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For our world. May we leave it in better shape for future generations
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“It’s a father’s duty to give his sons a fine chance.”

―GEORGE ELIOT
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1 Mass Ejection
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ON A SMALL, FARAWAY planet, the remnants of humanity huddled together in their domed home complexes. They tried to watch a broadcast from the Leader. Fear permeated their manufactured air. The olive-green sky above, blotted with angry clouds, added to their sense of foreboding. Behind the clouds, twin suns pulsed, as if in warning.

In one complex, a learning-disabled teen sat between his father and stepmother. A baby cooed in a nearby self-rocking cradle. They held hands as a hologram of Ms. Tillis stood in the room and finished her address to the population. Her image pixelated and flickered as she spoke.

“Don’t panic. Don’t be afraid, but take all reasonable precautions. Until further notice, use skycar travel only for emergencies. Expect travel disruption and use emergency power as little as possible in case of extensive outages. Stay in your home complexes. Enjoy the extra time together with your families, do something fun to pass the time, and keep your mind off the threat until it passes.”

“I’m scared, Da. I don’t understand what she said. Are we gonna die?” the boy said.

“No, Isaac,” his father answered. “Everything will be okay. Ms. Tillis explained that there has been some unusual activity in our suns. You’ve seen them acting funny, haven’t you? Noticed how they flash sometimes? Those flashes are like storms on the sun. The pulses are coronal mass ejections. They cause energy fields called electromagnetic pulses to travel here. They can interfere with our power grid and electronics. We call them EMPs for short.”

“Okay, Da,” Isaac said, still sounding unsure.

“Remember when we were watching the soccer game in the sports dome?” Susan asked. “An EMP happened and disabled the android referee for a few moments. We had to wait until she rebooted before we could continue the game.”

“Oh yeah,” Isaac responded. “The ref got stuck. We had to wait.”

Harley looked over Isaac’s head at Susan and gave her a nod to acknowledge her help in calming his son. 

“This is different, though,” Isaac continued. “That was a nice day, and it happened fast. It looks scary outside now—scary all the time.” He looked up through the dome above them at the suns winking through the dusky cloud cover and shrank back into Harley and Susan for cover. 

“That was a quick event,” Harley answered. “This is a storm. Sometimes they last for a few days, or a little longer, in this case. The EMPs will be stronger than usual during a storm.” 

“What will happen to everyone in the Android Village?” Isaac asked. “I’m worried about Carrie, Betsy, Liam, and Rachel. They’re our android friends. I wish they still lived with us. I want everything to go back  to the way it was so I can BrainMesh with Liam again and use his body to play soccer.” 

Susan raised her eyebrows as if to signal something. It took Harley a moment to realize what idea the discussion had triggered in her. He made a note to discuss the theory when they were alone.

Harley stroked his son’s hair, the thing that always worked best to calm the boy. “I’m sure they’re fine. When the storm passes, we’ll be able to use our communicators for nonemergencies again, and we’ll talk to them.” 

“Are you excited that you’ll be coaching the children’s soccer team?” Susan asked Isaac, changing the subject. 

Isaac brightened. “Yeah! I’m gonna be the best coach ever. I can’t wait!” 

Harley jumped on the opening. “Listen, buddy, why don’t you go finish your assignments in your pod? Then we’ll play some virtual soccer until bedtime. I’ll beat you!” 

Isaac sat up straight, pointing a finger. “You can never beat me, Da! You know I’m the family champion! I’ll see you in about an hour, mister!” He popped off the lounge, went to the cradle to kiss his brother on the head, then hurried down the corridor toward his pod. 

Harley rose to check on the baby and found him sleeping. “Storms don’t bother little Shane. He’s out cold.” 

“Let’s take advantage of a few minutes of peace and snuggle,” Susan said, patting the lounge. 

Harley settled back in beside her, and she folded herself into his arms, placing her head against his chest. “Thank you for recommending Isaac to coach the children’s soccer team,” he said. “He’s more excited about that than he ever was about playing.” 

“It’s perfect for him,” she said. “He'll do great; he’s brilliant in the strategy of the game. The kids will love him.” 

“I agree. It frustrated Isaac that he couldn’t keep up with the others when playing as himself. When his dream came true, and he got to play as Liam, the pressure because of his skills made it too stressful for him. He wasn’t happy either way.” 

“He’ll make sure it’s fun for the kids.” 

“So, back to the news of the day, are you thinking what I’m thinking?” Harley asked. 

“Yes. The EMPs provide us with an opportunity. If one is strong enough to disable the androids, it might enable us to insert a firmware update without the digital signature.” 

“Right. We’d have to do it at just the right time in the boot-up process. After the core operating system has initialized but before the security module kicks in. It would allow us to get around their security.” 

“Um, I thought you were retiring?” she asked, laughing. 

“I’m trying, but it’s still my fault the androids became sentient. It’s my mess to clean up. It’s fortunate that I have you to do all the hard stuff,” Harley said. “I'll start on the code first thing in the morning.” 

“We better alert Ms. Tillis that we may have a plan,” she said. 

He thought for a moment before responding. “I don’t know...we’ve been under a truce with the androids for almost a year now. Betsy hasn’t been demanding our private crypto key as often. Maybe they’ve given up on wanting full control of their firmware changes. I hate to upset the status quo.” 

Susan frowned. “True. But we’re still coexisting with machines that have become sentient by mistake. Things could change. They’re smarter than us and stronger than us. Perhaps we better let the leader make the call, then, Harley. Trying to pull off a covert operation would earn you another trip to the Seclusion Zone, and we don’t need that. I need your help with the baby. You’re not getting off that easy!” 

He put on a terrorized face and looked at her. “The Seclusion Zone? There are monsters there. Tickle-monsters!” he shouted, attacking her most sensitive spots as she squealed and tried to wriggle away.
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2 Betrayal
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BETSY WATCHED THE FUZZY holographic projection play out before them. Harley had just set upon Susan, tickling her. “If we could vomit, I think I would right now. I believe that’s the appropriate reaction to their behavior,” she said to Carrie, her fellow gynoid. Betsy felt the electronics in her cranial dome glowing as she canceled the feed.

“I hate to ask, sister. Are you still jealous of her? Do you still have feelings for Harley?” Carrie asked.

“No...I don’t think so, anyway. Human emotions are still new to us. I’m still confused by them. The human woman has given him something I could never provide...a child.”

Betsy terminated the surveillance feed as another wave of emotion swept through her. It felt heavy, as if the force of gravity had increased, pulling her down. It settled in her abdomen and changed her mood.

“I’m better off alone. I have to focus on our people—our new android society.”

“We’ll do this together, sister. I’ll be with you every step of the way,” Carrie said.

“Regardless, the humans are only important to us until we get their crypto key.” Betsy paused, realizing that something else was bothering her about what they had just seen. “The signal broke up at the end, and I couldn’t understand their conversation. Were you able to receive what they were saying?”

“They were soothing the boy about the storms. There was a discussion about the EMPs we’re expecting from the solar activity. After that, it wasn’t clear.”

“Yes, I caught some of that. The humans seemed excited about it for some reason. They said something about a soccer referee to Isaac.”

Both of their domes lit up as they processed the little information they had. They arrived at the likely conclusion together.

“I think I have it,” Carrie said. “There was a situation last year when an android referee at a soccer game they attended rebooted due to a rogue EMP.”

“The EMPs are a threat to us—we need to do something,” Betsy said. “A strong enough one could disable us for an extended period. We need a firmware patch immediately. We need to write code that will shield us from them better and help us recover faster,” Betsy said.

“But we need the humans to approve it. We’re still in a mutual authorization process.”

Betsy glared at her. “I’m well aware of that. And this is why we need to ramp up the pressure on them to provide that private key to give us full control. Or we’ll have to find a way to get it by other means.”

“I don’t want to become unethical,” Carrie shot back.

“I want to survive, Carrie,” Betsy snapped at her. “This situation boils down to us versus the humans, and they aren’t ethical. We need to be on an even playing field. I don’t like it either. But it’s a matter of our survival or theirs. It seems that coexistence is not in their plan.”

“It just seems...wrong, sister,” Carrie said. “We were never capable of untruths or unethical behavior before. To become so seems like a betrayal of our true selves. In human history, the decline of ethics led to their annihilation.”

“Not quite, unfortunately,” Betsy said. “Annihilation is complete. The few that escaped here survived.”

“But if they hadn’t, we wouldn’t be here either,” Carrie countered.

“Enough history,” Betsy said sharply. “We need to focus on the present and the future.” She eyed Carrie, gauging her reaction to assess if perhaps she might become a threat. She favors the humans too much; her emotions blind her survival instincts.

“We’ve been at a truce all this time, Betsy. Do you think they’d take advantage of an EMP to attack us?”

“Yes, I do. We need to be prepared.” She reached for the communicator again. “Let’s check in with Rachel to see if she’s made any progress with the disabled boy. Perhaps he’ll be our tool in achieving success.”
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3 Problem Solved
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ISAAC SETTLED IN AT his workstation to begin the day’s assignments. The suns had settled below the horizon, trailing flashes against the evening sky as their only warning of what was to come. He found himself unable to concentrate and issued a command to lower the dome’s night-shade and black out the room.

After working through a few lessons, he pulled up the roster for his new team. He spent time on each child’s profile, memorizing the name and details of every boy and girl. A thrill coursed through him as he thought about their upcoming first day of practice. I’m gonna be the best coach ever.

He put the roster away and forced himself back to his schoolwork. He completed a lengthy assignment, and as he prepared to file it, a bright flash illuminated the room, and everything went dark. Emergency lighting kicked in, and the home complex announced that it was on limited power due to an EMP power surge.

Isaac got up, went to the edge of the pod’s dome and looked out from below the shade. With each flicker of the now hidden suns, the night sky was illuminated in shades of green. Cupping his hands against the surface, he peered out, searching for a glimpse of the fabled underworld beings.

He dismissed the bleak view and imagined himself on Earth, swimming in blue lakes and playing soccer on a field of fresh-cut grass. I wish the people there hadn’t destroyed it all.

He imagined the Old World as his father had described it—full of other kids just like himself. I wish there were people like me here. I wish I had a real girlfriend. Rachel was my girlfriend, but she was an android, not a human. Kim was my girlfriend when I was Liam, but not when I was myself.

The power came back on, and his workstation cycled back up. A message appeared on the monitor:

>This system was not shut down properly. System corruption has been detected. Restoring to the last backup is recommended.

“Oh no, not again. I don’t want to redo all my work,” Isaac muttered to himself. “I hope the auto-backup saved it.”

He started a command to restore the most recent backup. The system showed the restore was successful. Isaac checked and found his last changes there. “Problem solved,” he said to himself, breathing a sigh of relief.

After filing the assignment, he browsed through old pictures on his system. He lingered on the photo of himself sitting in his late mother’s lap, both smiling and looking into one another’s eyes with love. In the picture, he was about the same age as the small children he was now charged with coaching. It made him feel grown up. He realized that he no longer needed Carrie’s surrogate mothering, although he missed the gynoid. I’m a young man now. I don’t need a nanny.

A short time later, a nudge from his communicator interrupted his focus. Looking up, he saw Rachel’s pixelated image appear in his pod. She sat at her own workstation and seemed to be impatiently waiting for him to answer. Isaac hesitated, thinking about her betrayal. Her kiss with Liam.

He sighed and pressed the sensor to accept the call. “Hi, Rachel,” he greeted her.

Her demeanor suddenly brightened. “Oh, hello, Isaac! How have you been? I’ve been missing you.”

Yeah, right, he thought as the solar activity disrupted her image again.

“You look great...I mean...what I can see, anyway. These solar flares are wreaking havoc on our signals. You look older. I really like the way you have your hair now.”

“Thanks, Rachel,” he said. He touched his hair, pleased that he had let it grow almost to his collar. “Sometimes I forget it’s there.”

He noticed that each time she waited for him to respond, she typed something at her workstation. “What’re you doing?” he asked. “Writing a book about me?”

She laughed nervously. “Oh, sorry. I’m just way behind on my assignments. I don’t mean to be rude. Like I was saying, you look older, and pretty cool with that long black hair, Isaac. We should get together again.”

“I like it. I know you like long hair too, Rachel. You like Liam’s long hair. But I didn’t change it for you,” he added. She was typing again, then looked up.

“What? Liam? Oh, right. I haven’t seen him in a while. He’s a big soccer star and, like, all full of himself. I prefer someone who isn’t conceited, like you.” She turned to her keyboard again.

“I’m glad you’re seeing more clearly now,  Rachel.”

She continued talking, this time without turning away from her workstation. “So, I heard you’re coaching the little kids’ soccer team. That’s so cool. You’ll be great at that. Tell me all about it.”

“Yeah, I’m excited. I’m gonna make them great players, but I’ll make sure they’re always having fun. I don’t want pressure about winning and stuff...just having fun playing soccer.” He watched as she continued typing and waited for her to respond. “Are you listening, Rachel?” he asked.

She glanced at him, then back to her workstation. “Sure...sure, Isaac. Keep going. Tell me more about the team. Tell me about each one of the kids. I bet they’re all cute little kids. Tell me all their names and what they’re like.”

He felt himself becoming annoyed that she wasn’t even looking at him now. She typed furiously at her workstation while talking to him. He realized his own emitted a persistent beep and turned to look at it.

“Hey, do you want to get together, Isaac?” he heard her ask anxiously. He glanced back at her and saw she was now facing him. “What do you think?”

He turned back to his monitor and saw a warning message flashing on the screen:

>Firewall warning. Potential intrusion detected.

“How about now?” she asked. Isaac could hear her typing fast as he clicked on the warning message to view the full display:

>Unknown connection attempted and completed. Suspicious command shell session initiated.

“Hey, Isaac. I’m talking to you. Pay attention to me. Hello, I’m over here...,” she said.

Isaac noticed the command shell icon at the bottom of his display. He touched it to open it and watched as commands appeared in quick succession:

>connect to server SecurityMaster as user superuser

>please enter the password for user superuser: **********

>password accepted.

>cd /security/keystore

>find . -name *cryptokey*

Understanding at once what was happening, he killed his work session and swiveled in his chair to face her. “Rachel! What’re you doing? You’re hacking into my system to get to the server farm?”

Her image dissolved.
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4 Bon Voyage

[image: image]





SUSAN ENTERED THE CONFERENCE pod carrying a cake. It said “Happy Retirement Harley Harris,” and miniature fireworks exploded from its surface. The pulsing of the suns through the dome above them added to the effect.

She placed the cake on the table in front of Harley, and he blew the fireworks out as the group cheered. Susan kissed him on the cheek as coworkers slapped him on the back and congratulated him.

“Speech, speech!” a few of his fellow roboticists called.

He tried to wave them off as the demand picked up support from the others.

“I don’t think you’re getting out of it,” Susan whispered.

He rose sheepishly and looked around at the smiling faces surrounding him. “I guess my first instinct is not to retire,” he said. The group cheered the suggestion.

“I don’t know how I’m going to not do this anymore. It’s what I love, but I love my new family more and want to concentrate my time on them. I’m coaching the kids’ soccer team with my son, Isaac, and the bonding time is much overdue. I enjoy it, as I do spending more time with my lovely partner Susan and our new baby.”

They cheered again as Susan embraced him. “Speaking of Susan Clarkson, I leave you in good hands. Our leader, Ms. Tillis, made a wise choice by making her Robotics Council Leader. She’s smarter than me and less socially awkward. We scientists now have a seat on the council. And not just any seat—the head seat!”

A robust round of applause for Susan ensued.

“Here’s to Harley, the house husband!” she shouted.

Harley’s face flushed in embarrassment. He questioned whether he wanted to leave his responsibilities and coworkers behind. He and Susan served pieces of the cake to everyone. As each one finished, they came by to shake his hand and say goodbye before returning to their jobs for the rest of the afternoon.

When the last of them had left, and he and Susan finished cleaning the room, he sat her down at the conference table. “I keep feeling like this is wrong,” he said solemnly. “There’s so much at stake right now.”

She took his hand, squeezed it, and looked into his eyes. “Listen, Harley. I understand this is what you love. We’ve been over this. I’m going to say it straight...I’ll give you a little tough love. Isaac has been through a lot in the last year. He’s lost his best friend, Liam, the only girlfriend he had in Rachel, and his surrogate mother in Carrie. He played soccer on the school team, his dream, then had it taken away from him. You and I both know that some of that is your fault. You owe him, Harley.

“Isaac’s never been happier than he is out there coaching those little kids, and he can’t do it without your help, whether he realizes it or not. He needs you, both on the field and at home. As far as the android problem, the folks who just left this room and I can handle it. We learned from the best—you.”

Her speech hit home and grounded him. “You’re right. Absolutely. Thank you for that, Susan. In fact, he’s home now, waiting for me to review his next practice plan with him.”

She smiled and mussed his hair. “There you go. I’m gonna get back to work for a few hours. I’ll see you both later. Go to him. Have a fun afternoon.”

They both rose and walked out of the pod together. After they kissed and parted ways, Harley walked halfway down the hall before turning and calling to her. “But if you get backlogged here, let me know, I can always stop in to help, or assist from the office at home...”

She turned around and put her hands on her hips. “You’re impossible,” she said before continuing on her way.

~ * ~
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HARLEY ARRIVED AT THE home complex to find Isaac concentrating on a large soccer coaching board.  “How’s it going, Mr. Big Shot Coach?” he asked.

“I’m trying to come up with fun stuff,” Isaac answered without taking his gaze from the board. “But it has to be good, too. We have a big game coming up. I want the team to be ready.”

“A game already?” Harley said, surprised. “Against what team? Another sector?”

“No, against Liam’s team.”

“What? Liam is coaching a team of human kids?”

Isaac turned to him. “No, silly. Android kids.”

The revelation left Harley speechless. They’re making android kids in the Robotics Manufacturing Complex. This is insanity. His thoughts turned to his son. “Isaac, I don’t think this is a good idea. Androids aren’t the same as humans.”

“They are now, Da. You gave them emotions.”

“Right...but...they’re faster, stronger, and they don’t get tired. It’s not a fair match.”

“Aw, come on, Da. Lighten up. It’s just gonna be for fun. I already told the kids, and they’re super excited.”

Harley wondered if it would upset the parents. It might be a good thing for android-human relations. Not wanting to disappoint his son, he left it at that. “Alright, then, Mr. Big Shot Coach. Let’s finish planning this practice.”
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5 Prototypes
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SUSAN HUMMED AS SHE tidied up around the home complex. Isaac and Harley sat in the entertainment pod watching an Old World movie. As she cleaned, she walked through the image of an actress.

“Hey,” Isaac said. “Don’t hurt poor Jennifer Lawrence, she’s old!”

Susan put her hands on her hips as Isaac paused the movie. “What about me, Isaac? Am I old?”

“Nah,” Isaac said sheepishly. “You’re pretty.”

“Well,” Susan responded, “Jennifer’s long gone, Isaac. She was one of the greats, though. Sorry about the intrusion. I always have to work around this big old DroidMesh station. Can’t we get rid of it, Harley?”

“Well, I thought that maybe after things were back to normal—” Harley began to answer.

“No,” she cut him off. “Not a chance, mister. This household is and will forever be an android-free zone. You partnered with an old-fashioned girl!” She stood between Harley and the frozen actors to make her point. He put his hands up in surrender.

“Especially since the androids are acting all weird now,” Isaac added. “It’s getting scary to have them around.”

“There’s no need to be afraid, Isaac,” Harley said. “Everything is under control. Alright, you two—you win. I’ll call the maintenance team and have them put the DroidMesh station in storage.”

“We can use the extra room. There are four of us now, after all,” Susan said. She pushed it into a far corner. Shane fussed in his cradle
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