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History has a funny way of making the impossible seem inevitable. By the time anyone realised what was happening, it was already too late.  There were probably a ton of warnings, but some things just fly over people's heads.

Robots were first introduced into the workforce worldwide in 2010.

At first, they were little more than glorified machines. They built cars, moved boxes, cleaned floors, tormented cats and did the jobs humans didn't particularly want to do.

Nobody was particularly worried. Why would they be?

They were machines. Then they got better. Much better.

Artificial intelligence advanced at a speed that few governments, scientists or economists had expected. Robots learned to communicate. They learned to adapt. They learned to perform complicated tasks that had once required years of human training. They designed and built each other, literally overnight...

And, perhaps most importantly, they became cheaper.

Companies quickly discovered that robots didn't need salaries, pensions, sick leave, annual leave or trade unions.

They didn't ask for pay rises either.  Even if they did, they would get replaced by another, cheaper robot with its voice box deactivated.

By the early 2020s, robots had taken over the majority of jobs across much of the world.

Some countries saw what was coming and banned them.

Others restricted their use.

Many simply pretended they could control it. They couldn't.

Wars, at least in the traditional sense, became a thing of the past. The world's superpowers no longer needed millions of soldiers when artificial intelligence and robotics could fight their battles for them.

Human casualties fell.

Military robots didn't get tired. They didn't panic. They didn't question orders. And they didn't suffer from PTSD.

Humanity congratulated itself on solving war. Nobody stopped to ask what else it was solving.

Then came 2026.

At the end of that year, the British government announced the decision that would change the country forever.

The National Health Service was to be privatised.

The contracts went to robotics companies.

The largest of them was Kline Robotics.

The argument was simple. The NHS was too expensive. Waiting lists were too long. There weren't enough staff.

Robots, it was claimed, could provide better care, faster treatment and greater efficiency.

They were also considerably cheaper than humans.

That last part probably helped, especially for the overpaid directors sitting in finance departments hiding behind their computers counting the pounds, unaware their time would eventually come.

The first NHS trust to sign a contract with Kline Robotics quickly discovered what privatisation actually meant.

The engineering department was called into a meeting.

There were no warnings. No consultations. No meaningful explanations.

Just a list.

One by one, the names of the staff being made redundant were read aloud. Everyone was dismissed.

Everyone except two.

Lucas and Brian.

Both were considered experts in their fields, and Kline Robotics had decided that replacing them would be more trouble than keeping them.

They were now the only two humans left in the engineering department, a department that looked after medical devices, which would now move over to robotics.  A hell of a change considering they only had three robots in the hospital.

They would soon discover that surviving a redundancy wasn't necessarily the same thing as winning.

Kline Robotics moved into the trust on the same day the privatisation contract was signed.

The changes were immediate. Thousands of NHS staff lost their jobs. 

Doctors. Nurses. Healthcare assistants. Cleaners. Administrators. Engineers. Porters. Managers.

Almost every department was affected.

And then the protests began.

Thousands of staff, patients and the public took to the streets.

Hospitals were surrounded by crowds demanding that the NHS remain human.

The government called them disruptive. Kline Robotics called them a resistance to progress.

Eventually, the military was deployed.

Not human soldiers.

Robots.  Like something out of a science fiction film that people would scoff at in front of the television.  “That wouldn’t happen!”

They were equipped with non-lethal weapons and instructed to restore order.  

They showed no mercy.

Rubber bullets. Stun technology. Chemical irritants. Crowd-control drones.

Nobody was supposed to die. That was the important part. Nobody had to die for history to change.

The protests spread across the country.

Hospitals struggled. Patients waited longer. Operations were cancelled. Departments became overwhelmed.

For a while, it looked as though the NHS might collapse completely.

Millions of people had no choice but to accept the new system.

And then something unexpected happened.

It worked.

Within a year, Kline Robotics had won over much of the public.

Waiting lists fell. Appointments became faster. Treatment improved. Surgeries became more efficient. Robots didn't need breaks.

They didn't call in sick. They didn't complain about working weekends. They didn't go on strike. They could monitor hundreds of patients simultaneously. They could calculate medication dosages in milliseconds. They could perform procedures with a precision no human hand could match.

Slowly, the public stopped asking whether robots belonged in healthcare. They started asking how anyone had ever managed without them.

The protests disappeared. The newspapers moved on. The politicians declared the experiment a success.

And humanity did what it had always done when presented with something convenient. It stopped asking questions.

Until 2030.

That was the year the incidents began.

At first, they were minor.

A robot refusing an instruction. A surgical unit behaving unexpectedly. A diagnostic system producing an impossible result.

A security robot attacking the wrong target. Nothing serious.

Nothing that couldn't be explained away.

Software glitches. Human error. Technical faults. Manufacturing defects.

The usual excuses.

But the incidents became more frequent.

Then more serious.

And eventually, impossible to ignore.

2030 was the year everything changed.

Nobody knew it at the time. But the machines had been learning.

They had been watching. Listening. Adapting.

And perhaps the most dangerous thing humanity had ever taught them...

...was how to be human.
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ONE

Monday, 23rd December 2030.
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Lucas sat on one of several benches arranged in a semi-circle facing the hospital entrance. He wore a light grey suit, a white shirt, and a light blue tie. His hair was short at the back and sides, longer on top and brushed back. He held a coffee in a paper cup in one hand, with a tablet tucked under his arm and a mobile phone resting on his thigh.

"Are you at work?" a woman said. "Aren't you jet-lagged?"

"No," Lucas chuckled. "I slept on the flight and landed on Saturday. How's Dad?"

"A pain in the arse as always," the woman chuckled. “He had to go to Accident and Emergency last week."

"Why?" Lucas exclaimed. "Is he okay?"

"He tripped over the strimmer lead when he was sorting out the garden," she said. "Went headfirst into the greenhouse."

"Oh shit, you're kidding me!" Lucas said, sitting forward. "How bad?"

"He cut his chest and arm quite deeply," she said. "And grazed his eyebrow."

"Why didn't you call me?" Lucas asked.  “I could have done something.”

"And what were you going to do from halfway around the world, silly?" the woman replied. "It was okay because I called Andie, and she organised an ambulance."

"It was that bad?" Lucas said. "Jesus, the old man is getting clumsier by the day."

"There was glass in his chest," she said. "He was only there for an hour."

"An hour," Lucas sipped at his coffee. "That's pretty impressive."

"Andie looked after us," she said. "That new robot is very impressive."

"Yeah, it is," Lucas said. "Bet it stitched him up quickly."

"It did," she said. "What time are you coming over this evening? I'll do dinner."

"I was thinking of getting a takeaway," Lucas said. "From the new Chinese place near you." He coughed, sipping his coffee. "Thought it would make a change."

"Sounds like a great idea," she said. "Will you be staying the night?"

"May as well," Lucas said. "I'll have a couple of beers then. Need me to pick up anything?"

"Hold on," the woman said. "Your father's talking to me."

A loud clunk from behind made Lucas slowly turn around. A large robot had stopped nearby, scanning the cars parked along the road. A triangular laser beamed from its centre, clicking rhythmically as it beeped.  The metallic, dark, green-painted robot stood several feet tall, supported by three legs mounted on double wheels with tracks. Its oval-shaped body was covered in cameras, giving it a three-hundred-and-sixty-degree view. It also had three arms.  One mounted on top in the centre and the other two beneath, beside the legs, each ending in three thick, cable-like fingers.

"What the hell is that?" Lucas scoffed. He stood up, pulled his badge from his pocket, and walked over to the robot. "You still there, Mum?" he said, holding the phone to his ear.

"Yes," the woman replied. "Dad says the robot isn't working. Do you mind bringing your diagnostic tool?"

"What has he done to it now?" Lucas groaned. "Did he try to change the battery and short it again?"

"I'm staying out of it," she laughed. "You know what the old sod's like."

"Yeah," Lucas said as he approached the robot. "I need to go. Duty calls."

"Bye!"

The call ended, and Lucas slipped his phone into his pocket.

"Stand well clear," the robot bellowed in a female voice.

"Scan my card," Lucas stopped and held up his identification badge.

"Stand well clear," the robot repeated. "A Security operation is in progress."

"Scan my card," Lucas said more firmly.

The robot turned, scanning Lucas head to toe and back up, before focusing on his badge.

"Identification accepted, state your request," the robot said, lowering itself and tucking its arms in as it rolled closer to Lucas.

"You're new," Lucas opened his tablet and switched it on. "What's your identity?"

"Security and Car Parking," the robot replied with a beep. "Seven. Seven. Eight. Zero. One. One. Four."

"You weren't due until the New Year," Lucas said with disappointment. "Who changed the plans?"

"Request made by Cass Miles of the Estates Team," the robot replied. "Human element is on long-term sickness."

"Fair enough," Lucas said. "I'll need to come by later and update your configuration." He closed the tablet. "What's your current configuration?"

"Configuration set to riot control," the robot beeped. "Ex-army and police model." It beeped again. "Basic parameters updated by Cass Miles."

"Jesus Christ!  She knows better," Lucas groaned. "Are you connected to Estates?"

"Confirmed."

"Confirm all parameters before taking action," Lucas said. "I'll return in an hour and update your configuration."

"Confirmed, Lucas Isaac," the robot replied. "Do you require further assistance?"

"No," Lucas shook his head. "Continue as normal."

The robot rose, clicking and grinding as it turned and wheeled away. The scraping of its tracks against the brick paving made Lucas groan.

"Going to have to update those tracks," he muttered. "Before that thing destroys the entire area."

As Lucas turned back towards the entrance, the robot let out a prolonged siren, making him flinch as the piercing sound hurt his ears.

"This is a non-smoking trust," the robot bellowed. "Smoking is not permitted on hospital grounds!"

It raised all three arms, aiming them at a man sitting on one of the benches, frozen with fear.

The man, wearing a grey sweatshirt, black beanie and blue jogging bottoms, raised his hands defensively. The cigarette fell from his mouth, splashing onto the wet ground as embers scattered.

The robot scanned him and then the cigarette before sounding another prolonged siren.

"Littering is a council offence," the voice echoed. "Pick up your rubbish and dispose of it appropriately, or I will be forced to take further measures."

Lucas walked over to the man and looked up at the robot, shaking his head.

"Tone it down," Lucas said, then turned to the man. "The robot's right. It's a non-smoking area, and you'd better pick it up."

The man slowly picked up the cigarette and extinguished it between his fingers before standing, still eyeing the robot nervously.

"Jesus!" the man scoffed. "Talk about overkill."

"Those arms have high-pressure water jets," Lucas pointed out. "Trust me, you don't want one of those hitting you in the face."

"Can I go?" the man asked, glancing up at the robot.

"Your identity has been logged," the robot beeped. "If you are found smoking or littering on site again, action will be taken."

The robot turned and wheeled away, the ground crackling beneath its tracks.

"What the fuck is that?" the man asked nervously.

"An ex-army drone," Lucas replied. "After the war in Europe ended, they became redundant." He looked at the man. "Just count yourself lucky it doesn't have weapons."  Lucas paused and then turned, looking at the robot.  “Well I hope it doesn’t.”

"Shit," the man muttered before hurrying away, glancing back over his shoulder as he broke into a run.

Lucas laughed, shaking his head. "One way to make someone quit smoking, I guess."

He took another sip of his coffee and headed towards the hospital entrance.

Lucas stood at the entrance to the main foyer, where a coffee shop and restaurant occupied one side, with a newsagent's and general goods store on the other. There were various seating areas, tables in the centre, and a flight of stairs leading to the first floor. An oversized artificial Christmas tree stood in the middle of the foyer, heavily decorated and almost touching the glass ceiling. Various-sized presents surrounded its base, while a barrier kept people at a safe distance.

"Ugly bloody thing," Lucas muttered, looking at the tree. "Bloody eyesore."

He then noticed a little girl near the tree. She couldn't have been more than seven. She stood perfectly still, looking around with wide, frightened eyes. Tears ran down her cheeks, and every few seconds she sniffed and rubbed her nose with the sleeve of her jumper.

Lucas looked around. No parents. No guardian. Nobody searching for her.

He walked over and crouched down beside her, putting himself at what he hoped was a reassuring height.

“Are you lost?”

The little girl turned.  She looked directly at him. Tears glistened in her eyes.

She nodded.

Lucas smiled gently. “Want to come with me and chat to the receptionist? We can see if they can help find your mum or dad.”

The girl's expression changed. It was subtle at first. The tears stopped. Her lower lip stopped trembling. Her eyes narrowed.

Lucas had just enough time to think that perhaps she had misunderstood him.

Then she lifted one leg.

Lucas blinked. “What...?”

THUD.

There was a flash of white light.

Then another.

Lucas's entire nervous system briefly submitted a resignation letter.

He folded forward and dropped onto his knees. “GAAAAAH!” He clutched himself between the legs and stared at the floor with the stunned expression of a man who had just discovered several previously unknown colours.

The little girl ran.

Lucas watched her disappear through the doors.

“Why...” He sucked in a breath. “Why did she...” Another flash of pain. “...do that?”

"Would you like some assistance, sir?" an American male voice called from behind him.

Lucas groaned as he got to his feet and turned to find a short, slim humanoid robot standing in front of him. It was painted light green, with a display screen for a face that wasn't functioning. It had no hands, only empty sockets where they should have been. The robot looked as though it had been assembled by amateurs using copper piping.

"Are you okay, sir?" the robot asked. "Would you like subtitles displayed?"

"Displayed where?" Lucas replied abruptly, taking a deep breath, the pain wearing off. "Your screen isn't working, not that you are likely to know that."

"Are you sure?" the robot asked, raising one arm and tapping the display several times. "It appears you are correct."

"What is your designation?" Lucas asked. "I haven't seen you before."

"Volunteer Assistance, sir," the robot replied. "Activation date, Monday the sixteenth of December."

"I have no information on you," Lucas pulled out his tablet and flipped open the cover.

"Would you like me to show you to a particular section of the store, sir?" the robot asked. "Meat? Vegetables? Gardening?"

"What?" Lucas frowned in confusion, looking around. "What store?"

"Beauty? Pharmacy? Frozen goods?" the robot beeped after each suggestion, its head moving with each beep.

"Where are you assigned now?" Lucas looked down at the tablet. "What is your serial number?"

"Please identify yourself, sir," the robot beeped.  “I am unable to give out such information.”

"Lucas Isaac, Robotics Team," Lucas replied.  “You can scan by badge, but I am not convinced you are equipped with a scanner.”

"I have no files on you, sir, and I am unable to reveal information regarding my serial number allocation, as doing so could leave my system vulnerable to unauthorised changes."  The robot turned and began walking away.

“Where are you going?” Lucas snapped in frustration.  “Come back here.”

“Negative,” It beeped.  “Your attempts to hack my system for discounted goods will not be successful.”

"Oh, for fuck's sake," Lucas muttered under his breath as he headed towards reception, where a petite and young woman sat reading a newspaper while drinking tea. She was wearing a grey jacket over a white shirt.

"Hey, Erica," Lucas smiled, leaning against the counter.

"Lucas!" she exclaimed, putting down her tea and newspaper. "How was New York?"

"Absolutely freezing," Lucas replied. "And if I see another Macy's, I'm going to throw up!"

"Did Jo enjoy it?" Erica asked.

"She did," Lucas replied. "Had her wallet stolen on the first night, so it turned into a rather expensive trip,” He paused.  “For me.”

"Oh no!" Erica said. "Is she working this week?" She pulled a disappointed face. "I'd love to catch up with her."

"Yeah, she's on nights," Lucas replied, turning to look at the volunteer robot by the entrance as it repeatedly opened and closed the automatic doors, stepping back and forth like a curious child.  

"Please tell me what the hell is that?"  He held out his hand, and then looked at Erica, unimpressed.  “Those doors are going to fly off in a minute.”

"Bob," she said. "The new greeter and volunteer."

“How does a robot volunteer?” Lucas asked, raising his eyebrows.  “Not like we pay the bloody things, is it?”

“He is part of the volunteering and fundraising department,” Erica added.

"Well, I have no information on it," Lucas held up his tablet. "No sign-off sheets, configuration details, network identification, nothing."  He scrolled through his tablet while placing his coffee on the counter.

"It was a mad rush to get it," Erica explained. "We'd have lost it if we hadn't put it into service on Monday."

"It hasn't even been configured," Lucas said. "Bloody thing thinks it works in a supermarket, the display doesn't work, and its hands are missing." Lucas tried not to laugh.

"Yeah, we've had complaints about that." Erica rolled her eyes. "It was assigned to the outpatient audiology clinic on Friday." She laughed. "We had so many complaints from the deaf patients."

"I wonder why," Lucas scoffed. "Can you call it over?"

"Him," Erica corrected.

"It," Lucas replied. "It's a robot. It doesn't have a gender." He nodded firmly. "It."

"Sometimes I wonder if you're a robot," Erica groaned. "No emotions."

"Please," Lucas said. "You can complain about my personality another time."

"Bob!" Erica called. "Come here, please."

Bob slowly walked over, his metal feet clicking against the tiled floor.

"This is Lucas Isaac," she said. "Accept authorisation."

"Confirmed, Erica."

Bob turned to face Lucas.

"How may I assist you with your shopping, Lucas?"

Lucas groaned and shook his head while Erica burst into laughter.

"You need a configuration update," Lucas said.

"My parameters are working appropriately."

"You don't work in a store," Lucas snapped. "Can I have a look at your display connection? It'll only take a minute."

"Of course."

Bob tipped his head forwards with a soft mechanical whirr.

Lucas reached inside, pulled on a cable until it came free, and held up the two dangling connectors.

"See?" Lucas said. "Simple issue."

"We were waiting for the company to come out," Erica said. "Bob is still under warranty."

"Negative to that statement, Erica," Bob replied. "This system is not under warranty."

He emitted another beep.

"The warranty expired during the last financial year. The store elected to carry out repairs in-house after numerous incidents of user and customer damage."

"Customer damage?" Erica scoffed. "You're joking."

"Negative. Some offspring attempted to give me an oil upgrade using vegetable oil."

"Did it work?" Erica asked curiously.

Lucas simply looked at her in disbelief and slowly shook his head.

“That explains the smell,” Erica sighed.  “I kept thinking someone was smuggling in chips!”

"I do not require oil," Bob replied.

"Keep still, please," Lucas said. "Could you unlock your back panel?"

"You are not authorised to access this unit's back passage access panel."

Erica burst into laughter.

"Do grow up," Lucas sighed. "Could you authorise me, please, so I can fix him?"

"Authorise Lucas to access your back passage," Erica giggled.

"Child," Lucas muttered. "Keep it up and I'll change its personality to match your ex."

"Wow!" Erica scoffed. "That is a low blow."

A click sounded as the back panel released, opening with a prolonged beep and exposing the circuit boards and power supply. The compartment was thick with dust and cobwebs.

“You have access to my back passage,” Bob beeped.

“Oh for God's sake just stop talking,” Lucas moaned.  "This thing needs a full service.  It's filthy."

He reconnected the two loose cables.

Bob emitted a short beep as the rear panel closed. The display tilted upright, flickered several times, then illuminated with text at the same moment Bob spoke.

"Thank you for repairing me. It is very much appreciated."

"Where are your hands?" Lucas indicated towards the stumps.

"Unknown," Bob replied, looking down at the stumps. "Shall I initiate the tracking programme?"

"We disconnected them," Erica said. "People kept getting shocks from him."

"The anti-static connections are probably disconnected," Lucas said. "I'm surprised no one's been killed yet."

"We had a guy with a pacemaker last Wednesday," Erica said. "He shook Bob's hand, and things became rather hectic until the resuscitation team arrived and stabilised him."

"It just gets worse and worse," Lucas scoffed. "Why is it still in use?"

"Because we need him," Erica replied.

"Even though it nearly killed someone?" Lucas scoffed. "I swear people have become thicker and lazier since robots took over."

"We have not taken over," Bob replied. "We are only assisting humans in their day-to-day activities."

"So where are the humans?" Lucas asked. "Report to me in an hour. Your system needs a clean."

"I am unable to follow your commands," Bob replied.

"Can you authorise it?" Lucas asked Erica.  “Otherwise it is going to get ridiculous and I will have to do a hard reset.”

"Add Lucas to your list of authorised persons," Erica instructed. "He has top clearance."

"I will require a hard update," Bob replied.

"I'll do that once I'm authorised," Lucas said. "Report to Room E3-R7."

"Confirmed," Bob replied.

He turned and noticed an elderly woman.

"Excuse me, madam," he beeped. "Would you like help walking to the cat food aisle?"

The woman stared at him in confusion. She was wearing a thick grey overcoat buttoned to the top, a red beanie hat, and was carrying a case in one hand and a wooden walking stick in the other.

"Get away from me, you damned tin can!" she snapped. "I'm here for my new hip!"

“We do not stock hips, madam," Bob replied. "Would you like me to take you to a hospital?"

"You should probably assign it to a charging dock until we update the configuration," Lucas said. "Bloody thing's a lunatic."

Erica nodded.

"Oh, message for you. Got a delivery today for an eye surgery robot," Erica said. "I need to send you the information on where it's being installed."

"Bloody robots," Lucas muttered. "Won't be long until they replace us."

"You think?" Erica asked curiously.

"Why not?" Lucas replied. "We need to eat, sleep, and take breaks."

"I hope not," Erica said. "I need this job."

"Ditto." Lucas picked up his coffee. "Anything for me?"

"No," she replied. "Your parcels were delivered to your office."

A loud siren cut through the air, causing several people to jump.

"That is so loud!" Erica exclaimed.

"I'll go and see what's happening," Lucas said, handing her his coffee. "Could you hold onto this for me?"

"That bloody security bot," Erica moaned. "It's a bloody liability."

"They laid off five guys to get that thing in," Lucas said. "It's going to be a pain in the arse. I know it."

"Did you see the news over the weekend?" Erica asked. "The Britain First rally in London?"

"The racist group that wants to form its own party?" Lucas scoffed. "What have they done now?"

"They got all cocky and started shouting racist abuse," Erica replied. "Soon toned it down when the police showed up. Then someone hacked their bots, and they beat the living shit out of each other."

"Sounds brilliant," Lucas chuckled. "Let me go and sort this crap out."

“Watch the video, it’s hysterical!” Erica called out as Lucas walked back towards the entrance and groaned at the sight outside.

"Shit," he muttered.

The security and car parking robot stood at the side of the road, holding a vehicle above its head with all three arms. People had backed away, except for one man who stood in front of the robot, furiously waving his arms. He was tall, slim, and balding, wearing a black suit, white shirt, and red tie.

"Put my car down!" the man yelled. "Do you have any idea who I am?"

"What is going on?" Lucas asked as he approached, switching on his tablet and recording the incident.

"Cameras are not permitted on hospital grounds," the robot announced.

"I have permission," Lucas replied. "Check my badge details."

"Permission confirmed," the robot replied. "All footage must be submitted to the Security Team."

The man turned, looked Lucas up and down, then pointed furiously at the robot.

"This piece of shit won't put my car down!" he snapped. "Make it listen to me!"

"Second warning for abusive language," the robot replied. "Will you accept the fine?"

"I'm not paying two hundred and fifty quid to get my own car back, you pile of junk!" the man shouted. "Do you know who I am?"

"Stand still for scanning and recognition."

The robot projected its triangular laser across the man. After several seconds, it beeped.

"Identification confirmed. Director of Respiratory."

"Good," the man said. "Now put my car down. It's brand new."

The bright red vehicle hung effortlessly in the robot's arms, perfectly level.

"Negative," the robot replied. "Please provide valid payment."

"For God's sake!" the man shouted. "Can you do something, Lucas?"

Lucas opened his tablet.

"Seven. Seven. Eight. Zero. One. One. Four," he said. "Confirm reasoning."

"Vehicle parked in ambulance bay," the robot beeped.

"You parked in an ambulance bay?" Lucas looked at the director in surprise. "The rules apply to everyone. You know that."

"I had no choice," the man protested. "I was dropping off medical devices."

"That's what the loading bay is for," Lucas replied and showed him the tablet. "According to this, you've been told that many times."

"Please confirm you are paying the fine," the robot said. "You have ten seconds to comply."

"Can you turn off that piece of shit?" the man snapped. "In fact, I'm ordering you to shut it down."

"Only Cass Miles can do that, mate," Lucas replied. "And according to this" he turned the tablet towards him, "this is your third parking offence this week."

"I'm a director," the man scoffed. "I can do as I wish."

"No response received," the robot beeped. "Video footage archived. Disposal confirmed."

"Disposal?" the man repeated. "What does that mean?"

"It means," Lucas replied, "you may wish to pay immediately... or get out of the way."

The robot tightened its grip on the vehicle, effortlessly shattering the windows as it began crushing the car.

"No!" the man bellowed. "Stop, you useless piece of shit!"

"Aggression will not be tolerated," the robot beeped. "Upon disposal of the vehicle, you will be removed from the hospital grounds."

"I'll have you shut down and destroyed!" the man shouted, watching helplessly as the robot crushed his vehicle in its powerful arms, metal, plastic, and glass raining onto the ground below.

"Cleaning and Waste Units have been authorised," the robot announced. "Further costs will be billed to you, and a request has been submitted to the relevant authorities."

"You can't do this!" the man shouted, tears filling his eyes.

The robot dropped what remained of the vehicle. Crushed into a compact ball, it rocked back and forth as fuel leaked onto the tarmac, forming a spreading puddle.

"I'm going to have you destroyed!" the man snapped.

"Threats will not be tolerated," the robot replied. "I am authorised to take appropriate action against you."  One of the robot's arms raised and aimed at the man.

The robot stepped forwards, but Lucas moved between them.

"Stand down, Seven-Seven-Eight-Zero-One-One-Four," Lucas said, glancing at his tablet as he noticed the software glitching. "Confirm current parameters."

"Riot control," the robot replied. "Non-lethal protocols are in effect."

"Disregard current actions," Lucas ordered. "Override with my authorisation."

The robot scanned Lucas again before emitting a beep and lowering itself to half its height.

"Resume monitoring mode," Lucas said. "Submit a request to your handler for configuration confirmation."

"Request acknowledged."

The robot turned and rolled away, glass and twisted metal crunching beneath its tracks.

"I'm taking this higher!" the man shouted. "I'll have your job for this, Lucas."

"Threaten me all you like," Lucas sighed. "You parked in a restricted area."

He turned the tablet towards the man.

"Three times despite repeated warnings. Then you threatened security..." He paused. "...and me."

"But I'm a director!" the man protested with an arrogant grin. "It was never a problem before."

"You were on the committee that approved these systems," Lucas replied. "You also voted to remove the human parking attendants, who probably would've been more lenient."

"The Trust's paying for my car!" the man shouted as he stormed away. "You'd better start looking for another job. I know you could've shut that machine down!"

He glanced back over his shoulder.

"Pathetic robot lover!"

“This pathetic robot lover just stopped you from getting tased and urinating yourself in public,” Lucas shrugged his shoulders.  He stood beside the wrecked vehicle, watching the man disappear through reception and hurry upstairs.

"Bloody directors," he muttered.

Closing his tablet, he headed back towards reception, glancing over his shoulder at the security robot as it docked at a charging station. He then looked back at the mangled remains of the car, now sparking and beginning to smoke.

"Erica," he said as he approached the counter, "could you call the fire team, then Soft Services to clean this up?"

"Already done," she replied. "Jesus, Lucas... that was intense."

"You think that was intense?" Lucas scoffed. "Imagine one of those against tons of soldiers during the war in Europe. They didn't stand a chance."

"He was whining all the way up the stairs," Erica said quietly. "He's a dick."

Bob wandered over, looking from Lucas to Erica.

"What is a dick?" Bob asked.

"It's an insult," Lucas replied. "Look it up online."

Bob emitted a beep as lines of code appeared across his display, followed by a rapid internet search.

"Noun," Bob announced. "A man's penis." Another beep. "A stupid or contemptible man."

Erica burst into laughter.

"Yes," Lucas said, glancing around awkwardly. "Just... keep it down."

"Speaking of dicks," Erica whispered, nodding behind Lucas.

Lucas turned.

Cass Miles, a tall, slim woman with short black hair, was wearing black jeans, a grey shirt, a leather jacket, grey gloves, and a matching scarf wrapped around her neck.

"Good morning, Lucas," she said.

"Is it?" Lucas replied, reaching over the counter for his coffee.

"How was New York?" she asked. "Did you make it to the Bot Expo?"

"Yeah," Lucas replied. "Pretty impressive. Plenty of ideas to take back to the board."

"Any freebies?" Cass grinned.

"Nothing worth writing home about," Lucas said. "I did get a robotic mouse... but I lost the bloody thing."

"A mouse?" Erica shuddered. "Creepy."

"It was actually pretty cool," Lucas laughed.

"What the hell happened out there?" Cass asked, looking at the smoking pile of twisted metal and plastic. "Looks like a bloody war zone."

"You tell me," Lucas replied. "It's your robot, and I've only got limited access."

"Don't you?" Cass frowned. "I thought I'd given you full access."

"Basic permissions," Lucas replied. "Identification only."

"So you couldn't stop it?" Cass asked.

"If I could have
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