
  



  



  CHAPTER I


  
    

  


  


  THE CHIP


  


  



 Year: 2082 – Location: Free Zone (FZ1)





	A man and a robot were running through the back alleys of Denver City, a place that looked like a remade Las Vegas. For the first time in a long time, they were the ones running away instead of the ones chasing. The pursuit had begun at the back door of a casino called Lost Amigos. Despite the name, it had absolutely no connection to Mexico—neither the one from history books nor the one that had long since vanished from the map. Only three men were on their tail. But they weren't running from those men; they were running from the mobile units that had been radioed in. They could have turned around and dealt with the three men in seconds, confiscating their two-way radios in the process. This idea came too late, however, and the distance had already opened.





	“Those damn monsters won't let us go!” the robot shouted.





	“No, Robrob, it's mobsters,” the man corrected.





	“I know, Frank. When did you lose your sense of humour?”





	“About the time you or your people started dabbling in humour. Hard to say.”





	“Hey, support plays a vital role in education, Frank. I'm still learning.”





	“That sounds like something for little kids, Robrob.”





	“Damn it, Frank, I was never a kid!”





	“Then stop acting like one. And quit swearing. You’re not a...”





	“What am I not, Frank?”





	“You’re not one of those people from that strange district.”





	“You mean the black district, Frank?”





	“Damn it, Robrob, none of them are actually black. They're just wannabe robots.”





	“Hahaha! Stop swearing, Frank, you’re not black.”





	“You got me into it, Robrob.”





	“Hahaha! And I’m not black either, Frank, I’m just wannabe. Like most of them.”





	In truth, the district was entirely robotic. The residents had modeled their behavior on old recordings of Black communities, not out of mockery, but admiration. They found joy there and tried to replicate it. They had no idea the term ‘black’ could be offensive. In 2082, race was mostly irrelevant. The real tension was between humans and robots—and even that depended on which zone you were in.





* * *





	After leaving a few streets behind, Frank and Robrob slipped into a dimly lit bar tucked away in a side alley. Within seconds, the noise died down, the music softened, and every eye turned toward their table. 





	“Frank! Hey, Frank! I think they’re staring at you.”





	“No, they’re staring at this damn thing,” Frank said, lifting the object in his hand. “Relax, folks. It’s only a synthetic arm.” 





	He held it aloft for a moment, the elbow joint still glistening with synthetic fluid, then reached into his inside pocket and pulled out a fat cigar and an ornate Zippo lighter etched with old-world motifs.





	Minutes earlier, they had jumped a regular at the Lost Amigos casino and tore off the man’s synthetic arm. Had they done it outside, probably no one would’ve chased them. But they’d had to do it in the casino bathroom.





	They didn’t know the guy, didn’t hate him either. He was just a name on a job sheet. The job had come from the head of security at another casino, the Last Beast. Inside the arm was a chip that functioned like a credit card for its owner. The unfortunate man owed Last Beast, and this chip would settle his debt. After that, Frank and Robrob would get paid.





	To a careful eye, a synthetic limb torn from its socket was easy to distinguish from real flesh. Maybe half the bar had noticed. But synthetic or not, strolling around with a chunk of someone’s anatomy wasn’t exactly cocktail-hour etiquette.





	Frank’s loud announcement had somehow normalized the absurd. The crowd lost interest and drifted back into their own distractions.





	Just then, the door creaked open—and nearly a dozen men stepped inside.





	“The monsters, Frank! I mean the mobsters,” said Robrob as he stood up.





	“I knew this wasn’t going to be easy,” Frank muttered, rising to his feet. He gave the synthetic arm a light tap and dropped it onto the table beside the Zippo.





	Carrying firearms in Denver City was illegal, which meant they’d had to leave all their weapons with a pawn broker at the city gates. For Robrob, weapons were like toys—fun, flashy, and loud. Frank, on the other hand, hated going unarmed. If their finances hadn’t been so tight, he wouldn’t have taken the job. But he had. He’d handed over his guns, and now they were about to square off against men armed with stun batons.





	Numbers weren’t the issue. Frank was ex-military, and so was Robrob. But there were two things Frank truly despised: cold weather and electricity.





	The bar’s patrons scattered like someone had pulled a fire alarm. No one wanted trouble with the casinos or their enforcers. The casinos were run by shadowy figures, and when the door opened, more than a few patrons had the same thought: They’re here for me. In Denver City, it was rare to find someone who didn’t owe money to a casino.





	To a seasoned soldier, anything could be a weapon. Frank began with the chair he’d just been sitting on. Then came the plates, glasses, and bottles abandoned on nearby tables, each one repurposed with practiced ease.





	Robrob, despite his metallic frame and lack of need for external tools, couldn’t resist mimicking Frank. He liked interacting with the environment. His preferences leaned toward sharp and pointy things, especially knives. He wasn’t some soulless killing machine. He was a soldier. And like any self-respecting robot individual, he needed a hobby. He’d chosen martial arts and bladed weapons. He hadn’t yet received the latest directive about keeping work and hobbies separate.





	After a half-hour of gratuitous brawling, more for fun than necessity, they left the bar in one piece. The men had been neutralized, some of them permanently. They knew it wouldn’t be long before larger groups started hunting heads across the city. They had to move. Fast.





	Both had taken their fair share of electroshock. Frank now desperately needed a drink. Robrob, meanwhile, was dancing, apparently to signal that his battery percentage had gone up. His movements, a parody of a rookie whose dance career had started with the robot dance, were —according to Frank— an assault on the eyes. Not that Robrob cared. For him, dancing wasn’t about entertaining anyone.





	They paused in a dark alley. Frank tried to catch his breath, not from exertion, but from something else. He fumbled through his pockets with the grace of someone rifling through clothes that didn’t quite belong to him. He found another cigar. Kept searching for a few more seconds. Then sighed, annoyed. “Since we stepped into this damn city, I’ve lost my lighter three times—and this one was actually expensive,” he muttered. Just saying it out loud seemed to help. A little.





	“You shouldn’t curse, Fra—”





	“Not now, Robrob. The past is calling,” said Frank, scanning the ground in hopes someone had dropped a lighter. He fought off the urge to faint. What he needed was smoke.





	Frank sometimes said the past was calling—when he was freezing, when electricity was involved, or sometimes for no reason at all. The past would call, and Frank would drink until he blacked out. Then he’d wake up and carry on like nothing had happened. 





	“Wasn’t that a Zippo, Frank?” Robrob asked.





	The call of the past was a kind of red line. Frank had a strict rule: no comments, no jokes. Robrob had forgotten many things over the years, but that rule was etched deep into the innermost sectors of his memory card.





	“What’s the difference, Rob? It was something to light my cigar with.”





	“If it’s fire you need, I’ve got you covered, Frank. For your health, try to stay calm. Here, take this,” said Robrob. With a series of metallic clicks, the parts on his shoulder shifted. A jointed tube slid out from beneath his shoulder plate, and a jet of flame, like a miniature blowtorch, burst from its tip.





	“What the hell is that—new?” Frank asked, lighting his cigar without waiting for an answer. He took a deep drag, then gave the synthetic arm on the ground a light kick, as if it were somehow responsible for everything. 





	“Yes, new. I told you I picked up a few things off the black market. Come on, Frank, don’t tell me you forgot?”





	Robrob knew Frank hated forgetting things. And though it happened rarely, Frank did forget sometimes. Robrob never let those moments pass unnoticed. He’d tilt his head, put on his best impression of innocent surprise, and ask if Frank had forgotten. 





	“Not the time, Rob,” Frank said again. He knew exactly what his metal friend was up to. “So, what else does that thing do besides light cigars? You don’t even smoke. Why blow your money on a high-tech lighter?”





	“It’s not a lighter or a Zippo, Frank,” said Robrob. He aimed the mechanical tube at a half-full bottle lying next to a trash bin and fired. A beam of light shattered the bottle into dust. 





	“Wait a second…” Frank said. “You had that kind of weapon and chose to mess around with cutlery instead?”





	Robrob raised his hands in innocent confusion. Frank turned his left side toward him. See this? That’s on you,” he said. A thin cut ran along his temple, with a couple of drops of blood pooling at the edge.





	“Sorry your reflexes are slipping, Frank. But you know me, I like to keep it old school.”





	Frank nodded with theatrical sarcasm. “Bravo, Robrob. Keep it up, even if it gets me killed.”





	“Hey, you’re the one who says, ‘no accounting for taste.’ I don’t complain about the double barrels on your arm, do I?”





	“I told you, it’s a double-barreled shotgun. A family heirloom from my great-grandfather,” said Frank.





	He did own a break-action shotgun, and he hadn’t parted with it even during the war. But there was no proof it came from any great-grandfather, or that it was an heirloom at all. He held out his left arm. He’d lost part of his left leg and arm in the war, both replaced with mechanical limbs. His hand dropped forward, hinged at an invisible joint in the wrist. The inside of his metal arm was hollow.





	“And look—it’s not even with me. It’s at the pawnshop. Why? Because I listened to you and took this job. If that pawnbroker’s vanished by the time we get back, I swear I’ll build myself a new shotgun out of your spare parts. Just so you know.” 





	“Hey, hey! Easy there. It’s not my fault I don’t have great-great-grandfathers, alright? You’re the only family I’ve got, Frank. And no offense, but I’m not exactly looking to keep a memento from you.”





	Frank was starting to calm down. “Come on, Rob. I was thinking of leaving the shotgun to you,” he said. Whenever the past called, he got irritable, angry, and short of breath. He definitely needed a drink; but sometimes, just sometimes, talking to Robrob helped.





	“That rusty thing’s older than some of my parts, Frank. And you know I keep my spare batteries in my left arm. I’m not exactly available.”





	“Oh, you mean those batteries you never use?”





	“One day, the power will go out. One day the power will go out and all the robots that run out of charge will be scrap, but I'll keep going thanks to my spare batteries."





	 It was a kind of robot doomsday belief. Not all robots subscribed to it, but Robrob did.





	“So, what happens when your spares run out, Robrob?” 





	“The same thing that happens when your heart stops, Frank.” 





	“You still won’t last long.”





	“Hahaha! As long as I outlive you, Frank. Otherwise, how else am I supposed to inherit that heirloom?”





	“I thought you didn’t want that rusty thing?”





	“I changed my mind, Frank. Don’t forget, the only constant is change.”





	“Saying the exact opposite of what you said a minute ago isn’t change, Rob. It’s lying. I’ve told you that before.”





	“And I’ve told you my name isn’t Robrob, it’s Robo-123456, Frank. Some things never change, right?”





	“And I’ve told you that’s not a name, Rob. It’s a salad of numbers!”





	Frank was starting to tense up again. He couldn’t tell if Robrob’s memory card was glitching or if this was just another one of his failed attempts at humor. Either way, their conversations had a habit of spiraling into loops; not occasionally, but often.





	“I’m sorry I didn’t have a father to give me a proper name, Frank. That’s not my fault, you know. And for you to name me, you’d have to be my father. But that’s impossible. You know that. And…”





	“Alright, we’re done talking. Let’s get the hell out of here,” Frank cut him off. 





	He flicked his half-smoked cigar into the trash. Picked up the synthetic limb. He was about to move when he noticed Robrob—head bowed. He always did that when he was sad. 





	Frank tossed the arm toward him with a faint smile. “I’ve carried it this far. Your turn.”





	That was enough to patch up the heart of a sentimental robot.





⇒





  



  



  CHAPTER II


  
    

  


  


  A NEW AGE


  


  



 From the past...





	Humankind's favorite pastime has always been to pretend that it can control time, even though it cannot stop, rewind or fast-forward it. Not that it stopped trying, though. It chopped time into bite-sized pieces; at least, that’s what it believed. Formulas and approximations weren't enough either. It carved time into eras





	The Ancient Age, the Middle Ages, the Early Modern Age, and the Modern Age…





	By dividing history into uneven periods and naming them according to region, belief or other criteria, humanity created the concept of 'age'. The four most familiar, or rather widely accepted, were those mentioned above.





	The ages were not named at random, and their beginnings and ends were pegged to significant events. There were disagreements about their beginnings and endings, but that’s not our concern yet. We'll discuss the oddity that emerges when you set aside significant events.





	The so-called Ancient Age began with the invention of writing. But if something is truly ancient, shouldn't it date back to the very beginning? Modern humans, Homo sapiens, had already existed for hundreds of thousands of years. Time was there. Humanity was there. Yet somehow, history had not yet begun. If it had begun, why was the 'ancient' label reserved for a time so far removed from our origins?





	The Middle Ages began with the Migration Period or the fall of the Western Roman Empire. But what exactly was it the middle of? For something to be in the middle, it must lie equidistant between a beginning and an end. Perhaps what we call the “Middle Ages” were not the midpoint, but the middle child of historical eras. In that case, the Early Modern Age should have been the last of that set. But If the Modern Age was considered the last, then the Ancient Age can no longer be the first—something must have come before.





	And what about the Early Modern Age? It began early and stayed that way, never becoming late. Three centuries passed, yet it remained early, as if history had pressed the snoozing button and refused to wake up. Perhaps it was modern only in name and early only in denial.





	Stranger still was the Modern Age. It called itself “modern” with such confidence, as if the word alone could hold back time. People lived entire lives within it, watching fashions fade, ideologies crumble, and technologies rot; yet the age remained “modern.” Perhaps “modern” was less a time-stamp and more a stubborn attitude. A refusal to admit that the future had already arrived, and the present was starting to smell a bit… dated.





	After those four came the Information Age. It arrived but didn't find what it had hoped for. Humanity was at its most ignorant. Eager to receive praise and avoid blame, mankind was even irked by the cheeky name of the age. Had its value been recognized, perhaps everything would have been different. But it wasn’t. Its fate was to be misunderstood, to fail to take root and, worst of all, to be forgotten.





	The point is not to get hung up on the names of ages. To avoid dragging this out any further -not that there’s much left to drag- we might as well move on to the Mecha Age. It was said to begin with the end of the Modern Age. One age ended, another began; but humanity only realized this much later.





	All ages had questionable names, and if anyone insisted the Mecha Age was the one that finally got it right; well, they’d be wrong, but not alone. “Mecha” referred to robots piloted by humans, but those machines wouldn’t appear until much later. Naming the age after them was like calling a century the Tulip Era because tulips bloomed in its final decade.





	Some thought “Mecha” was short for “Mechanical Age,” which only made things worse; because mechanics was one of the oldest sciences, dating back to Archimedes and the principle of buoyancy. Maybe “Machine Age” would’ve been more accurate. But it was too late. The name had already stuck: Mecha Age.





	The Mecha Age was said to begin in the 21st century. The machines that inspired its name, and more importantly, the meaning behind it—had been invented and integrated into life long before. But the personalization of machines, their becoming someone rather than something, belonged to this era.





	First came robots. Then came robot individuals. Everything had its order. Rome wasn’t built in a day. Neither were robot personalities.





	A note for the reader: Machines with origins dating back to the 17th century evolved through mechanical, electromechanical and mechatronic systems, taking on different identities while retaining their shared roots. To simplify the narrative, we will use the term 'machine' to refer to objects of machine origin prior to the Robotic Period. If you feel the urge to retort, 'That's not a machine; it's an electromechanical device', please bear this note in mind.





	Machines first entered daily life through the toy industry. Of course, they had always been wherever humans were—but their purpose had been different. They were tools, summoned in moments when human capacity fell short, or when time and cost demanded efficiency. Their greatest virtue, the reason they became part of human life, was simple: they were useful.





	But the new generation of machines began to push that virtue aside. “Who wouldn’t want a pet that doesn’t shed, poop, scratch the furniture, or require food, vaccines, and baths?” That was the pitch. The reality was less impressive. Machine pets pre-programmed with a handful of commands and capable of limited movement -provided they understood your pronunciation- briefly left a small mark before vanishing from the market.





	“Machine pets” wasn’t even the term used. They were marketed as robot dogs, robot cats, and so on. Once humanity met real robots, all those labels were reconsidered. Without meaning to, people had conducted a large-scale experiment—and reached a curious result. They had replaced something organic with something synthetic, and instead of provoking outrage, they had earned the temporary affection of a small minority.





	It was chain corporations that took the lead in expanding the ranks of machine sympathizers. Coffee shops were at the forefront of this movement, with fast food restaurants supporting them through their desserts and ice cream sections. Initially, a few slots were made available for the machines. However, when the world changed (we'll discuss this in more detail later), the program could no longer continue.





	For now, let's stick with the slot issue. As you might have guessed, these slots were reserved for machines. These were machines that could perform simple tasks, such as taking and handing over orders, that a cheerful (!) human employee could complete in seconds, but these machines took minutes. And they cost hundreds of thousands of dollars.





	Despite what the marketing claimed, these machines didn’t quite earn the title of “robot”. Not in any meaningful sense.





	What distinguishes a robot from a machine? Without delving into technical jargon, the answer lies in what was, not what should be. Type ‘robot’ into a search bar and watch the confusion unfold. A machine was considered a robot if it resembled a human to a certain degree. Whether true or not, that was the perception. Work bent to that revelation.





	Amateur prototypes appeared that could walk, dance and climb stairs — and, perhaps deliberately, stumble at times. Social media exploded with clips. Fueled by a new-age oil-into-blood type of humor, these videos, which were only a few seconds long, were looped and looped again under funny captions. Few people noticed the fine detail that all these robots had soft lines and were cute. Though vaguely humanoid, they never exceeded human proportions. It was as if the million-dollar investments were aimed only at feeding the entertainment sector. Yet in cartoons, anime and films, robots were depicted as sharp-lined, towering, deep-voiced beings. They pursued big ideas. The 'crazy' writers might have been the sanest of their time. They thought robots would become a scourge to humanity. Did that happen to the predicted extent? Debatable. However, if humanity saw things, it could not control as problematic, then the predictions weren't entirely false.





	To talk about machines and robots, the penultimate rung in their evolution, without mentioning the Industrial Revolution would be rude. After all, it wasn’t just the Modern Era that was ending; the industrial age that began with steam was also coming to an end — or morphing. Had things gone as planned, the world order would have changed completely. They didn’t. But the order changed anyway, just not as planned.

	



⇒





  



  



  CHAPTER III


  
    

  


  


  THE PAWNBROKER


  


  



 One week later — Free Zone (FZ1)




	“Are you the boss of those black tin cans outside? Your crew’s slacking,” said Frank.





	After a deliberately long journey for safety’s sake, they had finally left Denver City. Following a brief stop, they headed straight to the pawnbroker. Unlike most who passed through here before entering the city of sin, they weren’t here to pawn anything—they were here for the deposit counter.





	“Hey! We don’t use that word around here, pal,” replied the robot behind the counter.





	It was a WR-1 series unit, once used to stack shelves in warehouses. You didn’t need to read the chest tag (WR-1889) to know its type. The dirty yellow plating, the semicircular head that rotated 180 degrees in one direction, and the ballast block hunched over its back made it identifiable from five hundred meters away.





	“Come on… not even among yourselves?” Frank asked.





	He was in high spirits; he’d had a few shots before arriving. The past had called, and when that happened, he couldn’t just carry on like nothing was wrong. To truly reset, he needed to drink and sleep. But his mind was stuck on the pawnshop.





	The problem was, drunk Frank was a different creature. He dropped his guard, lost his edge. Did things he normally wouldn’t. And he took a special kind of joy in watching Robrob scramble to keep things from falling apart.





	“Among yourselves? Unless…” the deposit clerk robot said, trailing off.





	There were four guards—two at the door, two at the garden gate. That’s why it hadn’t bothered with a scan. But Frank’s odd behavior raised a flag. He might be human. And this wasn’t exactly a human-friendly establishment. 





	“Identification scan in progress,” it said, as the single lens atop its half-dome head began sweeping across Frank.





	“My buddy’s just a bit slow, sorry for the trouble. Best we grab our deposit and be on our way. No need to bother you further,” said Robrob, placing a numbered metal tag on the counter. He didn’t want the scan to finish. But his polite attempt won’t be enough.





	“What? Slow? Me?” Frank barked. “Did you not see what happened out there, Rob? Those idiots thought I was one of you. And you still say my robot dance was terrible.” He knew exactly what the scan would reveal—and what might follow. But right now, he didn’t care.





	The shop sat no more than ten kilometers from Denver City’s Gate C; prime real estate, if you asked anyone who knew the business. Of the city’s three gates, only Gate C allowed robot entry, and even then, only with a human escort. No guarantees were offered for the robot’s safety, and any trouble they caused fell squarely on the shoulders of their companion. Still, Gate C remained the busiest by far.





	Denver City was the crown jewel of the Free Zone (FZ1), a playground of vice, with gambling at its glittering core. Firearms were strictly forbidden, and breaking that rule meant one thing, without exception: death. Robots, being weapons, weren’t welcome to wander freely. Legal frameworks were still catching up.





	Any robot or human exiled to—or voluntarily residing in—FZ1 had the right to move freely between its cities. That right was untouchable. Article 2 of the Peace Pact said so. Some places, like Denver City, bent the rules. But no one dared to break them outright. Doing so would attract the wrath of both HZ1 (human zone) and RZ1 (robot zone) governments.





	Despite its old-world charm—or rather, its lingering scent of a bygone order—Frank had never liked Denver City. He couldn’t stomach the way robot individuals were treated. He’d always been allergic to discrimination, in any form. His old army buddies, now working as enforcers in Denver, had offered him jobs more than once. He’d turned them down every time.





	Leaving Robrob behind wasn’t an option. Even if he could bring him along, Frank would never drag him into a place where robots were second-class citizens. Fate, of course, had a sense of humour. Robrob had brought Frank for a job. They’d stopped at this pawnbroker on the way in. That time, Frank had waited outside while Robrob handled the deposit.





	This time was different. The gate guards had been slacking, and Frank—buzzed and bold—slipped through. Robots didn’t slack off, not normally. But in FZ1, normal was a fluid concept. There were guards at the shop entrance too. “I’m a robot,” Frank had said. He performed a few clumsy dance moves -his version of a robot routine- and somehow, miraculously, fooled them. WR-1889, who managed the deposit vaults, wasn’t quite as gullible as his colleagues.





	“Scan complete,” the clerk said, pulling a key from the cabinet. “Yours was number 109, I believe?”





	It hadn’t even glanced at the token Robrob had placed on the counter. Apparently, its memory was large enough to match faces and numbers with ease. It had never seen Frank before, of course—but it knew Robrob. 





	“Yes, sir. That’s our key. Let me settle the fee,” said Robrob.





	The scan had drained the warmth from the room, and he knew it. One hand reached for the leather pouch at his belt. The other clamped over Frank’s mouth, didn’t want any more nonsense.





	Still holding key 109 aloft, the clerk reached under the counter and produced a transparent plastic tub, placing it directly beneath the key. Inside, a bubbling, pungent liquid popped and hissed. Robots probably couldn’t smell it, but its purpose was clear.





	“You should know we don’t serve humans here. I’ll count to nine. By then, your friend will be outside. Otherwise, I’ll melt your key.”





	Hearing this, Frank staggered back and slipped free from Robrob’s grip. Between bursts of laughter, he asked, “Nine? Why not three?”





	He caught his breath, then added, “And if you melt the key, the deposit box is useless to you too. What kind of threat is that?”





	The clerk stared at the key and the acid tub beneath it, as if trying to solve a riddle. After a few seconds, it concluded there was no conflict with the core directives etched into its memory. It turned back to Robrob and began counting.





	It only got to five.





	Robrob grabbed Frank with the arm and tossed him outside. If anything happened to the so-called family heirloom, it wouldn’t matter who was to blame. Frank had made his position crystal clear: if the heirloom was damaged, he’d strip Robrob for parts and build a new one. And Robrob knew; Frank always kept his word.





	Once outside, Frank didn’t try to go back in. He replayed the recent exchange in his head, laughing to himself for a while. When he had his fill and finally settled down, he noticed the two guards flanking him. One had returned with a fireman’s axe, despite the pump-action shotgun holstered at his hip. The other had slipped brass knuckles over his slender metal fingers, perhaps underestimating their natural force.





	They were LT series robots, the kind once employed at certified electronics service centers. Judging by the scorpion-tail third arms swaying above their heads and their nimble fingers, these two had likely worked in repairs—once. Now those same fingers gripped axe handles and brass knuckles.





Frank smiled at the thought. They had once handled soldering wire, heat guns, capacitors, transistors… They were props in a scene he’d never witnessed before. It was a snapshot from a past he barely remembered. A simple image. Maybe a mock news piece from a magazine or a newspaper clipping. Thin metal fingers bent over a printed circuit board. The headline read: “What Awaits Us in the Near Future?”  He couldn’t recall the article itself. Probably something about the merciless march of technology. Yes, just another meaningless scrap from a life long gone. Then he woke up. Or rather… been woken up. And…





	“We deliberated and decided you’re not a robot, pal,” said the one with the axe. 





	Its chest read LT-7563, a few models newer than its companion, LT-7537. Among robots, it wasn’t experience but recency that commanded respect—except in the military. Though long removed from their original purpose, these two still clung to that belief. LT-7563 always spoke first. Only then did LT-7537 get a turn.





	“For the sake of your dance, we won’t use force—provided you leave now,” said LT-7537.





	Frank looked at each of them in turn. “So… no counting to nine?” he asked, then burst into laughter before they could answer.





	The two robots exchanged a glance, then began counting in perfect sync.





	Frank raised his hands. Took a few steps toward the garden gate. Paused. Turned back. “So, you deliberated, huh?” he said, chuckling.





	When the robots kept counting and began to advance, Frank threw up his hands again. “Alright, alright, I’m going.” Nice word, by the way. Just wanted to congratulate you,” he said, and hurried off.





	Meanwhile, Robrob was inside, trying to reason with the clerk, WR-1889. Frank had entered once, and that alone was a breach of protocol. There had to be a price. Unfortunately, the clerk’s data didn’t include any directives for handling such a situation. After several minutes of negotiation, a compromise was reached.





	Robrob paid twice the standard fee. He was also blacklisted. He’d never be served at this shop again, not that he expected to need it. There was nothing surprising about being able to use other branches of the same institution, after all.





	Having collected all the weapons, Robrob left without delay. Outside, he found Frank soaked to the bone. He’d gotten into it with the gate guards again, and someone had dumped a bucket of water over his head. They’d dealt with drunks before. They’d learned that soaking was more effective than reasoning.





	Frank didn’t escalate. The cold water had sobered him up, just enough. He needed a drink. And this time… he needed sleep.





	Frank stood up as soon as he saw Robrob. Without a word, he strapped on his weapons like an obedient child. He saved the double-barrel for last. It had taken damage in the same blast that cost him his left limbs. Now it was little more than two engraved tubes with an exposed trigger mechanism—still, it was a family heirloom. He inspected it carefully before slotting it into the hollow of his mechanical arm. Getting his weapons back made him happy, and a little ashamed. He looked at Robrob with genuine warmth. He thought about thanking him but didn’t. He didn’t want to give his companion a future bargaining chip.





	As they climbed onto their sidecar motorcycle, Robrob couldn’t hold back. “I just don’t get what you’ve got against black robots, Frank,” he said. “We’re not even in the black district. I thought you were only mad at the ones from there.”





	“You weren’t supposed to use that word, Rob.”





	“Well, you just did, Frank. Inside, remember? And you still haven’t answered my question. Is this some childhood trauma? Why don’t you like black robots?”





	“Because there’s no such thing as a black robot, Robrob. Color-coded races are a human thing, and not a good one, as I’ve said before. I just don’t get why your kind insists on acting like black people.”





	“That’s the first step in learning, Frank: imitation.”





	“Then why do all your shady friends imitate gang-style black stereotypes, Robrob?”





	“You said it yourself, Frank. They’re involved in shady business. And shady types tend to model themselves after criminals.”





	“So, you’re implying only black people commit crimes? That’s a whole new level of racism, Robrob.”





	“You’ve said it yourself; any human, regardless of color or language, is capable of crime. And believe me, I don’t think otherwise.”





	“So, you do remember things sometimes,” Frank muttered. “I’m surprised. But isn’t it strange that you say this, even though you remember my stance? If people of all colors can commit crimes, why do your kind imitate only black ones?”





	“Because their movements are more aesthetic, Frank. And they’re more cheerful. I know, not all of them, but some. The others move like robots, rigid, mechanical. Not fun to imitate at all. If I didn’t know your dead fiancée was black, I’d think you were the racist here.”





	Frank slammed the brakes. If his law-abiding companion hadn't been wearing a seatbelt, he might have been flung from the sidecar. Frank shot him a hard look. “I’ve told you before, Rob. We don’t talk about my fiancée. And she’s not ‘dead’, she’s ‘late.’ You need to sort the things you remember into proper order. Otherwise, one day, trouble will find you. And I’m afraid that trouble might be me.”





	Robrob raised his hands in surrender. Faced with the warning, he offered a swift and sincere apology.





	Frank’s hand had drifted to the grip of the Colt at his belt, probably without even realizing it. Luckily, he cooled off as quickly as he flared up.





	Once Frank’s hands returned to the handlebars, Robrob spoke again. “Calling them ‘tin cans’ wasn’t nice either, Frank. I remember us talking about that.”





	“I know, Robrob. I’m sorry too. I really need some sleep.”





	“I know where the hotel is. I can drive, if you want.”





	“You drove last time. And we both know how that turned out.”





	There was that one-time Frank had handed over the handlebars to Robrob and climbed into the sidecar. For a first attempt, his friend had done surprisingly well. Until, of course, he got cocky and tried to pop a wheelie—which, as it turned out, was not something sidecar motorcycles were built for. Robrob learned that lesson mid-air, courtesy of a freestyle somersault. Frank hadn’t even gotten a bloody nose—he’d fastened his seatbelt to dodge his rule-obsessed friend’s relentless nagging.





	A second or two later, Robrob remembered the day. “I’m sorry about that, Frank.
I mean—I was sorry back then too. But if you recall that crash did earn us a new friend. Okay, maybe we never saw him again after that day… but making friends is a good thing, right?”





	The crash had happened at a tight intersection of narrow streets. And to be fair, Robrob’s acrobatics weren’t the only cause. Just as he landed, another vehicle had pulled out from a side alley: a horse-drawn cart belonging to a Berber named Kasim bin Ahmed.





	The Berbers had settled in Karakum, one of the desert zones left to its own devices by both humans and robots. They occasionally came down to the cities to trade. This time, something had gone wrong during a deal, and Kasim was being chased by some unsavory types. Moved by guilt, Robrob jumped in. Frank, naturally, followed. A small-scale skirmish ensued. But that wasn’t enough for Robrob. They hosted the man whose life they saved for a while.





	Frank didn’t respond. His mind was too far away to hear Robrob. He was thinking about Hanna. Silently, he apologized to the love of his life. He had promised to return. And failed. The only promise he’d ever broken.





	Hanna’s beautiful face was the largest, most intact fragment left from his past. They were going to get married. The date was set. But a week before the ceremony, tragedy struck. Frank’s beloved older brother, John—serving in the military—was reported dead. Frank had spoken to one of John’s fellow soldiers. He couldn’t recall the name now. Maybe he hadn’t asked back then either. There were questions surrounding John’s death. No one had seen the body. Frank enlisted to find answers. He remembered nothing after that. Not the mission. Not his brother’s face…




⇒





  

  

  CHAPTER IV


  
    

  


  


  STRONG MEN


  


  

 From the past...




	The Industrial Revolution began in the late 18th century, powered by steam. By the end of the 19th, electricity, gas, and oil had kicked things into second gear. Midway through the 20th, computer technology joined the mix—third gear engaged.




	Looking at the trajectory, a Fourth Industrial Revolution around the 21st century was no surprise. And yes, it did happen. But first, humanity was in for a small surprise.




* * *




“Hard times create strong men.

Strong men create good times.

Good times create weak men.

And weak men create hard times.”


				G. Michael Hopf





	In short, that’s exactly how it went. To elaborate: it all started with a tiny virus. No, no—we’re not talking about the kind of zombie apocalypse that fuels the fantasies of certain dreamers. For a planet several billion years old, it was a small event. But for humanity, it became a struggle for existence.




	Transmission rate, diversity of transmission pathways, and mortality rate; these viral metrics made the fight exceptionally difficult. Conspiracy theorists had their say, of course. But the claims were disproven; humans hadn’t created the virus. So, blaming humanity for the viral side of the crisis wouldn’t be fair. On the other hand…




	“We were caught off guard!”




	It became the world’s favorite excuse. Technically, not wrong. It was like a homeowner renovating the facade of his ungrounded wooden house, adding a pool to the yard, only to be surprised when an electrical fire broke out. Or like a seasoned warrior heading into battle without his shield -despite having one, or at least the means to get one- and then acting shocked when arrows rained down. In fact, it was the kind of unpreparedness that could encompass both scenarios at once.




	The world was crowded. Or so it was believed. Reaching everyone, covering every corner, was said to be impossible. But was it? A rough calculation could shed some light.




	Earth’s surface area: 510.1 million km². 71% of that—362.1 million km²—is water. That leaves 147.9 million km² of land. Of that, 10% (14.7 million km²) is ice, and 33% (48.8 million km²) is desert. Which means the actual terrestrial area -usable land- is about 84.4 million km². In the first quarter of the 21st century, the global population was roughly 8 billion. That gives us a density of 95 people per km².




	So, what does that mean?




	It means Earth could host 95 people per square kilometer or offer one square kilometer to every 95 people. That number alone might not mean much. Even if it does, it may sound utopian. So, let’s talk about reality.




	In the first quarter of the 21st century, New York’s population density reached 10,715 per km². That meant 10,715 people per square kilometer. In Paris, the figure was 20,300. Mumbai: 32,303. Moscow: 8,537. London: 5,701. São Paulo: 7,216...




	In short: the dream was 95. Reality was 5,000, 10,000, 30,000…




	Was it like this everywhere? 




	No.




	Were there economic, cultural, infrastructural reasons?




	Yes.




	But did the virus care?




	That was the real question. And the answer was obvious.




	Population and its uneven distribution weren’t the only problem. People truly were caught off guard. Despite claims to the contrary, preparation had been possible. Human history was riddled with earthquakes, epidemics, floods and wars of its own making. Of all these, war was the most frequent. But epidemics were the deadliest.




	To some, it made more sense to invest in military power than healthcare— to prioritize killing over healing. And tragically, governments often operated under the influence of those.




The first wave of the infamous outbreak targeted millions and claimed tens of thousands of lives. It became clear that humanity, after spending the last century in full-time employment, had managed to save only enough to survive a few months. In many parts of the world, even that was optimistic.




	Signs of economic collapse accelerated the push for “normalization.” Before the virus could celebrate its first birthday, the world was already back to business as usual. People thought the hard times were over. But the door had only just creaked open.




	Offended by being taken lightly, the virus made a spectacular return. Not once. Not twice. But three times. Though in truth, it had never left.




	Scientists had shouted this from the rooftops. Each time, they were first accused of exaggeration, then begged to return to duty. This contradiction wasn’t new. Seismologists had faced the same treatment, after every earthquake.




	The fourth and final wave brought real hard times. Or rather, the hard times had already arrived, people just hadn




	



	







	



	



	



		



	



	



	



	



	



	



	



	
	





