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      The room was filled with the kind of cold that would shake a man from his sleep and send him banging on the radiator while cursing the building’s super. Kicking on the pipes wasn’t an option. He wasn’t in a building. And Gottfried von Brandt didn’t sleep.

      Von Brandt welcomed the cold in the ship’s compartment. His lab coat and constant movement staved off chills, and he found it easier to stay focused when the room wasn’t lulling him into comfort. There was no time to be comfortable.

      A week had passed since he’d seen the sun. Ever since the ship left port. The makeshift laboratory space had met his needs perfectly in size and facilities and the lack of sunlight kept him focused on his work instead of the clock. The passage of time was a distraction he could do without, and had the compartment included portholes, he would have covered the glass to keep the sun outside where it belonged. He didn’t need to think about time.

      The scientist never left the compartment. There was no need. The ship’s staff delivered his meals. These he ate only when he remembered to be hungry. Food didn’t matter. Days didn’t matter. Hours, minutes, nothing mattered but the deadline.

      The World’s Fair awaited him at the end of his voyage and he had to be ready. Time was the enemy and therefore best ignored. He didn’t need to think about it. He needed to focus on how the machine should smile.

      With one final twist he pulled a pair of pliers from the mouth of the device, stepped down from a small stool and backed away from the project that held his attention. He studied the face of the machine with the eye of an artist. He turned away and spun back quickly. The smile did not menace, smirk or show any signs of anything but pleasantry. It looked natural. He smiled back.

      The machine itself was all but indistinguishable from a man. Perfect in size and proportion—Marie Tussaud would have commended the lifelike visage he had fabricated for the face. It was that of any man you would pass on the street. It was neither ugly nor handsome, but exquisitely average.

      Looking into its eyes was a test of will and he soon felt overcome by the anxiousness that comes from staring and fearing being caught. The eyes were lifelike, but held no life. They were compassionate, but held no emotion. Gottfried had made them blue like his own, the one piece of a creator’s vanity he had permitted himself. It was never intended to make him famous. It was built to save lives.

      His machine wouldn’t be the only one to debut at the Century of Progress exhibition. Others in the field of robotology had made breakthroughs that mirrored his own, and now they were all rushing to debut the man of tomorrow. The world would be watching, and they would all be clamoring for their share of the attention.

      But his creation was different. He was different. Other robotologists labored in industrial labs filled with tools and equipment that were far beyond his facilities. They possessed a staff of scientists with the intelligence and degrees to accomplish the task but no passion. How could there be true passion when they worked for someone else? They were under contract to build the next great modern gadget. In a world of potential miracles they saw nothing but appliances to line department store floors. They were working on another Frigidaire. All they saw was a machine with a price tag.

      While the others toiled to create servants and novelties to fill a housewife’s wish list, he had greater ambitions. He was building a machine that would change the world.

      He rolled up the robot’s sleeve revealing a network of cables within a skeletal framework of steel so densely packed that they looked like muscle fibers. These worked in concert to multiply the machine’s strength well beyond that of a normal man. While it had to look human, his machine could not be as weak as a man.

      Von Brandt’s creation was designed to blend in, look human and pass for normal right up until the moment it was needed. Once called upon to act, it would give selflessly of itself. A very inhuman trait. The machine would rush into danger—burning homes, collapsed buildings, traffic accidents—and save those in peril with no thought to its own well-being.

      Gottfried gave it the strength to lift cars and rend iron. It couldn’t burn, it couldn’t suffocate, it could go anywhere and it would save anyone. With several of his machines in every city, he predicted accidental deaths would decline by as much as eighty percent. Policemen, firemen and hospital staff couldn’t be everywhere. But his machine could.

      Its usefulness didn’t end in the streets. Mining. Logging. Construction. These perilous but necessary labors of man would also find a hero in his machine. Why send men into harm’s way when a machine could assume the risk? And by removing men from the perilous jobs, even more lives would be saved.

      He reached into the arm and plucked a cable at the elbow joint that looked suspect. To his satisfaction, the cord resonated with a high G. He withdrew his hand and wiped the elbow grease from his fingers onto his lab coat. The smear quickly blended with a patchwork of dirt and grime that had collected since his voyage began.

      Von Brandt unrolled the sleeve and pulled it down to cover the exposed cabling. Once again, the machine looked just like a man. Gottfried stepped back and cocked his head as he studied the machine. He told himself it was finished, but he knew he would tinker and tweak everything until the minute they made port. Then he would tweak it some more again on the train to Chicago. But for the moment, he was done. He would power it up in the morning and put it through its paces again and again.

      He told himself he was finished for now and that he could sleep. He had earned some rest. If not for the gift he was about to give the world, simply for the labor he had put into trying. A yawn overtook him and he stretched his arms out full. Yes, some rest would do him good.

      He cast one last glance at his machine. That smile was perfect. Just enough humanity. Just enough confidence. But not too much of either to intimidate or frighten. It was a fine line between putting someone at ease and making their spine crawl. He had found that line. The smile was perfect.

      Von Brandt smiled back one more time.

      Then the machine moved.
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      “Like a pancake?” Bertrand sat behind the wheel of the Pierce-Arrow limousine with impeccable posture. The chauffeur’s cap on his head barely moved as he spoke over his shoulder to the man behind the newspaper in the rear seat of the elegant car. The cap sat, as always, at a proper angle.

      “That’s what it says in the Tribune, my French ami,” the man said as he folded the paper. His presence filled the rear seat of the limousine. At six foot four inches, Damian Stockwell towered over the smallest of men and rose slightly above taller ones. “They found him flattened like a pancake.”

      “I don’t understand zis espression.”

      “It would be like a quiche to you. A really flat breakfast dish,” Stockwell said. “Very delicious.”

      “Oh, zat ees une crepe,” Bertrand said.

      “No, it is not crap. It says so right here in the World’s Greatest Newspaper. And I will not have you questioning the integrity of our country’s journalists.”

      “Non,” Bertrand shook his head slightly. “I meant zee pancake ees like une crepe.”

      “Watch your language, Bertrand. There’s a lady present.” Damian shot a smile to the woman across from him and allowed a single twinkle to bounce off his eye. They were the blue of silver coin in the moonlight and silver like the bluest oceans, and experience had taught him that more than one twinkle could be too much. “Isn’t that right, Ms. Palmer?”

      He could tell that she didn’t know how to respond. He often had this effect on women. Normally they would get flustered. Often they would blush. They’d look away and then back and away once more before falling into his eyes. But not Angelica Palmer.

      The woman sat there in her journalist’s suit, her rich auburn hair falling like sunset from beneath her journalist’s hat while she scratched in her journalist’s notebook, which sat neatly on her journalist’s lap, all the while holding a very journalistic look on her face. This woman was all business. Her business was journalism.

      Angelica Palmer cleared her throat and sat up a little straighter. “Mr. Stockwell⁠—”

      “Please, Angelica. You’ve been traveling with me for how long now?”

      “Five weeks,” she said with professional accuracy.

      “Five weeks,” he repeated as if she hadn’t said it. “In that time you’ve seen me in business meetings at my most cunning. You’ve seen me at charity events at my most compassionate. You remember the orphanage?”

      “I do.”

      “You’ve even seen me cry.” Damian looked out the window for a brief moment and watched the electric lights of Chicago roll by. “When I cut that onion while making dinner, so you’ve seen me at my most culinary. If anyone has earned the right to forgo formalities, it’s you. Call me Damian. Or Dam.”

      “Well, I really don’t see why I should start now, Mr. Stockwell. After the unveiling tonight, I’ll have to leave you and write my story.”

      “And I’ll be the first to read it.”

      He loved the way she smiled when she didn’t mean it, because deep down he knew she did. She did this now and said, “You flatter me.”

      “No, I’ll be the first. My lawyers insisted.” He smiled and meant it.

      She tilted the brim of her hat a little lower.

      “I can see you’re not in the mood for jokes, Ms. Palmer. Maybe we should go back to what you’re most comfortable with. Do you have any questions for me?”

      “How does that story in the paper make you feel?”

      Damian Stockwell, great adventurer, captain of industry and paragon of right, rolled his eyes. “Really? Again with the feelings?”

      “It’s an interesting development in the story. I think my readers would be interested in your reaction.”

      Stockwell pointed to the paper. “How is this about me?”

      “The man was one of your major competitors, was he not? He was set to debut at the exposition, but instead he arrives dead in New York, seemingly killed by his own creation. How does that make you feel?”

      “How do you think it makes me feel, Angelica? It makes me sad. Gottfried von Brandt was one of the world’s foremost robotologists. His work was remarkable. And now he’s dead. Death is never a welcome change. It comes wrapped in regret with the cold fingers of emptiness reaching into the hearts of everyone that knew him. For those that knew him well there is an aching that will never heal. For those that knew him less, there is the remorse of not knowing him more. The brilliance of his genius was snuffed out long before it could illuminate the world.” Stockwell leaned forward and looked her in the eye. “How could I feel anything but a great sadness for these events? And you can print that.”

      “He said your work was irresponsible and self-serving.”

      “Well, then I’m less sad than I normally would be.” Damian leaned back in his seat. “But still sad, nonetheless.”

      “You aren’t the least bit relieved that your competition is out of the way?”

      “Iron sharpens iron, Ms. Palmer. One man sharpens another. Both the Bible and iron workers taught us this. Not only do I welcome competition, I crave it. Competition is what makes both man and our country great. And you can print that.”

      Angelica tapped the pencil against her notebook. “Are robots dangerous?”

      “You’ve asked me this before.”

      “I’m asking you again.”

      “What makes you think my answer has changed?”

      “The man was flattened like a pancake.”

      “Robotology is a young science. And any science brings danger. When you stick your fingers into the unknown you’re hoping to find miracles, but you risk sticking those fingers into peril. Should we withdraw our fingers and continue living with our own stupidity? No. We face these dangers head-on with our chin up, chest out and our fists set like steel. It is our job as scientists to conquer that danger and wrestle it to our will. Only then will we progress beyond the hell of our own ignorance. And you can print that. Except for the swearing. I don’t think they’ll let you print that.”

      “Many fear that robots will turn on us. And several prominent robotologists have been mysteriously killed in the last several months, seemingly proving that point.”

      “We’ve designed these machines to be like friends to us. Loyal, selfless, dedicated. We’ve made them as human as possible. Of course they’ll turn on us. It’s inevitable.”

      “How do you plan to handle that?”

      “With very good lawyers.” Stockwell smiled at his own joke, knowing full well it wasn’t really a joke at all.

      Angelica did not return the smile. “How about just not making robots?”

      Stockwell shrugged. “You can’t stop progress.” He turned away and looked out the window. The Pierce-Arrow rolled slowly through a throng of people as it pulled up to the home-builders’ showcase in the Century of Progress Exhibition. The crowd was courteous enough to step aside but rushed the windows of the limousine. They pressed their faces against the glass to get a better look at the man inside.

      Damian’s adventures were widely published in newspapers around the world and few had not heard of the Guardian of Good. The public felt as if they knew him intimately from newsreels and radio, but to actually see the man in person was something they could forever hold over their friends.

      Damian smiled at each man, woman and child that braved the running board.

      The car slowed to a stop in front of the DamIndustries home of tomorrow. The home was built with clean lines, composite materials, plastic windows and an artificial lawn that required zero maintenance and was only suspected of being slightly toxic to small pets and children.

      Bertrand set the parking brake and killed the engine. “We have arrived, Monsieur.”

      “Look out there,” Stockwell said in a hushed voice. “You can’t really see it because of all the faces against the window, but behind that crowd of ravenous fans sits a house from the future. Every amenity. Every luxury. Every comfort. And even though everyone will be able to afford it, it’s a home fit for the President of the United States of Tomorrow. And you can print that.”

      “Why, thank you,” she said with little appreciation.

      Stockwell’s smile briefly faded. “Bertrand.”

      “Oui, Monsieur?”

      “This self-opening door isn’t going to open itself now, is it?”

      “Non, Monsieur.”

      The roar of the crowd filled the car as the valet opened the driver door and made his way to the passenger compartment. He cleared the crowd back from the limo and pressed a button on the car. The limousine door flew open for Damian, and the world embraced him.

      The giant man stepped from the car and waved to the people before him as security parted the crowd. They cheered him on as the press rushed into the void, popping, ejecting and reloading flashbulbs as fast as their fingers permitted. The ground quickly became covered with broken glass and crunched like snow beneath their feet as they tried to outmaneuver one another for the perfect shot.

      Stockwell was accustomed to the attention and took it all in stride. He called to a few familiar faces. “Jimmy, good to see you. Carl, how are the kids? Still working for that yellow rag, Danny?” He shook hands and moved through the host of journalists, passing each one off to his side. Before they knew it they were between their subject and the car.

      They weren’t interested in his questions. The reporters broke past the line of photographers and rushed up to him, each vying for the first question. They shouted their names and the names of their papers, but, in the end, they were all asking the same question.

      “Are the rumors true, Mr. Stockwell?”

      “People are talking, Mr. Stockwell, give our readers the truth.”

      “Do you care to comment on the rumors, Mr. Stockwell?”

      “How long have you been seeing one another?”

      “Does it tickle?”

      Stockwell raised his hands above the crowd and it fell silent. “Now, everyone please settle down. As you know, tonight is a big night for DamIndustries, and for the world. We’re about to make history and give humanity a gift of freedom like it’s never known. I know we’ve been secretive about our project, and I thank you for your patience. All will be revealed in a matter of time. With that said, I will answer one question now. So, what’s it going to be?”

      One hand went up faster than the others, and Stockwell pointed to the reporter leaning against the car.

      Ted Starr had a face made for slapping. Add in his cocksure smile and you’d be willing to turn that slap into a punch. Called upon, he turned up the smile and spoke. “Ted Starr, Evening Herald. Rumor has it that you and one of the stars of the fair are an item. Do you care to comment?”

      Damian smiled broadly and nodded. “It’s true.”

      The crowd gasped and then giggled.

      Stockwell pointed north up the fairgrounds toward two massive steel towers. They rose over two hundred feet into the air and peaked with observation decks. They sat nearly two thousand feet apart with the harbor between them. Several rocket-shaped passenger cars traversed the distance on high tensile cables, emitting a blast of red rocket steam as they went. “The Sky Ride and I have been seeing each other for a little over a month.”

      The crowd laughed as crowds do when they are being polite.

      Ted Starr was not amused. “I’m referring to the rumors that you’ve been receiving private fan dance lessons after hours.”

      “I’m sure I don’t know what you’re talking about, Mr. Starr, but I would refrain from making any assumptions that could put your paper at risk.” Stockwell turned to the crowd. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, everyone. The future awaits!”

      The reporters were trained to stay in front of their subject until they got the story. They learned early on to persist until the byline was written. For most, this doggedness was in their very nature and they found themselves comfortable forming a barricade of questions against the unwilling. But, as Stockwell stepped forward, they moved aside. They knew too well that he had said all that he was going to say. Standing in his way would only result in what they came to call the Stockwell Treatment, which only led to humiliation and capitulation.

      Angelica followed close behind him, nodding to a few of her colleagues as she passed.

      “Hey, Palmer,” Starr called out from against the car.

      His call turned the woman and Stockwell back to the reporter.

      Starr lit a cigarette and waved out the match. “How’d you get this story? Do you know something about fans?”

      Angelica snapped the pencil in her hand and moved towards Starr.

      Stockwell narrowed his eyes on the cavalier reporter. He had no tolerance for rudeness. There was never an excuse for it, and it upset his chivalry when it was directed towards a lady. He felt his fists get angry and the crowd grow nervous. “Bertrand.”

      The valet stood next to the reporter at the rear of the limo. “Oui, Monsieur?”

      “The door felt like it was sticking.”

      Bertrand pressed the release button on the side of the Pierce-Arrow and the passenger door flew open, striking Starr in the back of the head before sending him to the concrete.

      “It’s seem fine now, Monsieur.”

      “Hmmm. That it does. Thank you for checking, Bertrand. Leave the car. We’ll move it later.”

      The valet doffed his hat, closed the door and stepped over Starr. He made his way through the crowd of reporters as they laughed at the man on the ground.

      Angelica Palmer wasn’t pleased. She crossed her arms beneath a scowl. “I can handle myself, Mr. Stockwell.”

      “Forgive me, Ms. Palmer. I have no doubt you can handle yourself, but I’m a gentleman and I wanted to handle you for you.” He smiled at her once more. “And please call me Dam.”

      Bertrand jogged to catch up to the pair, his hat never shifting out of place.

      Angelica waited for him. “Thank you for that, Bertrand.”

      “My pleasure, Mademoiselle.”

      “Tell me, Bertrand. What do you think of robots?”

      Bertrand smiled. “I sink zey are a wonderful idea.”
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      When a man is forced to face himself—in instances of quiet reflection or those desperate moments when faced with his own mortality—he finally knows who he is. He learns, in that moment of epiphany, what he is capable of. His flaws are exposed, his weaknesses are laid bare, but his virtues rise through the vices and he knows his true worth. As Bertrand came face-to-face with himself, he only had one thing to say. “Zis eez a terrible idea!”

      The valet stood in the middle of the stage looking into his own eyes. The machine was nothing like he imagined. When Stockwell had told him about the robotic personal assistant, the valet had imagined the machine with a featureless face of brushed metal on a skeletal frame with enough arms to manage the chores of the demanding elite as if it had leapt from the garish covers of the rags at the newspaper stand.

      “What’s the matter, Bertrand?” Stockwell asked from across the room. “You look shocked.”

      The valet pointed at the machine in front of him. “Zis ees me!”

      Stockwell laughed and excused himself from a conversation he’d been engaged in with a man in a lab coat. The titan crossed the stage with relatively few steps and put his hand on the robot’s shoulder. “It sure is. Do you like it?”

      Bertrand looked at himself closer. The skin was Bakelite or ceramic or something else entirely and not the most detailed, but there was no mistaking his own features. His eyes, his hair, his nose—even the sign of the break he had suffered long ago on the docks of Marseille—it was indeed his own face. The valet winced in disgust. “Non!”

      Damian took a step back. His eyebrows pinched and peaked above the pools of blue and silver. “I thought you’d be flattered.”

      “Zis ees un insult!”

      “How is it an insult? This, my friend, is a compliment of the highest order. This machine will be the desire of women everywhere. There isn’t a housewife in the country that won’t want to get her hands on it. It will make all her wishes come true. I just made you the most desirable man in America, Bertrand.”

      The robot was dressed in the traditional, formal style of the valet. A finely woven morning jacket hung over a silk vest and accented by a matching pocket square and cravat. Bertrand had a similar outfit hanging in his wardrobe. He reached out and touched the collar and felt a familiar fray hidden behind the lapel. “Zeese are my clozes on a … on a toaster!”

      Stockwell stepped from behind the other Bertrand and placed his hand on the real Bertrand’s shoulder. “My friend, my dear and loyal companion. We’ve been on many great adventures together, have we not? I’m not trying to sell the world an appliance. I’m trying to give the world the gift of companionship that you have given me. This is my way of paying forward the generosity, the faithfulness and the laundry folding that you have shown me all these years. Why should I be so blessed when the rest of the world must go without? Just because I’m fabulously wealthy? That hardly seems fair.”

      Bertrand felt a stir inside that tried to crawl out his eye. Being a personal valet to a man such as Damian Stockwell had not been without its perils and irritants. The man lived an unparalleled life of daring and adventure. Oftentimes the dangers of such a life came with such incessant abandon that Stockwell took little time to reflect on anything but the threat of the moment.

      Damian moved beside the new Bertrand. “No, my dear Bertrand. The whole world deserves a friend like you.” He straightened the lapel on the morning jacket and backed away. “Exactly like you.”

      “Besides,” the man in the lab coat spoke as he joined the pair before the robot. The words still held the cadence of a German accent, but his pronunciation was precise. “We wanted to give it some personality. But we had to start with a simple one.”

      Stockwell smiled and made the introductions. “Bertrand, this is Doctor von Kempelen, DamIndustries’ head robotologist.”

      The doctor stuck out his hand and smiled. “It truly is an honor to meet you, Bertie.”

      The valet took the hand because it was polite, but he looked at Stockwell for further explanation. “What ees zis Bertie?”

      “My apologies, Bertrand,” the doctor said. “I feel as if I know you so well. I’ve spent months inlaying you into the Val-8 … I’ve come to think of you as a friend. And as a friend I gave you a nickname—Bertie.”

      “Inlaying me?”

      “It’s not as gross as it sounds, Bertrand,” Stockwell said. “I checked.”

      “Yes, inlaying you. I taught the Val-8 all about you. Your mannerisms, your speech patterns … Would you do me a small favor? Would you please say for me, ‘Would you like to lick the spoon’?” The robotologist smiled.

      Stockwell hid a laugh behind his hand.

      “Non, I don’t want to do zat.”

      “Oh, please. It’s my favorite.”

      “Non.”

      “Bertrand, why are you being so difficult?” Stockwell reached to the back of the robot’s neck.

      There was a click and a whir and a kachunk that would have to be checked before the unveiling. The hum of warming tubes finished off the chorus.

      Stockwell looked the Val-8 in the eyes and spoke. “Bake me a cake, Val-8.”

      “Oui. Would you like to leak ze spun?”

      Damian had a glorious laugh that could, and had, turned the fortunes of men and women around the world. The doctor’s was more a schoolgirl giggle and hurt a little less.

      Bertrand pointed a wagging finger at the machine. “I do not zound like zat.”

      “Oh, please,” Stockwell said. “Everyone says that when they hear themselves.”

      “It sounds exactly like him.” Angelica had stood in awe of the machine while the valet protested.

      “That’s because it’s his voice.” Stockwell pulled a small device from his pocket. “I’ve been secretly recording him for months.”

      “Zut alors! You’ve been secretly … How could you?”

      “How could I not, Bertrand?” Stockwell said as he put the device away. “We needed the Val-8 to sound natural, not like some amateur French version of Hamlet.”

      “How can you do zis wisout telling me?”

      “That’s what secretly means, Bertrand.”

      “I have never⁠—”

      “Relax, it’s not like you weren’t compensated.”

      “You have given me nothing for zis.”

      “Do you remember when you asked for last Thursday off?”

      Bertrand’s eyes darted to the ceiling and back. “Oui.”

      “And did I say anything?”

      “Non.”

      “Well there you have it.”

      Bertrand prided himself on his complete self-control, but he felt the heat rushing to his face and embraced the rage. He tried to say something hurtful, but it escaped his lips in such a rush of French that even Napoleon would have to ask, “Pardon et moi?” He gasped and switched to English. “You are incredible.”

      Damian smiled. “That’s what the papers say.”

      The valet turned on his heel and stomped off. “I’m going to park ze car.”

      “It was nice to meet you, Bertie,” the doctor said.

      Angelica watched the man from Marseilles storm away. “Is he going to be okay?”

      “He’ll be fine,” Stockwell assured her and turned to the scientist. “But, while Bertrand is sulking, we should take this opportunity to put the Val-8 through its paces.”

      “The Val-8?” She had her notebook in hand. She was all reporter once more.

      “It stands for Valet Eight,” Stockwell explained. “But we call it The Bertrand. Bertrand may be pouty, but everyone deserves someone as efficient as him in their lives.”

      “But why eight?” she asked.

      Johan von Kempelen shrank into his lab coat as he answered loud enough for her to hear but soft enough that he hoped she wouldn’t. “The Val-7 had a cat murdering problem.”

      “Did you say cat murdering?”

      Stockwell shrugged. “It saw them as pests. Who could blame it?”

      “But we’ve fixed that, and the cats are safe. Just watch what it can do.” Von Kempelen turned the Val-8 back on.

      The machine hummed and its mouth opened like a marionette’s. “Bonjour. ’ow may I be of zervice?”

      “Val-8, I’m a little hungry. How about a sandwich?”

      “Oui, Monsieur.” The Val-8 looked at the three people before him.

      “Right now, it is calculating the best path to the kitchen. His sensors detect all living things and he plans a route around them.”

      “Even cats, now,” Stockwell added.

      The Val-8 turned left and stepped toward the kitchen. Despite its construction, it didn’t lumber or stomp. It stepped gently and discreetly, so as not to disturb anyone unjustly. It stepped just like Bertrand.

      Damian, the doctor and the reporter followed the machine
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