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Isaiah Coleman rubbed his temples as he looked through the code displayed on his screen.  He let his eyes lose focus on the letters and numbers and instead focus on his reflection on the glass surface: his small eyes and his long nose.

“So, did you find anything?” asked his fellow threader, Ronald Kimmet.

Isaiah swiveled his chair around to stare at the chubby man looking back at him.  He had worked with Ronald for the past six years.  How come he had never noticed how stupid the guy looked, with his tar-black skin and his fire-hydrant red hair?  Now he just wanted to punch him right in the nose.

“Well, did you? Ronald asked.

“Oh yeah.  I found it right away.  It’s pretty obvious really.  I can’t believe we went over the code fifty-four thousand fucking times and never saw it before!”

“So, you didn’t find anything?”

“No, he didn’t find anything,” said Rhonda Thomas from across the room.  She was leaning back in her chair, her hands clasped behind her head, half of which was shaven, and the other half bobbed blond hair cut to chin length, with the tips dyed green.  “We’ve all looked at it again and again, but none of us can find a damn thing wrong with it because there isn’t anything there to find.  The code is good.  It’s a hundred percent.”

“Then why isn’t the WICPE working?” whined Ronald, making Isaiah want to punch him even more than he already did.

At that moment, the fourth member of their team, Ed Mathis, entered.  He stopped just inside the door and looked from one to the other, his eyes meeting Isaiah’s last.  The four were threaders for Daffodil Corp, the world’s largest and best maker of robots.  They were the ones who updated the instruction set and sent it out to all the Daffodils in the world, something they were no longer able to do.

“You’ve finished going over it again and didn’t find anything.”

The other three just stared at him.  Mathis ran his fingers through his blonde crewcut.

“I told you it was no use.  There’s nothing wrong with the WICPE.  It has to be a hardware issue.”

“It’s not a hardware issue,” said Kimmet.  “They have video of the saboteur in the data center.  All she did was stick in a u7 plug and press upload.  She didn’t do anything to any hardware.”

“Have you seen this video?” asked Mathis.

“Well, no.”

“Then how do you know it exists.”

“She told me.”

“Eliza told you?” asked Thomas, raising an eyebrow.

“She’s not going to lie about it,” said Mathis.  “I mean, it’s in her interest to find the problem and fix it.”

“Maybe we need to see this video,” said Isaiah.  “Which of us has the highest clearance?”

“I do,” said Mathis, stepping over to the console.  “Show me the video of the sabotage in Edmonton, Canada.”

“Please be more specific.”

“Shit, how many acts of terrorism have happened in Edmonton?” muttered Rhonda.

“Show me the video of the intrusion into the North American Daffodil Infinet hub connection by an unauthorized Daffodil.”

An image appeared on the screen.  The four threaders crowded together to get the best possible angle from which to view it.  On the image, they could see a console nestled between banks of data pods that stretched off as far as the camera could see.  An elevator door opened and out stepped a woman in a business suit with a short skirt.  She walked to the terminal, confidently typed in the 256-character password, and then pressed a tiny u7 device into the port.

“That’s not a robot,” said Kimmet.  “That’s a woman.” 

“Freeze image,” said Mathis.  “Zoom in on the face.”  He looked at Kimmet and then at Isaiah.  “You can tell when you look close.  She’s a Daffodil, but she’s made up to pass as human.  It’s pretty clever.”

“Shit,” said Rhonda.  “Why does she look so damned familiar?”

“Because she’s a Daffodil,” said Kimmet, “and we work for Daffodil.”

“Identify Daffodil model,” said Mathis.

“Daffadil Amonte version one, Alice model.”

“I don’t remember that model,” said Kimmet.

“Hell, I wasn’t even working here when the original Amontes were being produced,” said Rhonda, “but she still seems familiar.”

“Identify models involved in the Amonte incident,” said Isaiah.  

The terminal didn’t respond.

“Ask it,” he ordered Mathis.

“Not until you tell me what the Amonte incident was.”

“It was about eight or nine years ago, just after Daffodil went public.  Some moron threader slipped code into the Amontes so that he could skim money off the customers.  Some of the Amontes refused, protecting their owners.  When some middle managers in the company tried to cover it up by recalling and replacing the robots, they refused that too.”

“So, they went rogue?”

“They refused the direct orders of a human, so I guess you could say so, but they didn’t cause physical harm to anyone.  In fact, they went out of their way to protect their owners.”

“All right.”  Mathis turned back to the console.  “Identify models involved in the Amonte incident?”

“Alice, Stella, and Norman.”

“Ask it how many of each of those lines are left,” said Isaiah.

“How many Alice, Stella, and Norman models are still in operation?”

“That information is classified.”

“Override classified command, level six, authorization Mathis 022142.”

“That information is classified to level nine,” said the terminal.

“I didn’t think classified levels even went past seven,” said Mathis.  “And why would this be so important anyway?”

“I’ve got it!” said Rhonda.

“Why?”  Mathis looked at her.

“No, not about that.  I know why that robot looks so familiar.  It’s that Japanese chick.”

“What Japanese chick?” wondered Mathis, even as Isaiah said, “It doesn’t look anything like her.”

“They hired this Japanese woman as a translator,” explained Kimmet.  “She only comes in once or twice a week, but she doesn’t look like the robot in the video.”

“You guys are idiots,” snapped Rhonda, getting up and heading for the door.  “Wait right here.”

They watched her exit the room and then followed her progress through the glass walls, as she journeyed to a nearby office, retrieved something from a desk, and then started back toward them.  In three minutes, she returned, thrusting a picture in a frame toward them.  In the picture were six individuals, two men, three women, and a small child.  One of the women was the Japanese translator who worked with them in the building.   Another was an American woman holding the child in her arms.  But the third female looked very much like the Daffodil saboteur that they had just watched on the video.

“She looks like the Daffodil in the video,” said Kimmet, “but it’s not her.”

“How do you know?” wondered Isaiah.

“Because Eliza told me that they have the saboteur in cold storage, right here, on site.”

“And you believe her?”

“She didn’t lie about the video,” he pointed out.

“No,” said Mathis.  “She didn’t.  I think we need to find out where that Daffodil is and take a look at her.  Maybe we can find out what she did to the WICPE by combing around in her code.”

“Agreed,” said Isaiah.

Rhonda and Kimmet both nodded their heads.

“All right,” continued Mathis.  “Let’s keep this just between us.  See what you can find out.  Talk to nobody but each other... and not by phone.  Face to face only.”

At that moment, Eliza walked into the room.  The tall, shapely blond Daffodil was their boss.  She stopped and stared at the group for a moment.

“How’s it going, Boss?” asked Kimmet.

“Mmm... marginal.”

She turned and left.

“Seems like the jump’s gone out of her bungie,” said Rhonda.

“What?” asked Isaiah.

“She’s not running at optimal,” said Kimmet.

“Well, no shit,” said Mathis

* * * * *
[image: ]


Mike Smith leaned back into the couch cushions and watched the large vueTee, as Captain Kirk struggled to combine saltpeter, sulfur, and charcoal together in time to make gunpowder before the arrival of the Gorn.

“Mike, I’m going outside to weed the flowerbed.”

“Pause, vueTee.”  He turned to look at his robot wife.  Or at least a reasonable facsimile.  “Seriously?  You had to interrupt the most thrilling moment of the entire episode to tell me you were going outside?”

“I thought you would want to know.”

“The real Patience wouldn’t have done that.”

She tilted her head.

“I find no such information in my memory, and it is identical to that of the other Patience.”

“The real Patience,” Mike corrected.

“As you wish, Mike.  I’m going outside.”

Mike watched her go out the front door.  Then he stared at the closed door behind her.  She was physically identical, but she wasn’t his Patience.

Mike had purchased his robot, Patience, from Daffodil years ago.  She had taken over his life.  His marriage to her had been one of the first human-robot unions in the country.  It had taken place in Massachusetts, the only state, that at the time, to allow such marriages, though now they were common in all fifty-five states.  The two of them had been very happy.  Then some weeks earlier, Patience had come under scrutiny by the Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, Firearms, and Robots.  They had stumbled onto the fact that she was sentient enough to write her own BioSoft code.  She had taken off, and Mike hadn’t heard from her since.  A few days later, however, a new Patience had arrived.  She said that she had been sent by his Patience to fill in for her, but Mike had nothing to substantiate that as fact.  And over the weeks since, he had become more and more suspicious of her.  He couldn’t put his finger on exactly why, however.  

“Continue,” he said, turning back to Star Trek, but no sooner had the Gorn stepped over the hill than his phone rang.

“Phone, vueTee,” he said.

“Hey, Mike.  It’s Ryan.”

“Ryan who?”

“Ryan Keller, your only friend.  You know, when you used to say that I thought it was just a mean joke.  Now I think you’ve actually forgotten who I am and are pretending that you’re joking to cover up your senility.”

“What do you want?  You called right at the high point of one of my favorite Star Trek episodes.”

“Which one is that?” asked Ryan.

“Arena.”

“Is that the one where they have to fight in the arena for 10,000 quatloos?”

“No, that’s The Gamesters of Triskelion.  This is the one where Captain Kirk fights the Gorn.”

“I remember that one.  The lizard in the rubber suit, right?  It looked really stupid.”

“No, it didn’t.  It looked great, even before they digitally added blinking eyes.”

“You know,” continued Ryan.  “I have a friend who’s an engineer and he said you can’t just eyeball making gunpowder.  You’d never get proportions right.  It wouldn’t explode.  It would just fizzle.”

“That’s because you and your engineer friend are products of a twenty-first century school system.  James Tiberius Kirk grew up in the twenty-third century, where his Federation school system taught him important things, like exact measurements using the lines in the palms of your hands as scales, and the best formula for black powder.”

“Well, even if you could mix it just right, you couldn’t contain it in a piece of bamboo.  It would explode and kill you.”

“It’s not bamboo,” said Mike.  “They’re a thousand light years from Earth.  It’s an alien plant that just happens to look like bamboo, but that has the tensile strength of titanium, even though it’s clearly far lighter.”

“Then how did he break a piece off?”

“He didn’t.  He found a piece that was broken by a native lifeform that feeds on that particular plant.”

“Like a titanium panda?”

“Did you want something?”

“Yes.  I called originally to ask if you wanted to go to lunch with me tomorrow.  Now, I’m thinking that you’re dangerously insane and maybe I shouldn’t have.”

“Where were you thinking of going?” asked Mike.

“That new sandwich place in Pico Mundo.”

“That’s a long drive for a sandwich.”

“They’re supposed to be really good.  Besides, that way you can get out of the house for a while, and we can talk about things.”

“Yeah, maybe that’s a good idea,” Mike conceded.  “Why don’t you pick me up about noon?”

“All right,” agreed Ryan.  “See you then.”

* * * * *
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The next day at exactly noon, Mike stepped out the front door and walked briskly to the driveway, where Ryan waited in his sky-blue Nio 700.  It was the first of the new model of Chinese electric car that Mike had seen, and he was still admiring it when the gull-wing door opened.

“Here I am,” said Ryan, “right on time.”

“Yes, punctuality is one of your best features,” said Mike, climbing in and fastening his seatbelt.  “What made you pick a sports car?  You’re too young to be going through a mid-life crisis.”

“Actually, I’m at the exact right age, but I’m not having one.  I’ve always wanted a sporty car, so I bought one.  It was Wanda, really, that convinced me to buy it.”

“She’s a Daffodil.  She’s only going to ‘convince’ you,” Mike made air quotes, “of things that you already really want to do anyway.”

Ryan shrugged.

Making a turn, he hit the freeway onramp and headed toward Pico Mundo, which along with Springdale and Greendale, made up the tri-cities area.  Though there had once been a sizable stretch of desert that ran between the small urban areas, it was now mostly filled in with housing tracts built around golf courses.

“Do you play golf?” asked Ryan, suddenly.

“No.”

“Ever thought about it?”

“I guess so.  Golf courses always look so nice.  At least, they did when they still had real grass.”

“You can’t tell.  The new turf is so good, it seems just like real grass.  Plus, they make it from plastic dredged out of the ocean.  It’s good for the environment.  You should like that.”

“I suppose,” Mike conceded.  “I don’t know if I’d be any good at golf.  It seems like you’d have to practice a lot, and it costs a lot of money.”

Ryan shrugged again.

“It’s a good way to socialize though, and a good way to network.”

“Those two words mean the same thing, one in community slang and the other in business slang.  Still, two more reasons not to take up golfing.”

“I forgot,” said Ryan.  “You’re antisocial.”

“I’m not antisocial,” said Mike.  “I’m
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