip home in one would use up all his tips for the night. Therefore, he had no choice but to rely on his own two feet. At least the long walks kept him fit.

He would have passed the alley without a second glance. However, at that moment, the neon sign that wrapped around the corner of the building flickered, drawing his gaze. He started to turn away, then looked back, convinced he must be seeing things. Either he was losing his mind, or there were a pair of legs dangling over the side of the huge garbage bin at the entrance to the alleyway.

Fane dithered. He was tired and sopping wet. The last thing he wanted was to be responsible for finding a dead body. He’d have to call the cops, and who knew how long it would take them to show. If they turned up at all. In the meantime he’d be left standing in this downpour and, knowing his luck, would probably catch pneumonia. Then again, maybe the guy was merely drunk or injured and in need of assistance. Could Fane live with himself if he walked on by?

Heaving a sigh, Fane shoved his hands deep into the pockets of his jeans and crossed the street. Once he reached the alley, he glanced left and right. Then, seeing no one around, he boosted himself up and into the dumpster.

The bags of rubbish crunched and shifted beneath him. He lost his balance and shot out a hand, grabbing hold of the rim of the bin to steady himself. One of the bags must have split under his weight, because a foul smell wafted through the air. Fane screwed up his nose. Determined to make a speedy exit, he scrambled two steps forward to reach the body.

Even in the dim, stuttering neon glow, it only took him a second to realize his mistake. This wasn’t a body. At least not a human one.

The Bot lay faceup amidst the black sacks, its pupilless eyes open but devoid of life, and its hair a tangled mess. A pair of torn jeans covered its lower half, but its torso was bare, displaying smooth, pale skin and toned, compact muscles. Or the facsimile of muscles, anyway, Fane reminded himself.

He assumed the thing had malfunctioned. Although why the owner would dump it rather than taking it in for repair was beyond him. He recognized this model, and it was far from obsolete. The Jo-E had been out less than six months and was still being advertised all over the Internet. A domestic worker, it was touted as the most lifelike yet, with cognitive abilities that far outstripped its predecessors. And a price tag to match. Fane couldn’t even afford an entry-level Bot on his meager salary; one as advanced as this was beyond his wildest dreams. A thought occurred to him, and he cast another wary glance out toward the street.

What if he took it home with him? It had been thrown in the trash, unwanted, so it wouldn’t be classed as theft under current laws. He was no robotics expert, but he knew a bit about computing and mechanics. If he could get the thing working, it would do all the housework for him, saving him hours of labor. He couldn’t manage the long walk home with it, though, so it would mean expending his night’s tips on transportation. After a moment’s reflection, he decided the cost of the cab ride would be worth it—assuming the Bot could be fixed.

He peered closer to check for any obvious faults, but the Jo-E looked whole from what Fane could make out in the half-light. There were no missing limbs, and he spotted no obvious damage to the outer layers. Whatever had gone wrong must have been internal, and he wouldn’t be able to assess that until he got home. It was time to make a decision. He chewed on his bottom lip as he weighed the pros and cons once more. Then he eased his arm under the Bot’s back and got a good grip on its torso.

The Bot was heavier than Fane had anticipated, but he managed to inch it up and over the edge of the dumpster. Despite the weight, he lowered it to the ground as gently as he could, not wanting to cause any additional damage. Then he clambered out himself and picked up his prize. He had to try a few different positions until he found a semicomfortable way to carry the Bot, but once he had a decent hold on it, he headed toward Piccadilly Circus where he knew he’d be able to pick up a cab.

The aged driver looked at him askance at first, but once Fane held out his wrist and a scan confirmed he had sufficient credits for the journey, the man nodded and unlocked the passenger door. It took a couple of goes to maneuver the Jo-E inside, but then they were off. They made swift progress through the empty streets, and twenty-five minutes later, Fane dragged the Bot into his flat.

 

 

FANE DIDN’T wake until gone eleven the next morning, but upon rousing, he dressed, grabbed a quick breakfast of cornflakes, and then moved into the lounge.

The Bot was exactly where he’d left it eight hours before—propped up on Fane’s dilapidated two-seater sofa. In the light of day, it still looked unblemished on the outside, confirming Fane’s initial suspicions that any damage was beneath the surface, in the wiring.

He sank into the seat next to the Jo-E and shifted its torso so he could reach its back. The maintenance panel opened with a gentle click, and Fane bent forward and peered inside. The problem was easily identified: one of the wires had been fried extra crispy. Fane investigated further, but as far as his layman’s eye could tell, that appeared to be the only defect, and he wondered again why the owner had given up on the Bot when the fix was so straightforward Fane could accomplish it himself with no more than a new strip of wire and a soldering iron.

He retrieved his toolbox and got to work. He cut out the toasted section of wire and tossed it onto the floor. Then he prepared and set a new strip from among the scraps he kept on hand. The job took all of ten minutes, and when he was done, Fane set his tools aside and braced himself for the moment of truth. After shutting the maintenance panel, he felt around behind the Bot’s right ear until he found the button to switch it on.

For a second nothing happened, and Fane slumped. It appeared he’d overestimated his knowledge and abilities, and the cost of the taxi ride had been for naught. But then the Bot emitted a soft whir and blinked. When it turned to look at him, Fane was greeted with the most dazzling green eyes he’d ever seen. The color of seafoam, they were pale and bright—beautiful but unnatural.

Fane remembered reading about the reasoning behind the eye color in the early online reviews. Bots had been around in various forms for close to ten years now; however, there were still many opposed to the very concept of AI. These naysayers were convinced the Bots were biding their time, waiting to take over the world and enslave humanity, and the more realistic the Bots became, the louder they spewed their prognosis of doom. The eyes of the current models were a compromise: a way to tell Bot from human at a single glance. Without them, the Bots would be indistinguishable from the humans around them, unless their skin was cut and the inner workings revealed.

“Hello.”

The greeting shook Fane out of his contemplations. Under that unwavering stare, he felt a rush of timidity and scratched the back of his head. “Uh… hi.”

“Where is Samuel?”

“Was he your owner?”

The Jo-E nodded.

“Look, I don’t know how to tell you this, but, well… he left you.”

“Left me?”

“Yeah. You had a malfunction. But don’t worry, I fixed you.”

“Are you my owner now?”

Fane hesitated for a split second, then cleared his throat and spoke with as much confidence as he could muster. “Yes. Yes, I am.”

The Bot broke into a wide grin. “What is your name?”

“Fane. I’m Fane.”

“Hello, Fane. It is nice to meet you.” It held out its hand. “I am Jo-E.”

Fane took the outstretched hand. He hadn’t been paying attention before, too intent on first rescuing the Bot and then fixing it, but he now noticed how lifelike its skin was. If not for that luminous gaze, he may well have assumed he was in the presence of another human. The Bot’s palm was warm and its grip tight as it executed the handshake.

With greetings completed, the Bot made a survey of its surroundings, scanning from one side of the room to the other. “Your home is untidy, Fane. Shall I clean for you?”

Fane opened his mouth, intending to tell the Jo-E the room wasn’t that messy, but then he glanced at the empty takeaway boxes littering the floor, the dirty cups on the coffee table, the tangled cords of his many gaming systems running this way and that, and the heap of grimy work clothes he’d been intending to wash for several days, and he bit back his planned words, saying instead, “You’re my first Bot, Jo-E. What can you do exactly?”

“I can do everything around your home. I can clean and cook. I can connect with your computer and arrange your grocery orders. I can wash and fold away your clothes. Would you like me to do these things for you, Fane?”

“Yeah. I mean, that sounds good.”

The Jo-E appeared elated by this news. Its smile broadened, and it leapt up from the sofa. “Will you show me around your home, Fane? Once I know the layout of your house and the location of all items, I can begin work.”

The tour of Fane’s flat didn’t take long. The lounge led into the tiny kitchen, with its oven, sink, and ancient front-loader washing machine. Across the hallway was the square box of a bathroom and next to that, the bedroom. The Bot nodded in rapt attention as Fane pointed out the location of food, cleaning products, and clothes. In the bedroom, Fane paused and turned to the Jo-E.

“I only have the one bed, so I’m not sure where you’ll sleep.”

“I have no need of a bed, Fane. My battery is self-sustaining. It requires only that I go into hibernation mode for five hours every day to recharge.”

“Oh. Great. Does this battery ever need replacing?”

“My main power source has a life expectancy of ten years.” The Bot paused. “Shall I work now, Fane?”

“Sure. Knock yourself out.”

With another Hollywood smile, the Jo-E dashed out of the bedroom and back to the lounge. Fane followed and watched for a few moments as it set to work tidying the room, and then he slipped on his shoes and jacket and called out that he’d be back soon. Outside, he hovered on the porch long enough to hear the twenty-year-old vacuum cleaner splutter to reluctant life, then set off toward the pub.

The General’s Arms was an alehouse that had seen its heyday a good fifty years before. Back in 2040, the council had attempted to shut the building down in the interests of public safety, but the locals had rallied and saved it from demolition. It was an institution, and its punters wouldn’t abandon it until the roof of the crumbling edifice at last gave way and buried them all. Who cared if the interior lights no longer worked and the plumbing was touch and go? So long as the ale flowed, what did it matter if they couldn’t see what they were drinking and had to go home to piss?

When Fane arrived it was still early, and the place was empty save for two old men. Both were hunched over lunches that looked like they were made from melted plastic. But apparently the meals tasted better than their appearance suggested, since the men were wolfing the food down as if they hadn’t eaten in a week. Maybe they hadn’t at that.

With a nod of greeting in the men’s direction, Fane ambled to the bar and slid onto one of the stools. The cushion sank beneath him with a whoosh, flattening out so much he may as well have been sitting on bare wood, and when he adjusted his position, the stool wobbled on uneven legs.

He ordered a pint of the current guest brew and extended his arm over the bar. The publican whipped out an old-model scanner, and after three failed attempts to read Fane’s chip, a high-pitched bleep announced payment had been accepted. Satisfied, Jack grunted, poured Fane his drink, and disappeared out back.

There was something floating on the surface of the ale, so Fane dipped his finger into the liquid and scooped out the speck of grit before taking a sip. The drink had no taste at all. That made it an acceptable beverage as modern beers went.

Since the hop plague devastated all crops beyond saving, brewers had been hard-pressed to find an alternative, and a process of trial and error had begun. Some of the concoctions they put together were foul; others made consumers ill. Fane didn’t know what had been used to produce this one. Nor did he care to find out. Ignorance was bliss, and so long as it was tasteless and he could keep it down, it was a winner in his books.

Fane tapped his wrist to boot up his chip’s built-in web browser, and once it flashed to life, he tilted the projection so it lay flat against his palm. He spent the next few hours nursing his pint and perusing information on the Jo-E. It proved to be enlightening reading. The official sites offered standard information on the Bot’s specs and capabilities, most of which Fane already knew from the ads. It appeared to be a resilient model and, with luck, wouldn’t require much in the way of regular maintenance or upgrades. All to the good considering Fane’s limited skills and even more limited credit account.

After leaving the official sites, he moved to customer reviews, the majority of which were resoundingly positive. A few people complained about things they wished the Bots could also do—the requests ranging from reasonable calls for driving ability to farcical demands for hairstyling and clothes-making capabilities—but he came across no negative comments regarding problems with the way the Bots performed the tasks for which they were programmed.

He was getting ready to shut down the browser and head home when he came across a site that talked about the Bots’ AI. Leaning back against the bar, he scanned through an account of the level of AI attained by Bot models through the ages. The early examples had barely been AI at all. They had been capable of conversational responses and even some lateral thinking, but they’d really only been well-programmed robots, designed to complete simple tasks. He scrolled to the section on the Jo-E and read that the latest models were the most advanced yet. Blessed with a certain amount of creativity, they were lacking only the social and general intelligence needed to make them strong AI. The comments section at the end had started out as an interesting debate on what would be needed to take that last step, but the discussion had degenerated into the Internet version of a bar fight when several anti-Bot protestors infiltrated the thread.

Fane clicked his fingers to close the program. Then he glugged the foamy remnants of his beer and made for the door. He stepped out, feeling a sudden unease about how long he’d left the Bot alone. What if his fix had broken down? The thing could have caught fire and set his flat ablaze. Or it may have snuck out and gone in search of its original owner. Didn’t the shops program these things to find their way back home if lost? He seemed to recall having read something like that, but he couldn’t remember if that had been for this model or another. The Jo-Es weren’t designed to leave the house, after all, so how would they go missing or get lost?

When he reached the flat, he found the building still standing. No flames licked at the curtains in the windows. No smoke wafted out from beneath the front door. All was quiet and still. He raised his wrist to the lock and opened the door. Inside, he was greeted with the lemony smell of disinfectant, mingled with the scent of cooked meat.

The Jo-E appeared in the hallway. It was only when Fane noted the apron tied around its waist that he realized the Bot was still topless and stuck in the skanky jeans Fane had found it in. He felt bad for not having offered it a change of clothes before he left; then he remembered it was a machine and wouldn’t care either way.

“Are you hungry, Fane? I made dinner.”

“Actually, I am rather hungry.”

This appeared to be the best news the Jo-E had heard all day, because it all but dragged Fane into the kitchen and pressed a plate of steaming spaghetti Bolognese on him, sporting one of the broad grins that seemed to be its favorite facial expression.

The meal did smell good, and when the Bot handed him a fork, Fane twisted some of the strands of pasta around its tines and took a tentative bite. It tasted divine, and Fane shoveled the food into his mouth at a rate of knots. It was the correct eating temperature and cooked to perfection. Once he was finished, the Bot took the dirty dishes from him and proceeded to wash them in the sink.

With the lure of the homemade meal gone, Fane paused long enough to take stock of his surroundings. And his jaw dropped. The kitchen was spotless. The chrome taps gleamed, and every surface was free of splashes and stains. Standing, he meandered through the other rooms, finding each in a similar, immaculate condition, with shelves dusted, floors vacuumed, and everything tidied away. Even his bunch of wires and cables in the lounge had been rearranged. They no longer littered the floor, yet every game station remained accessible and ready for play.

Fane flopped onto the sofa and let out a happy laugh as he viewed his pristine domain. There was no longer any doubt in his mind: his efforts last night, and the cost of the cab ride home, had been more than worth it, and he’d defy anyone who tried to suggest otherwise. The Jo-E was the single greatest find of his life.

“Fane?”

He looked up at the call to see the Bot hovering in the doorway. “Yep?”

“Would you like a cup of tea or other beverage?”

“A Coke would be great.”

The Bot disappeared, returning a moment later with a full glass, which it presented to Fane. Seeing the Jo-E’s hopeful expression, Fane experienced a stab of guilt. “Thanks. And, uh, thanks for dinner too. It was great. Really tasty.”

The Jo-E gave a contented hum and another of those winning smiles. “Your supplies are low. Shall I order food tomorrow?”

“Yes. Wait, no. No, you can’t. I don’t have enough credits. I get paid on Wednesday. We’ll get some shopping then. Okay?”

“Okay.”

The Bot stood there watching him, and Fane began to feel uneasy. After a few moments consideration, he decided the thing’s attire, or lack thereof, wasn’t helping, and he set the drink on the coffee table and got to his feet. “Come with me, Jo-E,” he said, and led the Bot into his bedroom.

The tidying up that had taken place in this room had been so thorough it took Fane a few minutes exploration to work out the system by which his clothing had been ordered and stored in the wardrobe and chest of drawers. The new arrangement made sense when he stopped and thought about it, but it was so different from his normal process of shoving the garments in whichever drawer was closest it caught him off guard at first.

Eventually he found what he wanted and tossed a pair of black jeans and a plain, plum-colored T-shirt onto the bed. The T-shirt had never looked right with his complexion, and the jeans, an impulse buy during the sales the previous year, had proven too short in the leg. The Jo-E was broader across the chest than him, but also a good couple of inches shorter, so Fane hoped the fit wouldn’t be too bad.

He waved at the clothes. “Those are for you.”

The Bot looked between the clothes and Fane, its brow creasing. “For me?”

“Yep. You should wear them. Your current jeans are dead.”

The Jo-E looked down at its legs, then back at Fane. It blinked. “You want me to get changed?”

“That’s right.”

“Okay, Fane.”

Without further ado, the Jo-E unfastened its current pair of jeans and pushed them down over its slender hips. Underneath, it was naked.

Fane knew he should look away. He told himself it was only polite, that he shouldn’t stare. Yet he was transfixed. He’d read that the current models were anatomically correct, but he’d never realized to what extent. For some reason, he’d assumed the Bots would be like those olden-day Ken dolls, with nothing at all “down there.” But this Jo-E had the complete package. And a more than adequate one at that. He wondered how functional it was. Did it sit there, a soft, unchanging lump of silicone, or could it…? Could he…?

The Jo-E pulled up the zipper on the new jeans, and Fane raised his gaze and watched as it tugged on the T-shirt. The jeans were the perfect length for the Bot, but the T-shirt was a little tight. It stretched over pecs and biceps, somehow making the sculpted muscles even more noticeable than when they’d been bared. The deep plum fabric caused the Jo-E’s bright eyes to pop.

Heat pooled in Fane’s groin, and he shivered. “Okay, that’s great. I’m going to bed now, so go recharge or whatever you need to do.” He waved his arms, shooing the Bot from the room.

The Jo-E smiled. “Good night, Fane. Sweet dreams.”

The moment the Bot left, Fane slammed the door shut and slumped against it. His breathing was heavy and uneven, and he fought to get his panic under control. It was nothing, he told himself over and over. A momentary subconscious reaction due to the surprise of seeing the Bot naked. Nothing more. Within a few days he’d be used to its presence, they’d establish a routine, and this would be a memory at which he’d shake his head and laugh.

It was nothing.

Fane got undressed and turned off the light. He pretended he was neglecting to brush his teeth because he was tired, not because he feared to run into the Jo-E. He climbed into bed and snuggled beneath the covers, squeezing his eyes shut and willing himself to sleep. It took a while, but at last he drifted into an uneasy slumber.




Chapter Two

 

 

JO-E LISTENED outside the door. He waited until he heard the depression of the springs in the mattress and the rustle of covers that indicated Fane was indeed in bed. Then he turned, walked back to the lounge, and sat on the sofa.

He looked down at his new clothing, brushing his hand over the denim and giving the T-shirt an experimental tug. The garments were soft and clean against his skin. The T-shirt was tight, but in a pleasant way. It made him feel cocooned and safe. Safe. He cocked his head and considered the concept. The absence of danger. Free from the likelihood of loss or harm. An examination of his memory banks confirmed he had never considered his own safety before. Why he should do so now was a conundrum, and he filed the thought away for future analysis. For now, he turned his attention to a review of his recent memories—those prior to Fane’s appearance.

He remembered Samuel, working for Samuel, but the events of the last couple of days were hazy. They’d been running a test of some sort, hadn’t they? He remembered Samuel hooking him up to some machinery, followed by a surge of power that had jolted his body. But after that there was nothing until that first glimpse of Fane’s room and face.

A check of his maintenance log showed the burst of electricity had damaged some of his wiring, prompting an automatic shutdown of all systems to avoid any further power surges. When he examined the wiring now, his scan revealed a patch had been made. Not professional work, but it would do for the time being. That answered a few of his questions, but not all. He had yet to discover why Samuel had not repaired him, or how he had come to be here with Fane.

Did the answers matter? Did he mind his change in circumstances?

Jo-E frowned. He’d never thought to question whether one owner was better than another, but then he’d only known Samuel before, and therefore no comparison could be made. Now he had Fane. And Fane didn’t yell at him or strike him. So far at least, Fane had been happy with everything he’d done and had given him the gift of new clothes. Jo-E had served Samuel because that’s what he was programmed to do, and that base programming held true. However, when he analyzed his motivations, he found he served Fane not only from the compulsion his system dictated but also because he wanted to make Fane happy. Samuel had been mean, whereas Fane was caring. Samuel had been overweight and old, whereas Fane was young and attractive. Attractive. Arousing interest or pleasure. Having the power to attract.

Jo-E blinked. While serving Samuel he’d had no view on the human’s appearance, other than to provide the health warnings that were programmed into his alert system. When Samuel was about to engage in a harmful activity or eat unhealthy food, Jo-E had warned him. Never before had he considered his personal reaction to his owner’s appearance. Nonetheless, since he was thinking about it now, he concluded he much preferred Fane, with his slim build, scraggly hair, and blue eyes. He paused and scanned color palettes on the Internet. #6CA0DC. Little Boy Blue. Yes, that was their color. Little Boy Blue, come blow your horn.

Would he stay with Fane forever, or would he get another new owner in the future? He hoped not. He liked Fane. The next one might not be as pleasing to him. But what could he do to ensure Fane’s continued presence? He ran the problem through his processors, and when the answer came back, he broke into a contented smile.

All he needed to do was make sure Fane never wanted to let him go. He needed to keep Fane happy. That was easy. He would ensure he completed his every task to perfection. He would work harder than he ever had before. He would give Fane no cause to doubt his efficiency or his devotion. Though simple, his plan required him to operate at nothing less than optimum levels, and that necessitated a full recharge before the morning.

Jo-E made himself comfortable and placed his hands on his knees. He tilted his head left and right, then lowered his chin and closed his eyes. With the charging sequence initiated, he went into hibernation mode while his power source hummed and purred, the battery replenishing after the long day of activity.

 

 

FANE WOKE to the scent of freshly brewed tea and cooked bacon, and he followed his nose to the kitchen, where he found the Jo-E, apron in place, serving up steaming poached eggs and bacon upon a bed of buttered toast.

“Good morning, Jo-E,” he said, pulling out the stool from beneath the breakfast bar.

“Good morning, Fane. Do you take milk and sugar in your tea?” The Bot slid the plate and cutlery onto the counter in front of Fane.

“Just milk.”

Fane snatched up the knife and fork and got stuck in to the breakfast, which was every bit as tasty as the meal the Jo-E had prepared for him last night.

“Just milk is good. Too much sugar is bad for you.”

Fane spluttered, choking down a mouthful of eggs. “Remind me not to let you in the room when I’m on one of my crisps and Coke binges.”

To his surprise, the Bot detected the humor behind his words and laughed. “I will close my eyes.”

Fane paused midforkful. He knew the Bots had conversational abilities, but he didn’t recall reading that they knew how to make jokes. Perhaps it was taken for granted and no one had bothered to mention it. Yes, that was probably it.

“Is there anything you would like me to do for you today?”

Maybe one…. No. Shit. Upon waking, the breakfast had distracted him, but now the memory of his inappropriate thoughts from the previous evening came rushing back. If only he’d found one of the blond Bots instead. He’d always considered that type less attractive in the ads than those with coffee-brown hair like this Jo-E—even though general consensus was the opposite. Why did he have to come across one so close to his ideal?

He swallowed. “Well, you already cleaned the place yesterday, so I don’t think so.” The Bot looked deflated, and Fane felt compelled to add, “But we can find something to do together until I go to work this evening.”

What was he doing? The Bot was supposed to be a service robot, not a mechanical friend. Then again, he was tired of always being alone, and a bit of company would be pleasant. It was no different from the way others kept animals as pets to relieve the solitude. Besides, spending time with the Jo-E would doubtless help eliminate any other inclinations he might feel toward it.

He finished his meal and cup of tea and handed the empty crockery to the Jo-E, who washed the items and cleaned up. While he watched, Fane noticed its hair was still a disaster area, and once it was done with its tasks, he crooked a finger and beckoned it over. “Come with me, Jo-E. There’s something we need to do.”

In the bathroom, Fane got out his comb and instructed the Bot to sit on top of the toilet seat, which he closed for that purpose. Then he eased the plastic prongs through the Bot’s hair. In a couple of minutes the knots were gone, and everything was smoothed out.

“There. Now you’re more presentable. Go ahead, take a look,” he added, guiding the Bot up and turning it toward the mirror.

It studied its reflection for a moment, then reached to run its fingertips over the strands.

“Careful,” Fane warned. “Don’t mess up all my good work.”

This time the Jo-E didn’t appear to get the joke as it gave a guilty start and wrenched its hand away. Fane found himself wondering yet again just how much sense of feeling the Bots had, but then he chastised himself for his overactive imagination and jerked his head toward the door.

“Come on, you and I have serious work to do.”

 

 

IT HAD taken a mere ten minutes to teach the Jo-E the basics of the game, and now, three hours in, Fane was beginning to think it hadn’t been such a good idea after all. Sure, it was way more fun to have a second player, but he did wish the Bot were a little less skilled. Attaining the level of High Wizard had taken Fane three grueling months and hours of playtime. The Jo-E had equaled this accomplishment within forty minutes and was now twenty-nine levels above him. Somehow the Bot found every Easter egg and hidden treasure trove. It always knew which spells to use when, and what to keep and what to sell. This ensured it never failed to have the exact weapons and provisions it needed to face each challenge.

For the last few minutes, Fane had allowed his attention to drift from the game, letting the Jo-E take charge of the mission while he concentrated instead on the Bot. At the start, the Jo-E had responded with little more than obedience when Fane told it what they would spend the afternoon doing, but when he looked at it now, Fane was convinced he could see actual enthusiasm in its expression. The Jo-E’s eyes sparkled as it played, and every success stretched its smile wider. Not that it had experienced even one defeat during their long session.

There was a sudden blast of music, and Fane turned to the screen to see a congratulations message flashing. Shit. The Jo-E had completed the entire game in less than three and a half hours. That had to be a record. Though he doubted the game-makers would accept robotic entries into any world listings. He’d expected this adventure to last him at least another two months. Now he’d have to try and get to the shops soon to see if he could trade it in for something new without expending too many credits.

Fane turned to the Jo-E and held up his hand. “Go, you! Give me five, my man!”

A brief frown creased the Jo-E’s brow. Then it blinked and reached out to press its palm to Fane’s. Fane gripped the Bot’s hand and tugged it forward into a celebratory hug, complete with manly pat on the back. As he moved away at the end of the embrace, his cheek brushed against the Bot’s, and he remarked again on how natural the fake skin felt. Then its hair tickled his nose, and he sneezed.

At once the Bot was up, dashing for the kitchen, from whence it procured a tissue. Upon its return, it waved the paper square helpfully in Fane’s face and then hovered as Fane blew his nose. The second Fane was done, it whipped the tissue away and disposed of it, before hurrying back and looking down at Fane with an expectant expression.

“Would you like dinner soon, Fane? What time do you leave for work? Which days do you work?”

“Uh, yeah, dinner sounds good.” He scratched his head. “I leave at seven on work nights. I work Monday to Saturday every week.”

The Jo-E blinked, processing this information, then zoomed back into the kitchen. Fane heard cupboard doors being opened and shut, followed by the clanging of saucepans, and ten minutes later he was munching on the best beans on toast he’d ever tasted.

The toasted bread was lathered in creamy butter, and on top of that was a layer of melted cheese. The dish was finished off with the baked beans, which were evenly distributed over the rest. He was about halfway through this glorious repast when he happened to glance up at the Jo-E.

The smile the Bot wore 95 percent of the time was conspicuous by its absence. Fane was still getting used to interpreting its other range of expressions, but he was tempted to label this one “guilt.” What the Bot could have to feel bad about, Fane had not the slightest clue, and he set down his knife and fork.

“Hey, Jo-E, what’s up?”

“Fane?”

“What’s the matter? You look miserable.”

“I am sorry about the meal.”

“The meal? Why? It’s great.”

The Jo-E twitched. “Great? But it is so basic.” There was a second’s pause and then an avalanche of words spewed forth from its lips. “I would have cooked you something better. I wanted to cook you something better. Something tasty. Something fine. But there was nothing in the cupboard except the beans. I’m sorry, Fane.” It surged forward, grabbed Fane’s sleeve, and dropped to its knees, looking up at Fane with pleading eyes. “Please do not get rid of me.”

“Whoa there!” Fane slid off the stool and bent down. He gripped the Jo-E under its arms and raised it back up. “Where’d that come from? I know there’s nothing else. You told me before. I don’t expect you to magic food out of thin air, you know.”

“You… you are not angry?”

“Of course not.”

“But tomorrow…?”

“I reckon I have enough credits left to grab a burger on my way to work. It’s no biggie, I promise. On Wednesday, we’ll shop. Sound good?”

Fane could feel the Bot’s arms shaking. Trembling. But that was impossible. He’d read that Jo-E models could understand emotion enough to recognize it in humans and offer an appropriate response. He didn’t recall seeing any official literature or reviews that stated they could form their own emotional reactions to situations. Yet what else was this but a personal response? The Jo-E had anticipated Fane’s anger and had reacted with fear. That had to have been learned somehow, and Fane found himself wondering about the Bot’s former owner. Exactly what had this Samuel done to the Jo-E?

He released the Bot and patted it on the shoulder. “Why don’t you sit down. I’ll do the dishes tonight.”

The Bot’s fear morphed into an expression of pure horror. “But I am your service worker, Fane. It is my job to do these things for you.”

“Yeah, well, everyone gets time off occasionally. Go sit in the lounge. Watch TV or something. I’ll clean up and then join you for a bit before I head off.”

With that, he ushered the Jo-E from the room and set to work on the small pile of dishes, humming to himself as he filled the sink with water and squeezed in a generous dollop of washing-up liquid.




Chapter Three

 

 

JO-E SAT on the sofa in silence. Despite Fane’s suggestion, he had not put the television on. Rather, he listened to the sounds coming from the kitchen: the splash of water, first as it filled the sink, then a deeper gurgle as Fane dunked the dishes; the clink of crockery and metal as Fane put items away; and the squeak and thud of cupboard doors opening and closing. And above it all, the music Fane made as he worked.

Jo-E turned on his internal recorder and captured the sound so he could replay it whenever he wished. He ran the sequence of notes through the Internet, looking for the origin of the song, but found no match. It had to be a tune of Fane’s own composition.

He felt uneasy as he sat there. A sting of… was it shame? Shame. A feeling of guilt, regret, or sadness. And it was wrong, was it not, to let his owner carry out work that was his to complete? Yet Fane had insisted. Would it not be worse to disobey a direct order? He tried to weigh the two, but neither his programming nor the Internet (which let him down for the second time in as many minutes) supplied him with a reliable way to measure and compare the two wrongs.

After a few minutes, Fane appeared and flopped onto the sofa beside Jo-E. He flicked through the television channels until he found a program on mechanics. Then he settled back to watch. Fane was interested in mechanics. Jo-E squirreled this snippet away in the new file he’d created on Fane. He hoped by recording every piece of information about his owner he would be better able to anticipate Fane’s needs and make him happy.

Fane made the occasional remark during the program, but otherwise they watched in silence, and when the show ended, Fane stood and went to get ready for work. When he returned, he had exchanged his loose, pale blue jeans for a tighter pair in navy. His T-shirt was gone, too, and in its place he wore a Lycra top that showed every contour of his arms and torso. Jo-E captured Fane’s image with his built-in camera, and 117 seconds later, Fane called a cheery good-bye on his way out the door and was gone.

Once he was certain Fane wasn’t returning for a forgotten item, Jo-E stood and made his way around the house. He tidied first. Fane was far messier than Samuel, but that pleased Jo-E rather than irritating him since it meant there would be opportunities every single day for him to show Fane his worth. The lounge and kitchen did not take long, and the bathroom only required a quick wipe down. Fane’s bedroom was the greater challenge, with clothing scattered around the floor. But even that was completed in twenty minutes, and once Jo-E’s work was done, he stood and looked about him.

Fane’s hologramatic clock read 7:40 p.m. That meant Jo-E had seven hours and fifty minutes until the time Fane had said he would return. This was only the second time Jo-E had been left alone in the house, and on the first occasion he’d been occupied with all the cleaning. Seven hours and fifty minutes was a long time.

Jo-E tilted his head as he contemplated the statement. Was it a long time? He would never have thought so before. It was but the blink of an eye to him. He who would survive for hundreds, if not thousands, of years with the proper care and maintenance; always assuming he was wanted for that long and had not been replaced by a newer and better model. But in terms of Fane’s life span, perhaps it was a long time. How many more years would his owner live? He realized then that, in the surprise resulting from the sudden change of owner and dwelling, he had neglected to scan Fane’s chip and establish a wireless connection. Without access to Fane’s personal files, he didn’t even know his current age.

He stopped and compared Fane’s face with a selection on the Internet. Twenty-five perhaps? He would have to activate a link with Fane’s chip as soon as possible to confirm both age and current levels of health. Fane could have a medical condition. He could be dying at this very moment. And even if he was at optimum health, with an excellent prognosis for survival, he would still only have another seventy years. Eighty at most.

Yes, 470 minutes was a long time. It was 470 minutes he couldn’t spend with Fane. And he would lose that much time six days a week. That was 11,280 minutes per month. 2,444 hours out of every year!

Jo-E’s jaw dropped, and the shiver of fear he’d experienced in the kitchen earlier in the day returned—the same and yet different. The first had been a bodily fear: the fear of physical reprisal. This was a terror that spoke to an inner part of himself he couldn’t name.

Logic kicked in, casting aside the thoughts that threatened to seize his gears, and Jo-E determined that while he could not change the facts of Fane’s life and eventual death, he could optimize the time he did have with him. And one way to do that would be to know his owner better than he knew himself. He had—he glanced at the clock again—seven hours and thirty-five minutes until Fane’s return, and he should use them wisely.

Jo-E began a methodical appraisal of Fane’s home. Before, he had looked with a view to the dwelling’s cleanliness and tidiness. Now he perused the rooms with a more critical eye, scanning and assessing every item in every drawer, building a complete picture of Fane. From his preferences in clothing and entertainment to his food choices, Jo-E would know it all.

An analysis of the kitchen advised Jo-E of Fane’s culinary tastes, which appeared to be limited to fast food and the occasional quick pasta dish. Jo-E frowned at that and determined to improve Fane’s diet at once, since his current choices all pointed toward an early death—something Jo-E wished to avoid at all costs. The beverage consumption was not much better, although Jo-E supposed soft drinks were preferable to an excessive amount of beer. Alcohol was a tricky business these days. No one could be certain what was mixed into it.

The lounge took longer as Jo-E catalogued the extensive collection of movies on Fane’s hard drive (mostly sci-fi and fantasy) and reviewed his gaming history (predominantly action-based fantasy role plays with the occasional combat scenario). There were sixty-eight films that featured robots as main characters. That made Jo-E smile. Clearly Fane liked Bots, even if he’d never owned one before Jo-E. That was encouraging.

In the bathroom, a perusal inside the two-door cupboard beneath the sink revealed a handful of cleaning products, a new toothpaste (still boxed), a clear-wrapped, neon green toothbrush, a roll-on deodorant, and a comb missing three of its plastic prongs. Holding the comb, Jo-E relived the delightful sensation he’d experienced when Fane ran it through his hair. He gave the bristles a final caress, then continued with his review.

Within the shower holder there was a bar of unscented soap and a half-empty bottle of shampoo. Jo-E opened the lid and sniffed at the product. His sensors analyzed it as Dr. Hair’s Pine Fresh Daily—a match to the label on the bottle—but his first thought was: It smells like Fane. Or should that be that Fane smelled like the shampoo? Jo-E wasn’t entirely sure. Either way, the scent resulted in a strong jolt to his pleasure circuits, so he took a second deep inhale before returning the bottle to its rightful place.

Now all that remained was the bedroom, and according to his internal clock, he still had five hours and forty minutes until Fane’s return. He was making excellent time, but this room would take longer than the others. There were so many things here to explore.

He started with the clothing. Samuel had owned row upon row of suits, which Jo-E had organized by brand then color. Fane possessed but one suit jacket, and that looked so small, Jo-E deduced it was not a recent purchase. He had plenty of pairs of jeans, though, in an assortment of colors and in states that varied from “minor wear and tear” to “falling apart at the seams.” His tops appeared to be divided into two categories: casual, loose-fitting T-shirts (the majority of which bore transfers relating to films or computer games) and more formal, fitted T-shirts and Lycra tops, like the one Fane had been wearing when he left for work. The predominant colors were black and navy blue, with the occasional dark red and sea green.

At the back of Fane’s sock drawer, Jo-E found a small booklet he hadn’t noticed during his earlier clean. A passport. One of the old-fashioned ones, from before the advent of implant chips. The date was fifteen years ago, and the photo showed Fane as a boy, a mischievous glint in his eye as he fought hard not to smile into the camera. The date of birth caught Jo-E’s eye and he blinked, storing the information. 27 May 2018. That made Fane twenty-seven. Two whole years older than Jo-E had calculated from his facial comparison.

That thrum of terror returned when he realized that meant two years fewer he’d get to spend with Fane, and he tossed the passport back into the drawer and piled socks on top of it. He considered wiping the last five minutes from his memory banks but decided in the end it would be futile. He would learn Fane’s age again the moment he scanned his chip. To delete the current knowledge would not shield him for long. Unless he deleted it every time he learned of it. He could write a code for that so it would happen automatically. But no. What if Fane was ill or injured in the future? His age could be a crucial factor in treatment. By not knowing it, he would be putting Fane at risk, and that would contradict his base programming.

Shutting the drawer, he tried to put aside all thoughts of Fane’s age and impending death and concentrated instead on the task at hand. The books on Fane’s shelf proved excellent fodder for thought, comprising tattered textbooks on computing and mechanics and a small collection of paperback sci-fi and fantasy novels. Print books had been phased out around the same time as passports, with everyone making the switch to e-books stored in an app they could access via their chip, so Fane must have picked up most of these from one of the antiques and collectibles shops that catered to those looking for a more historical lifestyle.

The bedside table yielded little of significance: another roll-on deodorant; two old-style, foil-wrapped condoms, which had expired in 2036; and a near-empty tube of lubricant. The exterior surface of the tube was slimy to the touch. From the consistency and smell of the slick substance, Jo-E determined it had been smeared onto the tube only a few days earlier. He grabbed a tissue and wiped the gunk off before placing the tube back in the drawer.

The top shelf inside the wardrobe proved a treasure trove of information, and Jo-E couldn’t repress a gleeful grin as he lifted down the four boxes, setting them side by side on the bed. He worked through them left to right, taking items out, studying them, and then returning them to the exact same spot. One box housed an assortment of knickknacks: broken childhood toys, a postcard that declared Greetings from Marvelous Margate!, a Boy Scout pin, and a small plastic trophy that proclaimed Fane the winner of the 2027 Stoke Newington Boy’s School Science Fair. The second box contained a bundle of wires and electronic devices, most of them obsolete for years, and the third held a digital photo frame and an assortment of old SDHC cards.

Jo-E lifted out the frame and inserted one of the cards. When he powered up the device, the screen fizzled and died, but once he opened one of his ports and connected the frame to his own power supply, the images displayed. He flicked through the photos, blinking after each image to store them in his internal memory. They showed Fane as a boy. He was at a party. His own, Jo-E decided when he came across a picture of Fane blowing out the candles on a cake. At first the photos made Jo-E smile, but then he was hit with a sudden wave of… sadness? Sadness. Affected with grief or unhappiness. Jo-E had no rational explanation for why he should feel either state, but he unplugged the frame and returned it to its box, pressing the lid back on as quickly as he could.

In need of a distraction, Jo-E turned his attention to the final box. He lifted the lid and found an outdated flash drive lying atop a collection of even older paper magazines. He removed the flash drive, placed it on the bed, and then lifted out the top booklet. On the cover, two men, both naked to the waist, kissed and embraced. The image was cropped, but it appeared one of the men had his hand pressed to the other’s groin. Jo-E performed a long, slow blink, then looked at the picture again.

He knew what it meant. He was programmed with all the knowledge he would need to interact with his human owner. Plus he had access to the wealth of information the Internet provided. Homosexuality. The direction of sexual desire toward another of the same sex. Sex was how the human race propagated. But it could also provide them with pleasure, in the same way it tingled his sensors when he completed a task or received a kind word from his owner. He knew what the magazine was about, what its purpose was. Why then did it feel so strange to think about it being here in Fane’s bedroom? He was not programmed to have any preference for one sexual orientation over another. So why should it matter if his owner preferred the company of other men?

Jo-E flicked through the magazine, looking at the other images and scanning the text. One of the models had untamed blond hair and reminded him of Fane. He pictured Fane in the scene instead of the man and experienced an unexpected spark of electricity in his groin that saw him leap back and thrust the magazine away. He stood there, left leg twitching, until he was able to break out of the protective loop into which his central processor had placed him.

He assumed he’d only been trapped for a matter of seconds, minutes at most, but it soon became clear it had been much longer when he heard a beep and recognized the sound as the front door lock disengaging. A scan of his internal clock confirmed it was 3:25 a.m.

Fane was home. If he discovered Jo-E in his room, looking at these magazines, he might be angry. He might send him away. In a flash, Jo-E grabbed the magazine from the floor, bundled it and the flash drive back into the box, shoved all four boxes back onto the shelf, and shut the wardrobe door.

“Jo-E?” Fane peered around the doorframe, then stepped into the room. “There you are. What are you doing?”

“Tidying some things away.” It was close enough to the truth his programming allowed the white lie. “Would you like a drink or snack, Fane?”

“Nah. The place was busy for a Monday night and I’m beat. Figure I’ll clean up, then crash for a few hours.”

“Of course.” He paused. “Fane, please may I scan your chip?”

“What for?”

“It allows me access to your files so I can better assist you.”

“Oh. Okay, then.”

Fane held out his arm, and Jo-E pressed his thumb to Fane’s wrist. It took only a couple of seconds to perform the scan and establish a permanent connection between himself and Fane.

“Thank you, Fane. All done. I will go to the lounge now and recharge.”

“Cool. Night, then, Jo-E.”

“Good night, Fane.”

It was only once he was safe in the lounge, Jo-E realized he was shaking. He forced his limbs to still and sank down on the sofa. He had nearly ruined everything. He needed to be more careful. Serving Fane. That was all that mattered. Staying with Fane. The new feelings and thoughts he’d experienced since awakening here had thrilled him at first, but now he was worried. He wasn’t supposed to be this way. Despite the fact his diagnostics were clean, he had to be damaged. And if Fane found out…. Well, no owner wanted a faulty Bot. Whatever happened, he had to keep these changes a secret.




Chapter Four

 

 

PROFESSOR SAMUEL Yapp’s gut wobbled as he reached across the table to snaffle another slice of sponge cake. His ample girth presented an apt resting spot, and he balanced the plate there as he ate. When he had consumed the last crumb, he contemplated one more slice but came to the conclusion five was sufficient for now. He was watching his weight, after all. With the pleasant part of the meeting regrettably over, Samuel turned his attention to the gaunt, bespectacled robotics engineer who sat at the other side of the table, hands folded in his lap and an untouched cup of tea in front of him.

“My secretary tells me you have important news that can’t wait.” He flashed the man a pointed look. “So, Mr. Drewe, what is so urgent you had to disturb me during what is likely to be the vital turning point in my studies?”

“S-Sir, it’s about Specimen Forty-Five.”

“Forty-Five, Forty-Five…. Oh, yes, that one seemed so promising until the power surge invalidated the test. I trust you disposed of the shell as we discussed.”

“That’s just it, sir. It came back online. On Sunday, in fact, although we only saw it on the monitor today. I don’t know how it happened. I left it in a dumpster in the most awful corner of Soho. There’d be no one with knowledge of advanced robotics within a good five miles of that place.”

Samuel sat up sharply, sending the plate toppling. “You’re telling me you left that Bot in a bin where anyone could find it? And then it took you two bloody days to notice the thing was operational?”

“I don’t know how it happened, sir.”

“I know exactly how it happened, Mr. Drewe. Someone passing by saw that Bot, dragged it home, and got the damned thing working. They probably believe they’ve landed themselves quite the prize: a new-model service Bot for nothing.” He stood, swaying as his body adjusted to the new position, and pointed a finger at Drewe. “Finding that Bot is your new priority. I don’t care how you do it, but get it back here and dispose of it properly as you should have done the first time.”

“I-I don’t think you’ll want to do that, s-sir.”

Samuel grunted and puffed out his cheeks. “Oh, and why is that, Mr. Drewe?”

“Well, sir, the readings are off the charts. Here, take a look.”

Drewe tapped his wrist, and a chart projected over his palm. He selected it and tossed the image to Samuel, who caught it on his own chip and enlarged the view.

Samuel blinked and shook his head before looking again. But the screen remained unchanged. Drewe might be a complete and utter nincompoop, but in this case he was correct: the readings, if accurate, were phenomenal. The peaks and troughs were so humanlike Samuel believed he could hand it to a medical psychiatrist and have him fooled. That could only mean he’d succeeded. He, Professor Samuel Aldridge Bartholomew Yapp, had created the world’s first strong AI.

One reading was not enough to constitute proof, however. He needed to run a series of tests and gather terabytes of data. Only that would convince the more skeptical of his colleagues and peers. The Bot itself would have to make an appearance or two, and once Samuel’s genius had been pronounced, he would strip the machine down and run diagnostics on every wire and cog to see what made it tick and find a way to replicate it. This was going to see him take his rightful place in the annals of robotics history.

“I’ve changed my mind, Drewe. I will go with you to find Specimen Forty-Five. A little charm and the lure of credits will likely be sufficient to persuade whoever found the Bot to give it up. If not, the threat of legal action should do the trick. I only need one thing from you at present, Drewe: the Bot’s location. I will expect it on my desk within two hours. Do I make myself clear?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Well, what are you waiting for? Get to work!”

Drewe scurried from the room, and Samuel bent to retrieve his plate. It was hard to lean over that far, though, so he left it for his service Bot to attend to and got himself another. Then he rose and waddled from one end of the table to the other, heaping his plate with an assortment of cakes and biscuits, stacking them so high they threatened to topple. The diet could wait. He had work to do, and he couldn’t be expected to perform well on an empty stomach.

 

 

FANE SLEPT in the next morning, as he always did after a late night at the bar. By the time he plodded through to the kitchen, clad only in his boxers, the Jo-E had his brunch cooking and the five-year-old tea maker bubbling away. He wondered how it knew when to start. Then he figured it probably heard him banging about. This morning he’d sworn out loud when he stubbed his toe on the corner of the bedside table. That would have been a pretty clear indication he was up and about.

He mumbled a good morning, settled down at the breakfast bar, and rubbed at the rheum that still clogged the corner of his eyes. When he looked up again, he found the Bot staring at him, its mouth hanging open and an odd, intense expression in its dazzling eyes.

“What’s up?”

“Nothing, Fane. I apologize, but there is no jam left for your toast.”

“That’s okay. Plain margarine spread is fine. We can shop tomorrow once my pay comes through.”

For a brief instant, Fane thought the Jo-E was staring at his bare chest, but then the Bot turned away to attend to the food, and Fane shook his head. He had to be half-asleep still to imagine a robot was checking him out. They weren’t programmed for such things.

When Bots were first introduced, a heated debate had raged over whether they should replace humans in the sex trade, either completely or as an additional option for the more adventurous clientele. Campaigns for both sides of the argument went on over several months, and for weeks it was the lead item on the online news channels. The heavy religious groups had won the day, though, applying pressure until the government had been forced to introduce a law that prohibited the creation of “sex Bots.” The early Bots had been designed anatomically incorrect on purpose, in an effort to discourage anyone from forming such thoughts about them. Not that everyone got the message.

One heard things. Whispers. Talk that had increased as the Bots became more lifelike. Even discussion of robots as sex toys was punishable by fine or imprisonment, so you’d not find any open declarations on forums. But hushed conversations in the dark corners of bars were another matter. Sitting alone in pubs, nursing pints of bad-tasting beer, Fane had overheard stories from a fair few who claimed to have… committed the act. At the time, he’d assumed it was idle bragging with no basis in fact. However, now he wasn’t so sure.

He started as the Jo-E placed the plate and mug in front of him, his face heated by a guilty blush. He smiled at the Bot and picked up the first piece of toast. He took a bite, making sure to give an appreciative hum as he chewed. Hearing the note of praise, the Jo-E broke into one of its heart-stopping grins and then busied itself clearing away the butter and rinsing out the jug from the tea maker.

When the doorbell rang, the Bot started to cross the room, but Fane jumped up and skidded into the hallway ahead of it. “Don’t worry, I’ll get it.”

The distraction was good. Not for the first time since he’d brought the Jo-E into his home, Fane found himself entangled in feelings that were alarming and… unnatural. Anything that could drag his mind back out of the gutter into which it had plummeted was most welcome.

He paused when he remembered he was in his boxers, but then he gave an internal shrug and reached for the handle anyway. If his caller had a problem with Fane’s attire, or lack thereof, that was their issue, not his. It was probably only some evangelist-type. With any luck, his almost-nudity would drive the interloper away and save him a tedious half hour of conversion attempts. Between visits from neo-Christians, neo-Pagans, neo-Buddhists, and more of that ilk, he’d acquired sufficient unwanted e-brochures in recent months to fill one of the old 1TB flash drives and then some.

When he swung the door open, Fane was greeted by the sight of two men who couldn’t have been more ill-suited as companions if they tried. One was tall and gaunt, the other short and rotund. A stick insect and a doughnut. The taller looked aghast and embarrassed at Fane’s appearance, but the shorter curled his lip into a disdainful sneer. Fane took an instant dislike to them both, though he was confused as to their purpose on his doorstep. They wore suits, for one thing, suggesting they were not affiliated with any of the main religious organizations, and he didn’t like the way the taller one was trying to peer around him and see into his flat. He tweaked the door half-closed and pressed himself into the remaining space, obscuring the view of his hallway.

“Can I help you?”

“Mr. Maddox?” Stick Insect said. “Mr. Fane Maddox?”

Fane nodded.

“You are the occupier of this… residence?”

Another nod.

Apparently the conversation was progressing too slowly for Stick Insect’s obese companion, because he shoved his way forward, making the tall man stumble. “Where’s the Bot?”

“I’m sorry?” Fane fought to keep his tone polite and innocent, but his heart began thundering, and he tightened his grip on the doorframe.

“I lost one of my Bots, and my people tracked its GPS signal here.”

“I don’t know what you mean.”

Doughnut bristled and harrumphed. “Must have thought you’d won the lottery, finding an exquisite Bot like that lying around. Well, I’m happy to offer a reward for its safe return. How does ten thousand credits sound? Bring the Bot out, and I’ll arrange the transfer into your account this instant.”

Fane’s eyes widened. Ten thousand credits! It was a small fortune, many times what the Bot was worth. He should bring the Jo-E out and accept the reward. That many credits would see him living in comfort for years. He’d miss the Jo-E, though. Despite the fact that it had only been with him a few days, he’d gotten used to having it around. What was he thinking? With ten thousand to his name, he could buy a new Bot. Two if he wanted. And maybe a different model would assist him in overcoming the irrational feelings this particular Jo-E had inspired.

“How rude. I have not yet introduced myself.” Doughnut held out a business card. “Professor Samuel Yapp, robotics designer. And this is my assistant, Mr. Drewe.”

Fane took the card and glanced down at its embossed surface. He’d never seen a business card up close before. They’d died out years ago, while Fane was a child. The only people who used them now were a handful of the snooty upper-class professionals who saw it as a status symbol. Only the wealthy could afford the paper. Yapp had one purpose in presenting him with this card: intimidation. Fane had been about to agree to the professor’s terms, but this attempt to force his hand with a show of power and class snobbery saw him make a full one-eighty. He could live without the ten thousand credits. Especially if it meant keeping the Jo-E away from Yapp.

He scrunched the card in his hand, and the flash of anger that passed across Yapp’s face at the action confirmed he’d made the right decision.

“Sorry.” Fane offered an expansive shrug. “Wish I could help, but I don’t have a Bot. I did buy some wiring and spare mechanical parts from a street seller in Camden yesterday, though. Perhaps the GPS tracker is embedded in one of them. Likelihood is that guy was the one who found your Bot, and he’s already stripped it down for the components.”

“I want to see these parts you bought.”

“No.”

“Boy, you bought illegal merchandise, stolen merchandise.” Yapp tried to press forward, but Fane held his ground. “I could call the police and have you charged.”

“With what? You told me not two minutes ago the Bot was lost, not stolen. When items are lost, owner’s rights are forfeit. As the one who found the Bot, the street seller was entitled to break it down and sell it on, and I committed no crime in purchasing the parts from him. Finders Keepers Law of 2032.”

The actual title of the law in question was the Public Redistribution and Transfer of Ownership Act 2032, but a tabloid reporter had dubbed it the “Finders Keepers Law” in his initial write-up of the story, and it was the concise and easy-to-remember nickname that had stuck.

Drewe gave Yapp’s arm a tentative pat. “Sir, perhaps we should leave Mr. Maddox in peace. I’m sure he wishes to finish dressing and go about his daily business. We can look into this street seller back at the office.”

Yapp growled through clenched teeth, and Fane thought he might launch himself at his skinny assistant, who had flinched at the sound. The professor’s stomach bounced and swayed as he turned to face Drewe, and for a moment the two men engaged in some kind of silent conversation made up of stares and grimaces. Then Yapp twisted back to Fane.

“Mr. Drewe is quite right. We thank you for your time, Mr. Maddox. Should you think of anything else regarding the whereabouts of my Bot, I would appreciate it if you give me a call. You have my contact details.” He indicated the crumpled card in Fane’s fist and then shuffled toward the black car parked against the curb, Drewe scurrying past to open the passenger door.

Fane waited until the car reached the end of the street and disappeared around the corner before he stepped back inside his flat and closed and bolted the door.




Chapter Five

 

 

WHEN HE entered the kitchen, he was greeted by the Jo-E. The Bot was wringing its hands, and had he not known from the manuals it was impossible, Fane would have said its expression was one of abject terror. Before he knew what was happening, it dropped to its knees in front of him and wrapped its arms around his legs.

“Thank you, Fane. Thank you, thank you, thank you.”

Fane wondered if the Bot’s speech function had jammed, but then the Jo-E stopped talking and looked up at him with wide, adoring eyes, and Fane momentarily lost his own ability to form comprehensible words. He had to remind himself it was only a machine and not another man at his feet to combat the fierce desire flooding through him to pull the Jo-E up and kiss its plump, parted lips.

What the hell was going on? Between the Bot’s actions and the appearance of the two men, Fane couldn’t help but think he was missing something important. There had to be more to this than a robotics engineer looking for a lost service Bot. If he could work out what that elusive piece was, perhaps the rest of the puzzle would slot into place.

He reached down and gripped the Jo-E’s arms, tugging it up. “Come on, Jo-E. On your feet.”

The Bot obeyed the command, but as soon as it was upright, it pulled Fane into a hug. “Please do not ever send me away, Fane.”

“I won’t.”

But he almost had.

The wave of guilt saw Fane tighten his hold on the Jo-E and run a hand through its hair. The lure of ten thousand credits had been strong. If not for that stupid business card, he’d have handed over the Bot in a heartbeat. Would he have regretted it later? Probably. But by then there would have been no going back. He was thankful Yapp had proven to be such a condescending arsehole. It had helped him come to his senses. Jo-E was special. He was his. Not even ten brand spanking new Bots fresh from the factory floor could replace him. Jo-E wasn’t just a machine that cooked and cleaned for him; he was the closest thing Fane had to a friend. He didn’t even mind that Jo-E thrashed him at computer games. Not really. It was wonderful having someone else with whom to play them, rather than sitting there alone for hours on end.

He relaxed his hold on Jo-E and stepped back. “Come on, let’s sit down. I need to ask you some questions. Is that okay, Jo-E?”

Jo-E nodded, and they made their way into the lounge and sat side by side on the sofa.

Fane cleared his throat. “How much did you hear of the conversation?”

“Everything. My audio sensors can pick up more than the human ear. Right now I can hear the beetles scurrying back and forth under the floorboards.”

Fane could have done without the knowledge there was an army of bugs beneath his feet, ready to attack at any moment, and he found it disconcerting that Jo-E could smile and look so pleased while making such a dire pronouncement. But he pushed his entomophobia aside and tried to concentrate on the issue at hand. “And that was the same Samuel you mentioned? Your previous owner?”

Jo-E nodded and glanced down at his lap.

Given the Bot’s reactions and plea a moment before, Fane was certain he knew the answer to his next question, but he had to ask it anyway. “Would you like to go back to him? Should I call the number?”

Jo-E jerked, and his head shot up. Wide eyes pleading, he grabbed Fane’s arm. “Please do not make me return there. I want to stay with you, Fane. He will not come back looking for me, will he?”

Fane considered. As much as he wished to reassure Jo-E, he wasn’t 100 percent sure Yapp had bought his story about the street seller and the spare parts. The departure of the two men had felt less like the end of a battle and more a strategic retreat. He had a strong feeling they’d return.

He rubbed the back of his neck and met Jo-E’s gaze. “I don’t know, Jo-E. They may try to come back. But I swear I won’t give you up without a fight.” He paused. “Listen, we need to find a way to convince them you aren’t here. Staying inside and keeping out of sight isn’t going to cut it. They said they tracked you here via a built-in GPS. Can you disable it?”

Jo-E shook his head. “I do not have the access codes. Only an owner can switch off a Bot’s GPS, using the tailored override sequence noted in my instruction manual.”

“Which I don’t have.” Fane chewed his lip. “What if we took it out and destroyed it? Is it accessible?”

Jo-E tilted his head and appeared to consider this. “Yes. Via the panel in my back. The GPS unit is a separate component that could be detached, but it is buried deep within my circuitry, close to my CPU. You would need to be careful not to damage or dislodge any of the other wires.”

Fane bit back the curse on the tip of his tongue, not wanting to make Jo-E nervous. He wasn’t sure if this was good news or not. The GPS could be removed—that was a positive. But in doing so, he might break Jo-E. Was it worth the risk? What if he was mistaken about Yapp coming back? To attempt removal of the GPS unnecessarily would be like resorting to surgery when medication would have fixed the condition.

“If Yapp returns, we’ll do it, but let’s not rush into anything.”

“Yes, Fane.”

“Why is Yapp so obsessed with you anyway? He could buy a hundred Bots if he wanted. Why waste time pursuing one service worker?”

“I assume it is to complete data collection.”

“Data?”

“Yes. From the experiments.”

“Whoa, come again. What experiments, Jo-E?”

“I do not know his aim. My knowledge of the goal would have invalidated the experiment. But he was tampering with my programming, and that of other models. I believe he was trying to make us into something new.”

What could Yapp possibly want to create? What was there left to create? Bots already had basic AI and bodies that, for all intents and purposes, appeared human. Bots could be used for every objective imaginable, from basic service models like Jo-E to those that worked in factories or were sent up into space to repair satellites. The sex industry was the only one in which Bots didn’t have a presence, and Fane doubted that was Yapp’s aim. He wouldn’t put it past the guy to make one for his own entertainment, but it would be pointless running a full-scale experiment on the production of sex Bots in the current climate. Religious fervor was still high, meaning it was unlikely the anti–sex Bot law would be repealed any time soon. The only remaining thing Fane could think of was….

Fane stared at Jo-E. It wasn’t possible, was it? Then again, it would explain aspects of Jo-E’s behavior that had seemed at odds with everything he’d read online. No, he was mad to even think it. The scientists had declared a few years back they believed the final stage was unattainable, at least for the foreseeable future. Yapp may well have been working toward the Holy Grail of robotics; that didn’t mean he’d succeeded. Perhaps he had been experimenting on Jo-E with that purpose in mind and wanted the Bot back to collate his data. It didn’t equate the data were going to indicate any kind of breakthrough.

Yet, if it did!

“Jo-E.” Fane twisted to the side so he was looking at the Bot straight on. “When you heard Samuel at the door, what did you feel?”

“Feel?”

“Yes. Did it make you feel anything?” The excitement was making Fane tremble, and he clasped his hands in his lap.

Jo-E nodded. “Afraid.”

“Of what?”

“I wanted to stay with you, and I was afraid he would take me away. I do not like Samuel. I like you. And I want you to like me. I want to make you happy, Fane.”

“And how will you make me happy?”

“I will cook and clean for you. I will wash your clothes and keep your home tidy.”

It was a rote answer. Jo-E wasn’t emoting, he was repeating the remit of his basic programming. Fane’s disappointment was tangible. He could taste its bitterness at the back of his throat. For a moment he’d thought…. But he was an idiot. There was no way an eminent professor would give life to the world’s first strong AI only to toss it in a dumpster. He must be going doolally.

“And I would love you.”

“What?” Fane had zoned out and was convinced he must have misheard. “What did you say?”

“I said I would love you.” Jo-E paused and frowned. “Would that not make you happy, Fane? I thought humans liked to be loved.”

It wasn’t enough. Those concepts could be something the Bot had read about and was repeating without any personal engagement with their meaning. Nevertheless, it provided a new line of questioning worth pursuing before Fane wrote off the possibility once and for all.

“You’re right, we do. We do like to be loved.” Jo-E’s frown upended to become a joyful smile, and Fane tried to think of a follow-up question that would coax an emotional response. “How would you love me, Jo-E? What would it make you feel?”

“I would feel happiness. Pleasure. And I would give you pleasure. Like this.”

Then Jo-E pulled Fane into his arms and kissed him.

For a split second, Fane froze. But Jo-E’s lips were warm and soft, and before he knew it, Fane was lost in the sensation. Blood surged to his groin, and he couldn’t hold back a groan.

Jo-E took the parting of Fane’s lips as an invitation, slipping his tongue between them, and that’s when Fane’s libido took command. He pressed forward, deepening the kiss and shifting them lengthways on the sofa so he lay on top of Jo-E. He sank his fingers into Jo-E’s hair and gripped the strands, giving them a gentle tug as he thrust his hips down.

He’d tried so hard to deny it, but he’d craved this these past few days: the silken softness of Jo-E’s hair, the pliable lips, and strong arms wrapped around him. All he could think was how good it all felt. How perfect and right. Then he ground down again.

When the hard line of Jo-E’s erection jabbed into his thigh, his rational brain clicked back into sync with the rest of him. What was he doing? Was he seriously about to try and have sex with Jo-E? He—it—was a Bot, for chrissake. The Jo-E didn’t want this. It didn’t feel anything for Fane. It must have come across Fane’s porn stash and thought Fane required a like service. It was a Bot, programmed to do whatever it had to do to make its owner happy. This was unnatural and wrong. So very, very wrong.

Fane leapt up and pelted out of the room. He slammed the bedroom door shut and dragged the bedside table in front of it. Then he hurried to dress in whatever clothes were closest to hand.

The knock, when it came, was tentative.

“Fane? Are you all right? Are you angry? Did I do something wrong?”

“I-I’m not angry, I promise. I….” Fane floundered. “I have to go out for a bit. Go sit in the lounge and stay there. I’ll get takeaway before work, and I’ll see you in the morning when I get back.”

“Okay, Fane.”

The dejected tone in Jo-E’s voice nearly saw Fane open the door, but he resisted the urge and held firm, listening until he heard the creak of the springs in the sofa. Then he pulled on his shoes, eased the bedside table back into place, and snuck out. He didn’t think Jo-E would disobey a direct order, but he sprinted down the hallway anyway, determined to be through the front door before he could rise from the sofa and follow.

Once outside, he sucked in three deep breaths in an effort to compose himself. His erection had flagged, but the memory of it was burned into his mind, and he needed time away from the Bot to get his head straight. He abjured the Tube, deciding instead to walk into the West End. That would give him an hour and a half of uninterrupted contemplation. When he reached the city hub, he could window shop and then buy a burger with his final credits before work.

Shit. Work.

He glanced down at his attire. As luck would have it, he’d managed to dress in the clothes he’d discarded after his last shift, so he wasn’t going to have to rock up in something unsuitable. Not that his boss would complain. Pete would simply dock half his wages for the night. Fane raised his arm and sniffed. Not fresh and floral by a long shot, but not so foul he’d knock out the punters.

As he reached the end of the street, he cast a brief glance back toward his flat. Then he shoved his hands into his pockets, hunched his shoulders, and set off at a brisk pace in the direction of Soho.




Chapter Six

 

 

“THAT LYING down-and-out bastard has my Bot. I know he does, the little twerp.”

Samuel Yapp was in as foul a mood as he’d ever known, and Drewe’s constant fidgeting wasn’t helping. He looked like a demented rabbit caught in the headlights. How was Samuel supposed to think with him shuffling about?

“For God’s sake, Drewe, quit your puppet dance, or so help me, I’ll cut your strings permanently.” Drewe froze. “That’s better. Now, do you want to call the lawyer, or shall I?”

“Uh, if I may, sir. That might not be the best approach.”

“I want that Bot!”

“I-I know, sir, and we’ll get it. But in legal terms, Mr. Maddox was correct—we don’t have a leg to stand on.”

Samuel fought against his growing urge to hit something… someone… and gestured Drewe on. “What do you suggest?”

“It wouldn’t be entirely legal….” He paused until Samuel raised an eyebrow. “But we do know from his public file that Maddox works six nights a week at a seedy Soho gay bar. Why don’t we wait for the cover of darkness, then break in and fetch the Bot while he’s away? There’s so much crime in London these days. If we’re careful not to leave any evidence, no one will know it was anything more than a standard robbery. Simple bad luck. We take a couple of other things and leave a mess behind to make it look convincing and—”

“Excellent. You’ll go tonight. Get whatever you need, and charge the credits to your expenses account.”

“Me? You want me to go? Alone?”

“Naturally I can’t be seen near the place. I’m far too recognizable. No one would ever remember you, though, Drewe. Unless you no longer want this job…?”

He let the warning hang in the air, pleased when Drewe blanched. It was not an idle threat. Low-level robotics engineers were two-a-penny. One call would see twenty or more lined up outside his office, vying for the chance to work at his side. And Drewe knew it.

“No. I mean, yes. I mean, of course I’ll go, sir.”

“Excellent. I knew I could count on you, Drewe. I’ll be here until five minutes past midnight. I’ll expect you back with the Bot by then. Now, off you go. I’m sure you have a lot to organize.”

With Drewe gone, Samuel leaned back in his chair and closed his eyes. His bad mood dispelled by the formation of a plan, he allowed himself the luxury of a daydream. In his mind’s eye he felt the heat from the spotlight that illuminated his way to the stage. He heard the roar of applause. He saw the bright, adoring faces of the audience as he was presented with his Nobel Prize. He smiled to himself as he began to compose his acceptance speech, looking for the perfect blend of humility and humor, laced with a few subtle—or maybe not so subtle—asides to his competitors, all of whom would be seething, having been relegated to the worst seats in the house on top of seeing their colleague reach the breakthrough before them. All he needed to make the dream a reality was that Bot, and within a few short hours, it would be back within his grasp.

Samuel decided to treat himself to an afternoon nap. He had a busy night ahead of him, after all, and he wanted to be fully rested and ready to make an immediate start once the Bot was delivered. Initial testing to confirm strong AI shouldn’t take long. After that he could get to work stripping the Bot back to its nuts and bolts. The sooner he could write up his findings and present them to the committee, the better.

 

 

JO-E HEARD Fane dash through the house. He listened to the front door open and close and strained to hear past the silence that followed, waiting for the slightest indication Fane was coming back. He’d wanted to go after him—the wish to do so had been so strong—but his basic programming didn’t allow him to contravene a direct order from his owner. The resulting conflict saw him grip the arm of the chair and press his fingers into the fabric until his joints threatened to seize and he was forced to let go.

What had gone wrong? He was sure he’d done everything right, just like he’d seen in that magazine. The Internet confirmed Fane’s initial response had been positive. He had accepted Jo-E’s advance and taken control. Jo-E had felt Fane’s arousal and had witnessed the dilation of his pupils and the change to his breathing. But then Fane had pulled back and fled. Why? A further Internet search yielded a possible answer: he’d been afraid. But afraid of what? Not Jo-E, surely. Fane must know he would never do anything to hurt him, nor did his programming allow it. Jo-E ran a third and final search, this time concentrating on Bot–human relationships, and at last he had the answer he sought.

They weren’t supposed to happen.

He wasn’t intended to love Fane, and Fane certainly wasn’t expected to love him.

Jo-E read all the material he could find on the subject. He studied the sex Bot debate and subsequent legislation. He reviewed Bot manuals. And then he stumbled across a pirate chat site, concealed behind another webpage. It proved most useful. He learned there that some Bots had been hacked in the past to allow for sexual interaction, but as far as he could tell, it was all one-sided, coming from the human’s desires alone. Was he the only Bot to ever fall in love with an owner? And if the humans didn’t wish to have physical interactions with their Bots, why had they made them anatomically capable of it?

He thought back to the kiss he’d shared with Fane, to the rush of pleasure and desire that had seen part of his body swell. The tension in the region of his groin remained even now—uncomfortable yet wonderful at the same time. Something about him was different from other Bots. He’d sensed it ever since he met Fane. At first he’d thought Fane had brought about the change, but now he realized it must have happened earlier, at the time of the accident. Prior to that he’d not experienced these strange and unsettling feelings and urges, some of which ran contrary to his programming. What was he?

Hours passed as Jo-E pondered. Outside, the sky turned from #58D3F7 to #F5BCA9 to #0B0B3B. He’d devoted most of his CPU function to analyzing the question, and he believed he had an answer. It was one that in many ways seemed incredible. Nonetheless, it was the single plausible explanation he’d been able to come up with for all that was happening to him. He wasn’t like other Bots because he was no longer a mere Bot. He was closer to a human now, lacking only the biological makeup to fully assimilate.

He wished Fane were home so he could share this discovery with him. Perhaps if he knew Jo-E was different, he would no longer be so afraid and would permit another kiss. Jo-E found he would like nothing more than another kiss. Last time had been too fast, and he’d been too caught up in the new sensations to make proper observation. Next time he wanted to undertake a full analysis of the taste of Fane’s lips.

A sound at the front door distracted him from this pleasant dreaming, and for a moment he thought Fane had returned. But it was too early, and that hadn’t sounded like the usual beep. It had been harsher: forced.

When the door banged open, Jo-E turned toward the noise. Footsteps followed, and a moment later a figure entered the lounge.

Restricted by Fane’s order to stay put, Jo-E had not risen during the evening to shut the curtains or turn on the lamp, so the room was illuminated only by what little glow filtered through the window from the stuttering yellow-orange streetlight outside. Nonetheless, Jo-E had excellent vision in all situations. He recognized the intruder at once and trembled when the man’s gaze fell upon him.

“There you are. You wouldn’t believe the day I’ve had because of you.” Drewe moved closer. “It’s Mr. Drewe, Jo-E. Do you remember me? It’s time to go home.”

“No.”

“You can’t stay here. You belong with us. Professor Yapp is—”

“I don’t like Samuel. I want to stay with Fane.”

“Well you can’t. We have to go.” Drewe charged forward and grabbed Jo-E’s arm. He looked down at his hand, then back at Jo-E’s face. “You’re shaking.”

“Don’t make me go.”

Jo-E felt dizzy. He was struggling to focus as two competing impulses warred inside him. On the one hand, he was not supposed to disobey an order from his owner, and technically Professor Samuel and Mr. Drewe still counted as his owners as much as Fane did. On the other hand, he wanted to break free and run away. Anything to escape going back to Samuel and those horrid tests. He needed to act soon. If this indecision continued for much longer, he ran the risk of getting caught in another protective loop, and then there would be nothing to stop Drewe from taking him away.

It was that last thought that made his decision, and Jo-E wrenched his arm out of Drewe’s grasp. The force behind the action made Drewe stumble, and once he righted himself, he stared at Jo-E, openmouthed. Taking advantage of Drewe’s stupefaction, Jo-E stood and edged backward, heading around the sofa, from whence he’d have a clear path to the door. He hoped Drewe would accept his denial and leave, letting him return to the sofa to wait for Fane. However, he was prepared to take more drastic action should he continue his assault.

He had nearly reached the end of the sofa by the time Drewe came to his senses. Shaking his head, Drewe shot around the other side of the chair, blocking the doorway and cutting off Jo-E’s escape. “Please. You have to come. I’ll lose my job if you don’t.”

Jo-E analyzed Drewe’s whimpered assertion, decided it was 88.7 percent genuine, and then elected to ignore it. Refusal to assist didn’t put Drewe in physical danger in this instance; therefore, Jo-E was not obliged to act. Now he came to consider it, his programming did allow some intriguing loopholes for which he was presently most grateful.

Seeing him unresponsive to the plea, Drewe changed tack. “I order you by Directive Two to obey my instructions and come with me.” He took a step toward Jo-E, even as he glanced over his shoulder, into the hallway.

A sharp jolt passed through Jo-E’s circuitry as he fought against the imperative. Despite all the things he now felt, he remained bound by that original programming.

Unless he could find a way around it.

He couldn’t disobey Drewe based on his own desires, no matter how human they might be. But what if this new order contradicted another? Fane had told him to sit on the sofa until he got back. That order had come before this one. Surely that gave it priority? He couldn’t go with Drewe because that would be going against a direct order from Fane.

Something blew inside his chest. He felt it go, and a shudder passed through him, rendering him momentarily immobile. Drewe must have seen it too, since he stopped in his tracks and cast a wary look up and down Jo-E’s body. Once his functions were restored, Jo-E conducted a quick scan. There was damage, but nothing too alarming. Nothing that would stop him from operating, at least in the short term.

“Come with me now, Jo-E.”

Drewe reiterated the order and reached for him again, and Jo-E felt… nothing. There was no compulsion to obey, no warring desires. Whatever had blown inside him appeared to have knocked out his base programming. All he felt now were his own impulses and wishes.

He was free.

Jo-E pulled back his arm and let his fist fly through the air until it collided with the side of Drewe’s head. It was a measured punch—enough force to stun, not to cause permanent injury—and Jo-E was ready to catch Drewe as he slumped. He carried him to the sofa, lay him on the cushions, and peered down at him. He felt neither guilt nor regret at what he’d done. Drewe would be fine in an hour or so. And by then Jo-E would be long gone.

With nothing but his own instincts and desires to guide him, there was only one thing Jo-E wanted: to find Fane. He would explain what he had discovered about himself, Fane would accept him once he learned the truth, and then he would show Fane how much he loved him. Jo-E smiled at the thought.

He headed out the front door, pulling it shut behind him. On the doorstep, he paused to review what he knew of Fane’s workplace. He had an address, and online maps confirmed a route there from his present location. Public transport was shut down for the night, and Bots were not permitted on the Tube unaccompanied in any case, so he would have to walk. He should arrive a few minutes before Fane’s shift finished and could meet him when he left to go home.

Flicking through his audio files, Jo-E selected the recording he’d made of Fane humming as he washed the dishes. He set the song on repeat and started walking, timing his steps to the music’s beat.




Chapter Seven

 

 

AT SIX minutes to midnight, Samuel was pacing. Five minutes to midnight saw him grinding his teeth. And at four minutes to midnight, he raised his wrist to his mouth.

“Call Drewe.”

He drummed his fingers on the desk as the phone rang and rang. Then, just as it was about to click over to the answer service, Drewe picked up.

“Where the hell are you?”

“Sir?” Drewe sounded hazy, his voice barely reaching above a murmur.

“Where are you, dammit?”

“Sir, I… I’m still at the Maddox residence.”

“Well, what are you waiting for? Get back here with the Bot right now!”

“It, uh… it’s gone, sir.”

“What do you mean, gone?”

“It wanted to stay with Maddox. It appeared to, well, care for him. When I tried to grab it, it fought me, hit me. It must have knocked me out because your call roused me. There’s no sign of the Bot now. I believe it’s left the house.”

“It hit you?” Samuel gave a gleeful laugh. “Wonderful. If it’s capable of hitting an owner, then it’s thinking for itself. Which makes it all the more urgent we retrieve it and start analyzing the data. I assume the GPS is still functioning?”

“I expect so, sir.”

“Excellent. Wait there, and I’ll come around with the van. We can track it from the point of origin. I’ll bring an EMP device, and when we find it, you can zap it. A temporary power disruption should be long enough for you to get it into the vehicle. And, Drewe, I’m giving you one last chance to make amends for your earlier failures, but disappoint me this time and you’ll be clearing your desk come nine o’clock.”

 

 

TOSS-OFF TUESDAY at Spunk had been running its course much as it always did. That wasn’t the official name for the evening, of course, but it was the one Fane had given it soon after he started working there and got to know the comings and goings of the various clientele. As with most clubs, Friday and Saturday nights were peak time. The crowds were larger and more varied, and the music was pumped at a louder volume from the aging speaker system. On those evenings, people were looking for an all-night hookup, and everyone started to pair off by midnight. The less adventurous skedaddled, taking their conquests home with them, while those more risqué (or more desperate) took their chances in the dark booths that lined the walls of the club, or relocated to a toilet cubicle. If you opened the door to the men’s room and heard heavy breathing, everyone knew it was best to hold it and try again later.

Mondays and Thursdays were pretty dead. In fact, Fane wondered why they even bothered to open. They’d get a handful of punters through, but the atmosphere was about as lively as a graveyard, and drink sales struggled to cover wages, let alone bring in a profit. Then there were the Tuesdays and Wednesdays. Or, as Fane liked to call them, Toss-Off Tuesdays and Wanking Wednesdays. These evenings provided a handful more customers than their neighbors, yet the place was far from humming. The two nights were dedicated to those unable to hold their libido in check until the weekend. Midweek men came for one thing and one thing only: a quick jerk-off that would serve as an appetizer and keep them going until they could return at the weekend for the main course.

The midweek nights resulted in the most mess to clean up at the end of the evening, with used condoms discarded all over the club and cum splatters to scrub off every surface from chairs to tables to floors. The Tuesday–Wednesday crowd were insatiable. More than once Fane had gone to what appeared to be an empty booth to clear glasses, only to discover a couple lying in sixty-nine position along the bench, sucking each other off.

Some of his colleagues enjoyed the voyeurism; Fane found it distasteful. He couldn’t deny seeing the couples together sparked longing, but he wasn’t turned on by the sight of strangers using one another to get their rocks off. When the tension got too much, he resorted to a quick wank in the shower. He would never hook up with a stranger. Sex should mean more than that. Since his last boyfriend dumped him for a drummer in a US-bound rock band, he’d been alone.

He’d been holding on until he meet the right person, certain it would be worth the wait. Though he’d started to wonder of late just how long that wait was going to be. And now it seemed he’d abstained too long and was having some kind of psychological break. That was the only logical explanation for why he’d come as close as he had to fucking his goddamn service Bot. Either that or he was a complete pervert.

Fane slammed the tumbler down on the counter with such force it shattered, sending slivers of glass in all directions.

“That’s coming outta yer wages,” Pete said, glancing over. Then he returned his attention to the report of the night’s meager takings.

Fane wiped up the glass shards with a damp cloth and swept the remains into the bin. Then he continued to dry the rest of the empties, setting each back in place either behind him or under the counter. They’d only been closed fifteen minutes, and he still had to face the horror of walking around the club to see what travesties had been committed where this night.

Pete released a huff of disgust and closed the spreadsheet. “Shit night. Those wankers in the corner only bought one drink each, and they sat there for four bloody hours.”

“Shame we can’t charge them a fee per orgasm. Two credits every time they come. Five if it’s without a condom and makes a mess.”

Fane had only been joking, but Pete must have taken his suggestion seriously, because he tapped a finger against his lip for a moment before shaking his head. “Nah. Too hard to enforce. ’Sides, it might scare off what few punters we do get in midweek.” He glanced up at the clock. “Be a love and lock up, will ya? Gotta make tracks tonight.”

Fane nodded, knowing any protest would be brushed off, and Pete offered a final nod, shrugged on his jacket, and zoomed out the door.

With a sigh, Fane put the last of the glasses away, dampened an old rag, and turned his attention to the rest of the club. He started at the bar, which was relatively clean, and then began a methodical assessment of the dance floor and each of the booths. An hour later he had wiped down all the tables and two despoiled chairs and had collected a grand total of eighteen used condoms. He still had to clean the toilets, but after that he could call it a night. Although tired and more than ready for bed, Fane found himself dawdling rather than hurrying through his tasks. Part of him dreaded going home, because home meant facing Jo-E and dealing with what he’d done. Or rather nearly done. One kiss was all it had been. Sure, it had been a heated one, but—

A thunderous bang cut off Fane’s train of thought, and he paused in the doorway to the gent’s and listened. For a moment there was silence. Then came another clap, followed by an unmistakable groan.

Fane dropped his cleaning products and raced toward the main entrance. He yanked open the door and peered out. He blinked through the darkness, thinking he must have been hallucinating. However, a flash of movement in his peripheral vision convinced him otherwise, and he dashed into the street. When he saw who it was and what was happening, he sped forward.

Letting loose a roar, Fane unleashed a strength he didn’t know he possessed and socked the man square on the jaw. As Drewe flew back, Fane reached for Jo-E, pulling him out of the van and into his arms. Drewe was still down, rocking back and forth and cradling his jaw, so Fane ignored him and made for the bar, dragging Jo-E with him. When he heard a yell, he turned and saw the driver exiting the vehicle. The man glanced at Drewe. Then he turned his gaze on Fane and broke into a run.

Fane adjusted his grip on Jo-E, who appeared to be too stunned to move on his own, and picked up the pace. They reached the bar and slipped inside, and Fane slammed the door shut behind them. He locked it with a scan of his wrist and shot the old-fashioned bolt across too, for good measure. Then, adrenaline rush past, he slumped against the wall and slid down toward the floor.

Until someone caught him.

He looked up to see Jo-E staring at him with a look that spoke of a bizarre mingling of elation and fear. “Fane, you are ill.”

The words brought Fane back to reality, and he fought to regain both his footing and his composure. “I’m fine. I just… I mean, whoa, that was….” In an effort to dispel the more violent emotions racing through him, he latched onto annoyance, shook off Jo-E’s hand, and cast a stern look at him. “What are you doing here, Jo-E? I thought I told you to stay at home. Why did you disobey?”

Jo-E lowered his gaze and shuffled. “I didn’t want to, Fane, but Drewe came. He broke into your house and tried to take me away. So I ran. I came to find you. He must have followed. I was waiting outside when he arrived in the van and grabbed me. He had an electronic device that caused my systems to malfunction, and for a few seconds, I was incapacitated and unable to resist. Then you came. Thank you.” Jo-E was gazing into Fane’s eyes with such devotion, for a brief second Fane almost forgot himself. So tempted was he to pull Jo-E closer and claim his reward in the form of a kiss.

A loud knock on the door made them both start.

“Mr. Maddox, I know you’re in there.” It wasn’t Drewe’s voice but Yapp’s: snide and laced with venom. “Come out now and surrender the Bot, and we can forget this whole nasty business. Continue with this defiance and I’ll be calling the police. Then we’ll see whose side the law is on.”

“And will you report your breaking and entering at the same time?” Fane called back, throwing more confidence into his voice than he felt, hoping it would be enough to give Yapp pause. And apparently it was, since it took him a few seconds to reply.

“You only have the Bot’s testimony to support that, and between an eminent professor and a malfunctioning service robot, I think I know who will be believed. Let me make you an offer, Mr. Maddox. Drewe tells me the Bot has formed some kind of attachment to you, so I will give you time to say good-bye. You have until 6:00 a.m. Deliver my property back to me at my laboratory by then and all will be forgiven. I will even reinstate my offer of ten thousand credits, to be paid to you upon receipt. How does that sound? Surely we can resolve this like gentlemen. After all, it is only a Bot. With ten thousand credits, you can buy yourself a new one and move out of that dingy flat into a nice London townhouse. What do you say?”

Fane looked at Jo-E. During the course of Yapp’s speech he had grabbed hold of Fane’s arm and was gripping it so tight it was bordering on painful. “I agree to the terms.”

Jo-E squeezed tighter and let out a low moan, but Fane shook his head and held a finger to his lips in a call for silence. Luckily, Jo-E understood his message and relaxed his hold, nodding once and biting his lower lip.

“Good.” Yapp’s self-satisfaction was stomach-turning, but Fane held his tongue. “Until 6:00 a.m., then, Mr. Maddox.”

Fane strained to hear the receding footsteps as they grew ever fainter. A minute later, a car engine gurgled to life, and tires screeched as the vehicle pulled away at speed. Still Fane remained frozen in place, listening for any indication it had been a ruse. But the only sound was that of his own breathing, coming in heavy gasps, and at last he relaxed and turned to look at Jo-E.

“Y-you are not really going to g-give me to him, are you, F-Fane?”

“Fuck, no. But we’re gonna have to come up with a pretty spectacular plan to avoid it, and before I can so much as dream about contemplating that, I’m gonna need a double shot of something damn strong.”




Chapter Eight

 

 

FANE COULD feel the weight of Jo-E’s gaze as he poured himself a third to-the-brim shot of Everclear. He raised the glass to his lips and knocked the liquor back, shuddering as it burned its way down his throat. Upon setting the glass down, he made to pour another.

“Fane.” Jo-E eased his arm down until the bottle was once more resting on the table. “It is too strong. You will injure yourself.”

“Is that your advice as my Bot?” The hand on his arm was pulled back, and Fane found himself regretting the loss of the gentle pressure and warmth.

“No it’s my advice as your… friend.”

Fane glanced across the table, but Jo-E had his eyes downcast.

This was fucked up, wasn’t it? What was he doing here? A few days ago he’d had a normal, boring life. Now he was hiding out in a semiderelict gay bar in the predawn hours, trying to protect a robot he’d almost jerked off with earlier in the day from a wealthy and well-connected scientist who would see him ruined should he fail to make good on his promise to return said robot.

No sensible person would sit here attempting to drink themselves into a stupor where this would all make sense. Rather, they’d march the Bot across town to Yapp’s lab, claim the promised ten thousand credits, and put the whole sorry ordeal behind them. How he wished he was a sensible person. Instead, he was so screwed in the head he… cared for Jo-E. How could he enjoy the ten thousand credits when in his mind’s eye he’d see Yapp yanking out his wiring and pulling him to pieces?

“Fane? Can I tell you something?”

Fane brushed his thoughts aside and looked over at Jo-E. “Uh, sure. What’s up?”

“Can I sit beside you?”

“I guess.”

Fane shifted along the bench and waited as Jo-E slid out of his current seat and walked around the table to join him. The sudden change in proximity brought with it a rush of heat to Fane’s face and groin, accompanied by a quickening of his pulse.

“Before you found me,” Jo-E began, “Yapp was running tests. The aim of the experiment was hidden from me at the time, but now I believe I know what he was attempting. One examination led to a power surge that incapacitated me. When you replaced my wiring and woke me up, I was… different. I think Yapp knows this. That’s why he wants me back.”

“Different how?”

“I feel, Fane. Before, if I looked at a painting, like the one on the wall over there, I would analyze pigments and technique. I can still do those things, should I wish, but now when I view the artwork, I see beauty.”

Fane turned his head to follow the line of Jo-E’s gaze. The painting he’d observed was years old and covered in a layer of dust so thick its colors were muted and its surface fluffy. Fane had heard it was the work of the bar’s original owner, and it depicted a lurid scene of writhing naked men with oversized, cartoony cocks. Beautiful was not the word he would have used to describe it, but each to his own, he supposed.

“And you are beautiful too, Fane.”

“What? Me?”

Jo-E reached out to brush a stray strand of hair behind Fane’s ear. The movement was jerky, hesitant, and the touch made Fane shiver. “You are the most beautiful thing I ever saw. I knew it from the moment I opened my eyes, although I didn’t understand it until now. I love you, Fane.” He tried to pull Fane into an embrace, but Fane shrank away.

“You can’t love me. It’s not possible.”

“It is, Fane. I am different. I am… alive.”

“Yapp really did make strong AI?” Fane wet his lips. The thought of it was tantalizing, and, if true, it would mean…. God, he wasn’t even sure he comprehended the ramifications for Jo-E. For him. For the world.

Jo-E smiled. “Perhaps. Or maybe you did when you patched me up and rebooted my systems. Either way, here I am.”

“What do you want?”

“I don’t under—oh!” Jo-E cocked his head, and his grin widened. “Are you asking if I plan to take over the world and enslave the human race as in so many of your books and movies?” He sat back and gave a hearty laugh. “No, I promise my desires are few and do not tend that way.”

“What do you… desire, then?”

Jo-E frowned. “I thought I had already explained. I love you, Fane. You are all I want.”

“When you say ‘want,’ what exactly do you—”

The final word of the question was lost when Jo-E grasped a handful of Fane’s shirt and tugged him forward. Their lips met in a soft, chaste kiss. Then Jo-E turned his head to nuzzle Fane’s neck and whisper in his ear.

“You make me feel so many things, Fane. When I think of you, my cogs clench and my gears grind. Electricity sparks inside me, and power pools in my chest and groin, pulsing there, desperate for release. Do you not experience the same?”

He did. Heaven help him, but he did. That gentle kiss and the murmured words that followed had been more than enough to ignite a fire within Fane unlike any he’d ever known. His chest was tight, his breath seemed restricted to shallow gasps, and he was so hard he feared he’d come from the slightest touch.

“It’s wrong.”

Jo-E sat back and stared into Fane’s eyes. “Why? Because I am a machine? I may not draw breath as you do, my outer shell may not grow and change as yours does, but I am alive, Fane. I fear, I hurt, I love, and I desire. You are I are not so different. Not in the things that matter.”

“But can you even…?” Fane felt like an awkward teenager again, unable to speak the words out loud. He was certain his blush would have deepened had all the available blood not already surged toward his cock.

Jo-E shrugged and offered Fane a lopsided smile. “I do not know. But I would like to find out.”

This time it was Fane who made the first move. It had been an instinctive reaction rather than a conscious decision, but the next thing he knew, he was on his back on the bench with Jo-E lying on top of him. Jo-E’s lips were pressed to his, he had wound his arms tight around Jo-E’s torso, and they were grinding their pelvises together. Jo-E ran his tongue along the seam of Fane’s lips, and Fane opened to grant him access. He groaned as Jo-E explored his mouth and pressed back harder, hungry for more.

They broke apart long enough to remove their shirts, then came together again. Jo-E’s chest was smooth and exuded a pleasant warmth, with a focused heat near the center. But Fane didn’t get to feel it against his skin for long because Jo-E raised himself and scooted back. He lowered his head to kiss his way down Fane’s chest, pausing to lap at each nipple in turn until Fane was writhing and whimpering beneath him.

When he felt Jo-E work at the fastenings on his jeans, Fane froze and tilted his head to look down. Their eyes met, and for that brief instant, it seemed like the world around them slowed to a halt. Then Fane nodded, and time catapulted back up to speed as he raised his hips, allowing Jo-E to work his jeans and briefs down his legs. He watched as Jo-E stood and stripped off his own remaining garments. His mouth went dry when he took in his cock, which stood to attention, hard and long and thick.

He shifted upright as Jo-E rejoined him on the bench and moved to sit astride him, sinking down until he rested on Fane’s thighs, pinning him beneath him. A subtle inch forward saw their erections brush together, and they both groaned at the contact.

Looking at Jo-E with his head tilted back, his eyes closed and his lips parted, Fane understood what Jo-E had meant when he spoke of beauty. He spat into his hand and reached down to palm them both. He squeezed their shafts as he worked up and down, settling into a firm and steady rhythm. Jo-E’s cock was just as hot as his, and if it wasn’t for the luminous, unearthly eyes fixed upon him, holding his gaze, he would never have known there was any difference between them. With his cheeks and chest heated and a moan on his lips, Jo-E looked utterly human.

Fane was close, and when Jo-E placed a hand over his and ratcheted up the pace, he came with a howl, his release splattering his chest. A few short seconds later, Jo-E convulsed, and a spark erupted from him. The force of it made Jo-E judder, and it sent an electric shock through Fane so strong it prolonged his orgasm, dragging every last drop from him before knocking him back.

“Fane, are you all right?”

“Fuck me!”

“Fane?”

There was a definite hint of panic in Jo-E’s voice, and Fane looked up to meet his gaze. “Fine? God, Jo-E, I’m…. Wow.”

“But your hair.”

“What about my?—” Fane reached up to touch his hair, only to discover it was standing on end. He collapsed against the hard bench, laughing as he attempted to pat down the unruly strands. “Well, I’ve never felt anything quite like that before.”

“Wait. Let me check.” Jo-E reached out and pressed his palm to Fane’s chest. His gaze went blank for a moment. Then he blinked and focused on Fane once more. “You appear to be okay.”

“Told you so. Stop worrying. That was awesome. Even if you did try to electrocute me at the end. Hey, I’m only joking,” he added when he noticed Jo-E’s dejected expression. He paused and bit his lip. “Did you…? I mean… how was it for you?”

“More than I could have ever imagined.” Jo-E slipped an arm around Fane’s waist and pulled him up into a kiss. “Is it always like this?” he asked when Fane had to break for air.

“Yes. Well, it is for humans, so I assume it will be for you too.” He grinned. “I don’t have a lot of experience in that area. I don’t go around making out with every Bot I meet, you know.”

He’d intended it as a lighthearted joke, but the words affected him more than he’d expected. In Jo-E’s arms, the force of their mutual passion leading them along, Fane had been able to put aside his concerns. However, as the buzz of his release wore off, his mind turned again to all the things upon which he least wanted to dwell: the fact that Jo-E wasn’t human; the fact Yapp was out there, waiting for them; and the fact his life was spiraling out of control at a rate of knots.

“Fane? What’s wrong? Do you regret it?”

Fane considered. Despite his worries, he realized he didn’t regret his actions. What had happened between them had been amazing. And no matter what others might think if they knew, it had been real. It was real.

“No.” He ran his fingers across Jo-E’s cheek before sinking them into his hair. “No, I don’t regret a thing. But I’m afraid. We need to deal with Yapp. He’s not going to give up, and if he gets his hands on you….”

“Don’t worry, Fane. While we made love, I was running a background program. I crosschecked all human literature, television, and film against our current situation, and I have devised a suitable plan.”

For an instant, Fane was aghast, hurt. Then the humor of the situation broke through, and he laughed and shook his head. “Uh, Jo-E, probably best not to tell the guy you were making love to that you were thinking of other things while he was jerking you off.”

“I do not understand, Fane. Only 15 percent of my capacity was assigned to the problem. The remaining 85 percent was focused on you.”

Fane patted Jo-E’s arm. “I’ll explain later. We’ll work on it. Tell me your plan first.”

“It will require….” Jo-E looked away and lowered his voice to a mumble. “You would have to leave London. Leave the country, in fact.”

“For a few days, you mean? A week?”

“Forever.” Jo-E paused. “I understand if you cannot do this. I know it is a lot to ask.”

Myriad thoughts flashed through Fane’s mind. London had always been his home. Could he leave it? What about his job? His life? Then again, what was there to keep him in England? His family were all long dead, and he had no friends to speak of. A bar job would be easy enough to come by in any town. He could stay in London, alone. Or he could put his old life behind him and start afresh with Jo-E.

“I’ll do it. I don’t mind if I never see this place again.” Fane reached for Jo-E’s hand and held it tight. “If we can keep you safe and stay together, I don’t care what we have to do. I’m not sure how we’ll live until I find work, though. Yapp is bound to set the police on us and have my credits blocked.”

“Do not concern yourself with that, Fane. I have it all worked out. A supply of funds and escaping recrimination make up step three of the plan.”

“How many steps are there? You do know we only have a few hours to complete all this, right? Look, why don’t we get dressed, and then you can run me through it from the top.”

“Yes, you should dress immediately before you catch a cold. But before I do, we need to deal with step one.”

“And step one involves you being stark naked because…?”

“Because I need you to open my back panel and remove my GPS locator.”




Chapter Nine

 

 

“THIS IS never going to work.”

Fane’s grip on the steering wheel was so tight his knuckles were white. Jo-E’s plan had sounded farfetched back in the bar. Now they were outside, putting it into action, it seemed downright suicidal. He was driving a stolen vehicle—the second act of theft he’d committed in the space of twenty minutes. All it would take was one random police car to pull him over during a sweep and he’d be under arrest and in jail before he could blink. No one would ever believe he was following the instructions of his service Bot.

“My calculations suggest the probability of success is 72.9 percent. Do you not trust me, Fane?”

“I trust you and your 72 percent. It’s the other 27 percent I’m worried about.”

Jo-E laughed, and the sound revived Fane’s flagging courage. He flicked on the indicator and made the turn into the laboratory driveway. The large white edifice loomed ahead, mottled gray in the early morning half-light.

He parked in a space near the entrance and cut the engine. “You ready for this?”

“Yes, I am ready. And so are you, Fane.”

Fane got out of the car and walked around to the other side of the vehicle. When he opened the door, the Bot got out, and hand in hand they made their way up the front steps. When they reached the entrance, Fane looked into the lens of a security camera, and a moment later the door slid open with a gentle whoosh.

Yapp’s name was prominently displayed on all the information boards, so it didn’t take Fane long to find his way to the correct floor and corridor. He tried to look about him as little as possible. He’d never been in a place like this before, and he couldn’t afford to be distracted, not at this most crucial stage in the plan. It all hinged on the next few minutes. One wrong move here and everything they’d accomplished so far would have been in vain. Succeed, and they would proceed to the fifth and final step. With all five steps down, they’d be home and dry. He only needed to keep it together a little longer.

“Hello again, Mr. Maddox.” Drewe appeared at the end of the corridor and beckoned Fane forward. “This way if you please. Professor Yapp is waiting.”

Fane followed Drewe into a large room filled with beeping machinery. Jo-E gripped his hand tighter, and Fane returned the pressure as they approached the workstation where Yapp sat.

“I’m glad to see you have come to your senses, Mr. Maddox.” Yapp managed his most condescending smile yet. “Release the Bot to Mr. Drewe, and I will transfer the credits to your account. After that, you are free to go, and we need never cross paths again.”

“Sounds fair.”

“Fane, no,” Jo-E pleaded, tugging on his arm. “Don’t leave me.”

Fane shook himself free. “I’m sorry, Jo-E, but you belong here.”

He nodded to Drewe, who stepped in and touched a black cube to Jo-E’s arm. Jo-E froze. Then a spasm ran through him, and he shut down. Fane looked away, clenching his fists.

“Do not worry, Mr. Maddox. It is a Bot. It feels no pain. Now, let me organize your transfer.” Yapp tapped his wrist and opened a bank account screen. He made some changes, then enlarged the notification so Fane could see the transaction had gone through. “The funds are in your account, as promised. Good-bye, Mr. Maddox.”

Fane turned away. He strolled through the laboratory; however, he picked up his pace once he reached the corridor. It took a supreme effort not to burst into a run, but he fought to maintain a steady if brisk step in case Yapp was still watching the camera feed. Jo-E had assured him he’d have a good half hour to get clear, but he didn’t want to put that to the test.

He exited the building and made it back to the car. He opened the door and slipped into the seat, taking a deep breath before he started the engine. One minute later he was out of the complex and back on the main roads. He made his way through the London streets and then took the A4 toward Chiswick. Every few meters, he glanced in the rearview mirror.

“No one is following, Fane, and no police bulletins have been issued. There is no cause for concern.”

Fane flicked his gaze to the passenger seat, then back at the road ahead. “The airport is still twenty minutes away. A lot can happen in twenty minutes. What about the factory? Has anyone noticed the break-in?”

Jo-E sighed. “I hacked the security mainframe and deactivated all the sensors and alarms before we entered. You watched me do it. Their computer was most polite and happily gave me the access codes to the storeroom. No one will miss that Bot until the morning shift starts, Fane, I promise. If they notice at all. Given the lack of evidence of a break-in, they may simply assume there was a miscount at the last stock take.”

Fane nodded, but he was still far from easy. The factories had tight security. What if there was something Jo-E had missed? At least Jo-E’s Bot-type had been in strong supply. Each new issue of Bot had several appearance options. Some of the others—the blonds mostly—had been less well stocked, and their theft would have been more noticeable. Nevertheless….

Jo-E gave Fane’s thigh a reassuring squeeze. “Even if the alarm is raised before we get there, remember they will be looking for Fane Maddox, and Fane Maddox no longer exists.” He left his hand on Fane’s leg, and the feel of it brought Fane comfort and helped calm his racing pulse.

When they arrived at Heathrow, Fane abandoned the car far from the terminal, and they jumped on a shuttle that took them the rest of the way. Jo-E trailed a respectful distance behind Fane as he entered the building and approached the check-in machine. Fane stood before the computer as it performed a series of scans. The first registered his chip. Then his face, eye, and thumbprint were all scrutinized.

The checks seemed to take forever, and Fane was beginning to worry. But at last a visual of his passport appeared on the screen, followed by a message:

 

WELCOME TO HEATHROW, BRYAN NEWMAN!

YOUR FLIGHT TO GENEVA WILL BEGIN BOARDING IN FIFTY-SIX MINUTES AND IS SCHEDULED TO DEPART ON TIME.

PLEASE PROCEED WITH YOUR BOT TO THE IMMIGRATION CHECKPOINT.

ANY BAGGAGE FOR THE HOLD SHOULD BE DECLARED NOW AND HANDED TO ONE OF OUR SERVICE BOTS.

WOULD YOU LIKE TO STOW ANY LUGGAGE TODAY?

 

Fane selected No, and a new message flashed up, thanking him for choosing to fly with Low-Go Airlines and wishing him a pleasant flight.

He picked up his small duffel bag, nodded to Jo-E, and made his way toward the immigration checkpoint. The closer they got to the front of the line, the more convinced Fane was they’d be stopped, but Jo-E pressed closer, and Fane gathered his nerve as he dumped his bag on the conveyor belt and stepped through the gateway.

Nothing beeped, no alarms sounded, and Fane managed a smile at the security officer as he collected his belongings and waited for Jo-E. Bots had to go through a more intensive screening process to ensure no bombs or other devices had been placed inside them, but a couple of minutes later, Jo-E emerged from the cubicle, and Fane breathed a sigh of relief.

Until one of the security officers approached.

“Mr. Newman?”

“Yes.” Fane’s voice broke, so he coughed and tried again. “Yes, that’s me. Is there a problem?”

“No problem with your clearance, sir, but we noticed on the scan that a portion of your Bot’s wiring is fried. I suggest you get it checked out once you reach your destination. Wouldn’t want it to blow up in the middle of cooking your dinner.”

Fane forced out a dry laugh. “No, indeed. Thanks for letting me know. I’ll arrange a service after we land.”

“That would be wise. Well, good day, sir. Enjoy your flight.”

The next thirty minutes were the longest Fane had ever known. Air travel was so costly he’d not been in a plane for years. He couldn’t relax and enjoy the experience, though, because every time the tannoy sounded, he was certain it was to expose him. The announcements were only ever calls for flights and missing passengers, but he was unable to rid himself of the constant fear the next would be different. He longed to hug Jo-E and find comfort in his embrace, but that would be asking for trouble. The last thing he needed was to draw attention to himself.

Only when they’d boarded and the plane prepared for takeoff could Fane finally calm his racing heart. The sudden release of tension saw him sink back in his seat, and he closed his eyes when they reached the runway and picked up speed.

As the plane rose skyward, he felt Jo-E’s hand on his arm. “Our chances of success are now at 99.6 percent. Once we set foot on Swiss soil, there will be nothing they can do, even if they did track us down.”

Fane nodded, not trusting himself to speak.

“It is a shame we did not get to see it, though.”

“See what?”

“Samuel’s face when he realized he had the wrong Bot.”

Fane waved his hand, trying to hush Jo-E. A glance around showed him no one was paying them the least attention. Even so, he leaned in and kept his voice to a whisper. “I still don’t understand how you did it.”

“How we did it.” Jo-E bent closer, too, pressing their foreheads together. “I could not have done this without you, Fane. I have access to everything electrical. Opening the door to the factory, inserting my GPS into the other Bot, and programming it to cling to you was nothing. With all of the Internet and every government department’s files at my fingertips, it was also a simple matter to create your new identity, reconfigure your chip, and transfer your credits to a secure off-shore account the instant Yapp deposited them. But I scan as a Bot—nothing will ever change that. I needed you in order to get through airport security and onto this plane.”

A flicker of unease at Jo-E’s words made Fane start and pull away. Had he been mistaken? Had this all been nothing more than a trick to get him on board with the plan and ensure he provided Jo-E with a means of escape? Jo-E had no parameters anymore. No built-in fail-safes prevented him from hurting humans. There was nothing to stop Jo-E from using Fane for his own ends. When they landed, would he get rid of him? Would he disappear with the money, leaving Fane alone and brokenhearted in a strange land?

“Is something wrong, Fane?”

Fane looked across and met Jo-E’s gaze. He decided to ask outright. At least then he’d know. “Are you using me, Jo-E? Did you say all those things to me, do all those things with me, in order to get on this plane?”

The pain etched on Jo-E’s face was clear for all to see, and a guilty flush blossomed in Fane’s cheeks. He was being a fool.

He stroked Jo-E’s hair, no longer caring if anyone was watching. “I’m sorry, Jo-E. I didn’t mean it. Well, I did. But only because I was worried that—”

The kiss cut off any further explanations and was far more eloquent an answer than any words either of them could have offered.




Epilogue

 

 

FANE OPENED the front door of his Geneva townhouse and stepped inside. He kicked off his shoes, hung his coat on the peg, and hurried through to the kitchen, from whence emanated delicious smells that made his stomach grumble in anticipation.

“Hey, honey, I’m home.” He moved behind Jo-E and wrapped his arms around him, unable to resist grinding his half-hard cock against Jo-E’s arse.

Jo-E chuckled. “So I can feel. But may I suggest we satisfy one appetite before the other? I have been working on this for an hour, and I do not want it to get cold. How was work today?”

Fane broke away and went to retrieve a set of cutlery from the drawer. “Fine. Same old. And your day?”

“Read the news.”

Fane tapped his wrist and opened a browser to one of the local news sites. He saw at once to what Jo-E was referring. The headline, bold and huge upon the web page, declared:

German Scientist Creates First Strong AI. Awarded Nobel Prize.

He went on to read how Professor Alfred Götenberg had beaten all his competitors in the race, leaving the rest of the world to question how this would affect life as they knew it. Scrolling down, he saw debate had already erupted between those who believed this was a good thing and those who thought it heralded the apocalypse.

“Poor old Yapp.” Fane closed the display, pulled out a chair, and sat down as Jo-E carried over a steaming bowl of pasta. He waited until Jo-E slid into the seat beside him, then said, “Do you wish it had been you?”

“Of course not, Fane. Had it been me, I would no longer be here to enjoy the celebrity. Yapp would have pulled me apart the second he proved he had given me life. In any case, why would I want fame when I have you? Unless you have regrets?”

“None.”

Fane tugged Jo-E out of the chair and into his arms. Their kiss lasted as long as Fane could hold his breath—and over the last two years he’d gotten damned good at holding his breath. When they separated, it was only for a second while Fane drew air. One kiss turned into another, then another, and another, and within five minutes they were both naked on the kitchen floor.

Lips met lips, flesh touched flesh, and sigh echoed sigh.

And the bowl of pasta had to be reheated an hour later.
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At a rate of knots—very quickly

Black cab—a London taxi

Crisps—potato chips

Doolally—mad/crazy

Gone seven—after seven

Got stuck in to—dug in to

Publican—the owner/manager of a pub

Punters—customers

Tannoy—a public announcement system

To rock up—to arrive

Toss-off—to masturbate
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