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One robot.

One mission.

One last chance for humanity.

Hope
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Chapter 1: The last message
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The recording flickered to life for the three hundred and forty-seventh time.

Hope watched the blue-white light play across the cave walls, casting dancing shadows against the stone. Outside, the world burned in colours no human eyes would ever see again—golden and purple sun flares rising like dying gods from the horizon. Beautiful. Deadly. Permanent.

On the screen, a woman's face materialized through static.

"My shimmering little one," Dr. Sueanne whispered, and Hope felt something shift in her chest cavity—not mechanical, not programmed. Something else. Something she'd never been able to name. "It pains me to send you into this harsh world, but I have no choice. You are humanity's last hope."

Hope had analysed this recording 346 times. She knew every micro-expression, every pause, every tremor in the doctor's voice. She knew that when Sueanne said "shimmering little one," her eyes watered exactly 2.3 seconds before the first tear fell. She knew that her mother's—her creator's, she corrected herself automatically—heart rate spiked during the words "no choice."

What she still couldn't determine, after all this time, was why.

Why me?

The recording continued. Hope let it. The story unfolded again—the climate warnings unheeded, the Quantinum Alliance formed too late, the Epeus Crystal discovered like a gift from a god no one believed in anymore. The Quantrion Machine, built to save them all. The scientists who warned and were ignored. The day the earth began to scream.

"Our earth is dying," Sueanne said. "And humanity along with it. You're not like the other robots. You're extraordinary. And while your journey will be hard, with many obstacles, I have faith in you."

Her hand reached toward the camera—toward Hope—and for a moment, the static cleared completely. Her eyes were wet, yes, but also fierce. Burning with something Hope's processors couldn't quite categorize.

"When you awake, I will no longer exist. But I am counting on you."

A pause. A breath.

"Wake up, my little robot. Wake up, and save us all."

The screen went dark.

Hope sat in the silence for a long moment. Outside, the sun flares painted the cave entrance in ribbons of gold and violet. She could hear the distant rumble of the earth—not the healthy grumble of tectonic plates shifting, but something sick. Laboured. A planet dying by inches.

"I've been watching these messages over and over again," she said to no one. To herself. To the ghost of a woman who had believed in her. "And I can't determine why she would have so much faith in me."

The cave offered no answer. It never did.

Hope rose from her charging station, her joints whispering with the movement. She was small for a robot—deliberately so, she'd learned from her mother's notes. Easier to move unseen. Easier to navigate collapsed structures. Easier to hope, though that word made no logical sense applied to machinery.

She drifted toward the entrance, her magnetic levitators humming softly. The sun flares painted her chassis in reflected fire. In the distance, what had once been a city sprawled in broken concrete and twisted steel—a skeleton of civilization picked clean by time and disaster.

"It took billions of lives," she whispered. "So many people lost."

Her sensors registered the radiation levels automatically—lethal to any organic life, manageable for her specially coated frame. The same coating her brother would have. HRS 005, designated to destroy the Quantrion Machine. Sent out years ago. Never returned.

Hope pulled up his last known coordinates. Faded. Incomplete. But enough.

With all systems fully functioning, I need to find him and complete my mission.

She stepped to the cave's edge. Beyond, the ruined world stretched to every horizon—once a paradise, now a tomb.

The time for my adventure begins.

Hope stepped out of the cave, and the wasteland swallowed her whole.
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Chapter 2: A world of silence
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The first thing Hope noticed, always, was the silence.

Not true silence—the wind still moved, carrying ash and particulate matter that scratched against her exterior like whispered accusations. Broken structures groaned as they settled deeper into ruin. Somewhere far off, metal shrieked against metal as a building finally surrendered to gravity.

But the human silence was absolute.

No voices. No traffic. No music drifting from open windows, no children laughing, no arguments between neighbours, no street vendors calling out their prices. The city she passed through—she'd identified it as what was once called "downtown" from her maps—held three hundred thousand people before the end. Now it held nothing but bones and echoes.

Hope moved through the streets with deliberate care, her sensors sweeping constantly for movement. The ruins told stories she'd learned to read: the way cars clustered at intersections, some still containing their occupants in desiccated biohazard suits. The desperate barricades outside certain buildings, pushed over and broken through. The messages scrawled on walls in fading paint, in languages she could translate but never truly understand.

WE WERE HERE

TELL OUR STORY

I'M SORRY

FORGIVE US

"Hard to imagine," she murmured, stepping over a collapsed storefront, "this place was filled with millions of people going about their day. Cars and buses moving through the streets. But now there is nothing."

Her voice echoed off empty buildings. No one answered.

No humans. No animals. No cars. No—

A sound.

Hope froze mid-stride, her systems going quiet to enhance her auditory sensors. There—faint, irregular, but present. A tiching noise, like a broken radio desperately scanning for a signal it would never find.

"What's that?"

She swept her gaze across the rubble. Broken concrete. Twisted rebar. A child's bicycle, crushed beneath a collapsed wall. The skeletal remains of what might have been a family, huddled together in what was once a doorway.

Nothing moved.

The tiching came again. Closer now. Or maybe just clearer.

Hope activated her high-frequency scanner, letting the data wash across her internal displays. The signal was weak, almost drowned by ambient radiation interference, but she isolated it—a narrow-band transmission, repeating on a loop. Coming from somewhere beneath a pile of debris fifty meters ahead.

She approached carefully, her scanners painting the scene in false-color relief. The debris pile was unstable—a collapsed building that had fallen in on itself, creating a hollow space beneath. The signal originated there, deep in the darkness.

"I have to get it out somehow."

Hope considered her options. Moving the debris manually would take hours and risk collapsing the hollow space entirely. But she had other capabilities—ones her mother had designed specifically for situations like this.

She powered up her core, feeling the familiar warmth spread through her chassis. The crystal crest on her chest began to glow—softly at first, then brighter, building energy. She focused the resonance, shaping it into a contained wave, and released.

The sonic burst struck the debris and spread, lifting and scattering the lighter pieces while leaving the structural supports intact. Concrete chunks tumbled away. Twisted metal groaned and shifted. And there, in the newly exposed hollow—

An old robot.

Hope killed her power output and hurried forward. The robot was badly damaged—an older model, its chassis dented and scorched, one arm missing entirely. Its optical sensors were dark, but the tiching noise continued, a desperate broadcast from failing systems.

"Wow," Hope breathed, dropping to examine it. "He is badly damaged. Seems like an old model."

Her scan revealed depleted batteries but intact core components. Whoever had built this robot had built it to last. The question was whether those components could be jump-started after however long they'd been buried.

"Only one way to find out."

Hope positioned herself beside the downed robot and extended her diagnostic probe. A quick interface confirmed what her scans had suggested—the battery was depleted, yes, but the chemical composition was still viable. It just needed a kick.

She channelled a controlled surge of power through the probe, watching the readings spike. The old robot's systems flickered, caught, and then began a slow, grinding boot sequence.

"@225UGHYX89 system reboot..." a mechanical voice droned. "System reconfiguring..."

Hope pulled back, watching with something that felt almost like anticipation. "Wow, you're up! How are you feeling? I mean—you can't feel, exactly, so is your system operational?"

"System 60... 75... 85..."

The old robot's optical sensors flickered to life—dim at first, then brightening as power stabilized. Its head turned
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