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Preface: How Our Story Ends

Jonit Rypyi paused, realizing his frustration was mounting. There was no logic or order to the endless heaps of junk scattered around him. With a liberating grunt, he kicked the nearest sloppy pile, sending the apparent trash tumbling from one side to the other. The deafening clatter momentarily appeased him.

A harsh, crabby voice rang out.

“Hey, hey! Careful with the goods! Remember—break it, pay it!”

Jonit muttered a few words back at Yati but left it at that. He dug his hands into another tangled, messy pile and briskly pulled out a mechanical limb, sighing as he dropped it. He’d seen countless lifeless androids like this scattered across the galaxy—sometimes with torsos attached, other times with conical heads, but mostly just broken limbs. No one knew their origin or the race that designed them. They were practically worthless—not even good for cracking hard nuts. The alloy dented too easily. No wonder they’d met a dismal fate.

Jonit hollered toward the dump’s owner.

“Yati! Your quality stinks, and your prices are way beyond reasonable. Last week I bought a Tarpek carpet from Chadi-di for three hundred fardinsons and sold it for over two thousand! He even threw in a free gallon of muskonion ale and a vat of crunchy, mummified burpion worms!”

Yati sneered, unimpressed.

“Mummified burpion worms? Where did he sterilize them—there’s not a neutron star inside a red supergiant within a million light-years! I wouldn’t be surprised if larvae are growing in your brain. And you call Chadi-di a trader? He sold you a Soshi replicate and you fell for it. One of these days, he’ll be chewed up by a Veruvian watchdog—if he’s lucky. Word of advice: I wouldn’t go back there. A bounty hunter might mistake you for him. Not that your loss affects my business—you rarely show up anymore. Honestly, I thought you were dead. Vaporized by the stellar fumes of a Jaspitun battleship.”

Jonit grunted, ignoring the chatter. He scanned the junkyard. He was already well-stocked, but his trading route would take him to the outskirts of the empire, and he wouldn’t be able to replenish for a while. He might as well grab whatever he could. The fringe planets had peculiar tastes—items unsellable at home could become hot commodities out there.

“Yati, what is this piece of crap?”

Yati limped over, dragging one of his useless limbs across the ground. Jonit eyed him, irritated.

“Do you have to make that awful sound? Why don’t you just cut it off?”

“Why? You want to buy my leg? I’ll make you a good price—but you’ll have to pay the surgeon.”

Jonit snorted and turned his attention back to the object in his hand. Yati finally reached him and peered at the clear, solid glass tube Jonit rolled between his fingers. Thousands of brightly colored pixels glittered at its core. They were oddly cute.

Yati snatched it and examined it closely with his one bulging eye, trying to recall its origin.

“Oh yeah. Now I remember. I bought about a ton of stuff from Tutum last month. This was part of the Castel find.”

Jonit’s interest instantly peaked. Tutum was considered a demi-god in his domain—the most ruthless scavenger of their time.

“The Castel find? Never heard of it.”

“Follow me. There’s a viewer for these tubes somewhere around here. I’ve got more of them in one of these piles, if you’re interested.” He shrugged. “Maybe.”

Jonit frowned. “What do you mean, maybe? Don’t you keep inventory?”

“Inventory? This stuff sells so fast I don’t need to!”

Jonit glanced around. He was the only customer. Judging by the dust on some of the piles, no one had been in that corner of the dump for weeks. He turned back to Yati.

“So?”

“So what?”

“You’re going to explain this Castel find?”

“Words don’t come cheap—but I’ll make an exception for you.”

Yati walked so slowly that Jonit had ample time to hear the story as he followed.

“Castel is the name of a rogue planet recently discovered on the far side of the quadrant. Tutum said it’s a remnant from another galaxy that merged with ours. His team found subterranean coves filled with artifacts—presumably left behind by the inhabitants. That’s all I know.”

“That’s it?” Jonit asked, irritated. He’d expected more.

Yati shrugged. “He probably told me more, but that’s all I remember. No use cramming my mind with trivial facts I don’t care about. I just sell the stuff.”

Moments later, they were watching a three-dimensional view of a planet—mostly water, with a few scattered land masses. The scenes focused on soft, bipedal, mammalian creatures going about their business.

“Very weak race,” Jonit noted with contempt.

Yati agreed. “No exoskeleton. They must have bled easily. Ugly things.”

They remained silent, trying to comprehend what they were seeing as the images flowed before their eyes.

“Must be very old stuff,” Jonit mused.

Yati nodded. “So am I—but that doesn’t mean I’m worthless.”

Jonit scowled. “I can’t believe you want to be paid for this trash.”

Yati exaggerated a long, suffering breath as his six arms swept over the piles of junk.

“Look, I’m thinking of closing the business soon. With my bad leg, it’s getting harder to move around. I want to get rid of this stuff before I retire. I’ll make you a good price—because we’ve known each other a long time.”

Jonit eyed him, disgruntled.

“Didn’t you say that the last time I came?”

“I did? Well, this time I mean it!”

The deal was done, though neither walked away fully satisfied. Yati felt he’d practically gifted the items, while Jonit doubted he’d ever recoup his money. He loaded the box containing the viewer and the thirty-two tubes he’d managed to find, then began the long journey toward the empire’s outskirts.

At every planet he visited, Jonit set up benches wherever he saw an opportunity to pitch his goods. He also erected a small tent, installed the viewer, and charged a tenth of a fardinson to anyone interested in watching the videos.

But even if the content originated from another galaxy, there was little interest in a race that had died eons ago. Most visitors grew bored within minutes. Some were even bold enough to ask for their money back.

On his second-to-last stop before heading home, Jonit was about to pack up when he decided to take a few minutes to observe the scene playing out in front of him. He had never seriously watched the videos before.

He noticed scribbles scrolling beneath the images: This is Veronica and her family. He grimaced, wondering what the writing meant—and why anyone would ruin a film by adding words across it. It defeated the purpose of watching. Weird race. Maybe not too smart.

Then he saw a creature rolling over blazing red-copper grass, not far from a shoreline. Was it dying? A pearly white, glassy beach stretched gently out to sea from where the grass ended, and in the distance, Jonit could make out a pale bluish-white horizon with two weak suns and a large, pastel half-moon.

He also noted three smaller individuals of varying sizes jumping around the larger one. They were all of the same species. Racists, he thought abstractedly. Probably just liked sticking with their kind and didn’t like mixing with other species. More words scrolled across the screen: This is Timothy, my oldest, Jonathan, and Veronica Junior, the baby of my beautiful family.

Jonit frowned. They were making chortling, high-pitched, disagreeable sounds. Were they fighting? Was the taller creature being attacked by the smaller ones? He muttered to himself and shook his head, thinking of Yati. He must have been nuts that day to buy this useless junk. What should he do with it? Leave it behind and consider it a total loss?

After all, he hadn’t even made back a tenth of his investment. Space was limited on his small ship, and he needed every bit of cargo room—especially with his next stop, planet Bashton, where the inhabitants mostly bartered goods. He was looking forward to loading his ship with a case or two of Whatashabi ail. Back home, Master Okuyana would surely pay a small fortune for it to reward her man-slaves’ performances. It almost made him wish he were part of her harem. Almost.

Jonit yawned. Maybe he could sell the glass rods as trinkets. They might be useful for someone lost in the dark. The colors at the center of each tube were dazzling, and in pitch darkness, they blazed like a million twinkling stars. It would make spotting someone at night easier.

Yet, as he gazed at the glittering center of the rod, he felt... something. It was as if he suddenly became aware that he was missing an emotion—one that should have made him feel something deeper than what he was experiencing.

Of course, his race—like most from the Andromeda galaxy—was incapable of that sentiment called hope, the one that made beings dream of a better future. But Jonit didn’t know this. As for the sentiment called love, the one that made those dreams come true... well, there wasn’t a species alive in the universe that had ever heard of such a thing.

Jonit yawned again as he began dismantling the tent—surely the last showing of this forgotten race. He almost felt like hauling the whole nonsense back to Yati. But knowing Yati, he’d adamantly deny ever selling him the stuff.

Jonit yawned once more. He was tired. Or maybe bored. Probably both. There wasn’t much to do on the outskirts of civilization. Takeoff was scheduled for early morning. He’d decide then what to do with the junk.

He had half a mind to jettison the load once he lifted off, letting it burn like insignificant fireflies as it re-entered the atmosphere of that miserable planet with its stingy colonists.

Yes. That’s what he would do. Burn it.

And he vowed never to return to Yati’s scrapyard again.
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Part 1: Artificial Intelligence
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We must not give those who oppose human prosperity the opportunity to influence public opinion. We cannot allow individuals blinded by prejudice to divide us. Ignorance must not triumph simply because we are comfortable with what we've always known. We must learn to change. And we must accept that change—especially when it serves the greater good of humanity, even at personal cost. —Susan Washington, President of Communication and Deliverable Resources

Intelligence is dangerous when ruled by emotion—but it becomes deadly when emotion is conquered. —Eric Samuel, Suspected Activist

Love always escapes death to return and begin again. Love is immortal. Only love resurrects—again and again. Nothing else does. —Veronica Stillman
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Chapter 1
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“I don’t want you in my life anymore.”

Hector stared into the eyes of his companion. If he gazed deep enough, he could see through the pupil, past the lens, down to the cells of the retina. He refocused his mechanical eye to normal human vision.

“I don’t understand, Veronica. I thought everything was perfect.”

Veronica ran a hand nervously through her long, auburn-blond hair. She blinked repeatedly, holding back the tears forming in her dark blue eyes. But they weren’t tears of love—not anymore. Her feelings for Hector had vanished long ago. These tears were for her.

She had never envisioned this moment—the moment her heart went numb. The clear, running river of noble sentiments she once cherished for Hector had become a mud-caked trickle. It no longer quenched the thirst of her beating heart. Love had become an ordinary, everyday word—and it was that brutal realization that wounded her. Veronica didn’t believe in love anymore.

For a brief second, she glanced into the gray metallic orbs of the android standing stiffly before her, only to quickly drop her tired eyes, regretting that she still searched for that special glint that once made her feel unique. It had been over a year since Hector’s transformation, but she still couldn’t bring herself to accept that the machine in front of her was the man she once deeply cared for.

She snapped.

“Could you just not stand there like that? Move! Do something—even if it’s just a useless step forward!”

She hadn’t meant to raise her voice, but the small things that never used to bother her now irritated her immensely. She had tried to hold in her anger for months, hoping—as the doctors promised—that their relationship would improve once the adaptation period was over. It hadn’t.

Veronica knew—felt—that the android who called itself Hector would never change. She was the one expected to change for him, and she wasn’t willing to do that for a machine, even if it supposedly was Hector.

Hector didn’t think his vertical stance had anything to do with Veronica’s current crisis. If there was one thing he didn’t miss from his organic life, it was the tremendous amount of time wasted discussing relationships and debating feelings. It was terribly unproductive. He couldn’t understand how he’d ever been able to think clearly while using so much brainpower on such insignificant preoccupations.

“I don’t see how moving forward one step would be relevant to this conversation. I am here. I am listening.”

Veronica stared at the replica of the face she had fallen in love with five years ago. It was expressionless. The doctors had urged her to be patient. Engineers and designers were testing new technologies. They promised it would be only a few years—no more than a decade or two—before a better facial expression array became available.

For her, that was a good chunk of her lifetime. For the new Hector, it was nothing. The neural array his organic brain had been transferred to would last about two hundred years before fusing. Even then, new technology would likely be developed to extend an android’s lifespan.

Veronica sighed in frustration, trying to clarify her feelings, her doubts, and the discontent that had built over the past year of their relationship.

“Don’t you see? I don’t know who you are anymore! You’re not Hector! Hector would be concerned right now. Hector would sit next to me and offer comfort. Hector...”

She paused, at a loss for words. But before she could continue, the android interrupted. Hector had detected something statistically inaccurate in her statement.

“I do have the capability to be concerned. I’ve scanned our memories, and my sitting next to you and offering comfort had only a twenty-four percent success rate. Sixty percent of the time, it made things worse as we continued arguing. Therefore, it is not to our advantage to follow your suggestion. Your hypothesis lacks merit. As for me not being Hector, I assure you—I am Hector. Who else could I be? It is impossible that another body entered the surgical room at the time of the operation. The records were verified and validated by certified personnel. The attestation is in our bedroom, on the left-hand side of the lateral wall facing the main window. Would you like me to retrieve it so you can study it and recharge your memory?”

His relentless logic and dispassionate tone chilled whatever fleeting warmth she had felt. Veronica’s mind snapped. She briskly grabbed her carrycase from the floor beside her feet.

“It’s no use talking to a machine,” she muttered hotly. “Anyway, I’m already late for work.”

Her jaw clenched as despair dug deeper into her chest. She kept her head down, staring at the spotless floor beneath her. She was sure there wasn’t a single speck of dust in the entire house. Androids abhorred dust, and Hector was meticulous in his cleaning—or “sanitizing,” as he called it. To think he used to have the annoying habit of throwing food on the floor for their dog...

“Look, I don’t know what time I’ll be home tonight. I’ll probably eat out with friends and stay over at Wilma’s.”

She refused to look at him as she made her way to the front door with quick, choppy steps, stamping out her anger with every forceful stride. As she reached the door, she hesitated—and finally turned toward him.

Was this it? she thought. Was this the end of their relationship... not one word from him, no plea to make her change her mind? Would their once-passionate love end in a fizzle of indifference? What was she waiting for? Why was she hesitating, as if offering him one last opportunity?

She looked straight at him. He remained exactly where he’d been for the last forty minutes—perfectly upright. Even in silence, she could almost hear his circuits humming inside, and it revolted her. At night, it was even worse. He plugged himself into the wall unit, recharging while rebooting his components. How could I have ever imagined he would be human?

Veronica wanted to ask him for the thousandth time if he missed taste—missed something as simple as drinking a glass of water. Could she still hope he’d answer differently this time? No. She had little hope left. She was certain his answer would be the same as always: he couldn’t miss something he had no need for.

No, she thought again, feeling like a broken record. This is not Hector.

The doctors had promised them so much. When Hector’s terminal illness was diagnosed, she had been the first to convince him that the only option left was to transfer all his memories, thoughts, and neural patterns into an electronic brain.

They had considered themselves privileged—socially and economically secure enough to qualify for the intervention. At the time, she couldn’t imagine life without Hector. Now, all she wanted was to escape this nightmare.

She was about to step out when he finally spoke.

“Would you rather have had me die, Veronica?”

Veronica froze. Her heart went still. For a brief second, she thought she heard emotion in his voice—as if he were reaching out for a desperate word of comfort. She exhaled slowly, keeping her back to him.

No, she thought with resolve. It’s just a selfish, calculated ploy to make me feel guilty.

She placed her hand over the knob. The sensor recognized her touch, and the door unlocked. She stepped outside, letting the warmth of the sun wrap her in its arms.

Yes, she thought. It would have been better if you had died, Hector. I would still be in love with you.
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Veronica arrived late to the office. It was the third time this month. She muttered in frustration as she placed her carrycase under her desk. Her eyes lingered on it a moment longer. It was the last gift Hector had given her—on her birthday, just days before his transformation. He no longer saw value in celebrating special occasions.

She sat down. A small console embedded in the desktop began flashing. She had ten seconds to place her hand on the receptor for identification. The terminal activated, and the unlocking mechanism released her desk drawers as her presence was confirmed. She sat still, facing the screen as a second identification process began. Her iris was scanned.

Once verified, the blank screen blinked, prompting her to activate the tracking system. She placed a small wristband on her pulse. It was her link to the human resources terminal and would relay her every movement within the company’s edifice.

But it did far more than that. It measured her heartbeat, conducted regular blood analyses, and monitored hormone levels. Even seemingly minor metrics—body sweat, eyelid movement, words spoken per day—held particular importance. Any discrepancy between the collected data and her normal parameters was quickly flagged and addressed by HR or, if necessary, medical staff.

The data was also used for promotions, task delegation, and any other purpose the company deemed appropriate. The wristband doubled as a deterrent, delivering mild electrical shocks if anyone entered restricted areas. A second shock would momentarily paralyze anyone who persisted—long enough for security to arrive.

Before Veronica could access her work files, she had to acknowledge the daily employee report from HR. It listed every place she’d been the previous day, how much time she spent at each location, whom she met, which files she accessed or sent, and how long she worked on each document. She had five minutes to confirm its accuracy and file a complaint if needed.

Most annoying was the final section. HR calculated her productive time versus what it deemed wasteful. Veronica noted that the company had classified twenty-one minutes of her ten-hour workday as “down minutes.” She also hadn’t logged sufficient overtime, which could hinder future promotions. Her day was rated two stars. She was reminded that this was her sixth such evaluation of the year—at ten, she could be demoted; at twenty, fired.

Veronica scanned the fine details, trying to stay calm. She knew her vital signs were being recorded. The report elaborated on her time at the office. She had spent three minutes and forty seconds gossiping with a colleague. HR classified the colleague as outside her working environment, rendering the conversation unjustifiable. She was required to indicate the topic of the exchange and warned that, as an employee in her position, she should not be conversing privately with someone of lower rank. If she repeated the infraction with the same colleague, a deduction would be made from her pay.

The report also noted that an extra nine and a half minutes had been used to adjust her physical appearance. Although pleased that she took care of her image, HR reminded her that she had no external clients yesterday and that the allotted daily minutes for such activity should have sufficed. As a result, her breaks and lunch were shortened to compensate for the lost time. The report ended, as it always did, by wishing her a very pleasant and productive day.

Veronica mechanically accepted the message and proceeded to work. Her late father’s words echoed in her mind—Blame the early twenty-first century’s mentality, he had said, when we allowed agglomerates and big businesses to take over our private lives. Blame the twenty-first century and its social media, where nothing was sacred anymore—not even your thoughts. Blame the complacency that led people to actively participate in giving their lives away to the establishment.

They thought they were hip, expressing their freedom through technology—habits, voices, identities. But all they were really doing was allowing a powerful entity to place a golden collar around their necks and lead them meekly, like branded cattle.

Veronica blamed the twenty-first century for the bad morning she was having.

The day turned out to be extremely busy. She was relieved—no time to think about anything but her immediate tasks. Mid-afternoon, a popup appeared on her terminal, congratulating her on a prolific day. She was ahead of schedule and had just earned twenty company points, redeemable for products and sponsored activities.

The program enticed her with another thirty points if she maintained the pace for the rest of the day. She was about to access a new file when a reminder flashed: report to the gym for her daily thirty-minute exercise regime. The company warned her that she was three pounds over her ideal weight and would be penalized at five.

Veronica sighed. She’d been so absorbed in her work she hadn’t noticed the day slipping by. For a moment, she considered skipping the gym. But ignoring the directive meant losing access to her favorite cafeteria foods next week—and worse, mandatory sessions with a motivational psychologist for a month. Bland food she could tolerate. Four Sunday mornings with a forced smile and corporate therapy? Not so much.

When Veronica finally left the gym that evening, her mood hadn’t improved. Returning home to face Hector was not in her plans. The thought made her nauseous. She knew he’d be waiting, ready with a detailed analysis of their morning skirmish. He would begin by listing the problems in order of priority, offering multiple solutions for each, complete with probability charts.

In the end, the blame would fall on her. It always did. She was the one who needed to change—or progress, as he called it. She was the one who couldn’t accept the present. The one who failed to grasp that things were better now than they had ever been.

But Veronica didn’t need statistical probabilities to guide her life. She needed a human touch. Someone to tell her that everything would be okay if she simply believed in herself. What she desperately needed was someone to talk to—someone who would look at her and say, What you think matters too.

With a deep longing for companionship, she aimlessly cruised through the city streets, not knowing where she was heading or what she would do next. The only certainty was that she wasn’t going home anytime soon.

For a moment, she considered spending time with friends, as she’d told Hector. But she’d grown distant from them. Their discomfort with Hector was obvious, and she had to admit—she rarely talked about anything else lately. A relationship between androids and humans was a delicate matter, and Veronica suspected they were avoiding her.

It had become politically incorrect to criticize androids, for fear of being labeled a racist. Her friends didn’t want to choose sides or risk a discussion that could tarnish their reputations. Mixed couples that split often became national media stories, and a single misplaced word in an interview could cause irreparable damage.

Veronica finally stopped at the perimeter of the city’s entertainment district. A patrolling robot at the entrance gate asked the usual security questions while running an identification scan.

She had a leisure rating of nine—high enough, thanks to her economic status and physical attractiveness, to access most of the
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