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An ongoing plan by a secret group at a hidden military base to replace elites worldwide with robot duplicates fails. Their mad quantum superintelligence, Delilah 700, seizes control, declares herself a goddess, and attacks the planet with her deteriorating zombie robots and special powers.
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​Chapter 1: The Robot
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I loitered at a broad, blue-tinted window on the upper floor. This boring joint was a mostly automated skyscraper. I gazed out at the forest of city towers along the lakeshore and an enlarged sun floating in the forbidding haze. Since it was a government building, the lovely view would never be appreciated by the machines and robots in it. It was a world today where most people remained indoors, locked in hidden corners, and connected most of the time. A man of the streets would see few of them in an entire lifetime. Endless images and presentations of people online ... people hidden behind digital masks, so perhaps it was a game where a person could try to guess who was real and who was plastic. Those who weren’t alienated were probably exceptional, or of the healthy few who lived actively rather than mostly online.

The high vantage point made it difficult to tell the people from the robots on the city street below, as the crowd was almost a flow of dappled light. The stream of traffic created the feeling of a race to nowhere or of many people going somewhere and nowhere at the same time as they ran from things, thinking they were in search of something. The majority of them traveled in self-driving cars in a world where celebrity shots were often people emerging from the more elite models of those cars. To escape it somewhat, a person would have to head out into the countryside, especially to the smaller towns.

I heard my name over the PA, turned around, and walked back to the counter. A lone bureaucrat waited with a freaky government scan robot off to his side. The bureaucrat, a rather dour-looking but well-dressed chap, studied me with great interest. “Everything seems in order, Mr. Holiday,” he said as he glanced at the open folder. “You really have to start using AI to clean up your files before submission, or else hire a secretary or rent a file robot. The business clerk had to do a lot of cleanup on your submissions.” 

I didn’t see any business clerk, but he nodded to the cartoonish robot, which swiveled its head and looked at me, so I supposed that was the clerk. “So my tax and business submissions and licenses are all good? Is the one disputed license restored? I need to know. I don’t want any more surprises.”

“Correct, you can go. Try to do better next year so you won’t have to come in person again. Personal visits are mostly intended for persons under suspicion. Often, people who don’t exist at all, or who are AI or robots, and that’s how we find out.”

I considered that perhaps the government had been hoping I didn’t exist as I headed for the elevator. The express elevator offered a glassed-in view of the surrounding buildings and a sudden sense of weightlessness as it plunged 50 floors to the ground. Out of the blur came a sense of relief; too many filings, too many government records on everything. Bureaucracy had become the biggest robot on the streets, enabling a fall of virtual papers that competed with the fluttering leaves of the summer trees. It didn't stir up beauty or pleasant feelings, but rather a desire for a city of freedom to replace the current one of intrusive corporate police-state documentation. Even suicide was regulated these days under euthanasia laws, as the state really did control your life from the cradle to the grave. Fortunately, my high-risk lifestyle meant I would never reach that day of old age where I would be snuffed for the betterment of society.

I exited the elevator and strolled around the block, jostled by the heartless crowd. The haze of tire smog cast from heavy electric vehicles was thicker than usual, and as I crossed the street to the parking area, I was nearly struck. A last-second dodge allowed me to avoid a speeding car, and I did a half spin and watched it disappear in the distance. No plate number, and it was a self-driving car, but driven by a humanoid robot, not a person with it in manual. It was nuts. It didn’t add up. Someone had targeted me.

If not for that sudden second, where in a glance I’d spotted the oncoming car and the eyes of the crazed driver, I would have thought it was a human driver. It was the eyes that had a slightly different sheen. The driver had to be of the most expensive robot brand because he looked and dressed fully human in a business suit. Some robots did exist in that description, but they were rare, and you wouldn’t see them on the street driving cars and speeding. Generally, robots looked like robots. It had been embedded in law that robots had to be easily identifiable from human beings.

I went one level underground and did a thorough check on my car. It had an advanced security system, but I’d never dealt with a robot enemy in any past cases. Usually, the car would drive me back on auto, but I put it in manual and took a different route. Depending on the viewpoint, it was like driving down a time tunnel to the past or from the clean streets to a seedier area. The central city, with shining, sharp-edged buildings of faceted glass, attractive, well-dressed people, and some service robots on the street, faded into an expanding slum with no robots and a less attractive crowd, where some of the people had taken a hard beating from life.

Rather than pull in at the front, I pulled around into a back alley parking spot half a block from my building. I had a modern office and a small apartment setup on the second floor, but no one would guess from looking at the building, which gave the impression that the bulldozers would be coming in next week for demolition. A number of the offices in it were just fronts for dummy corporations and weren't occupied. I lived in this joint for three reasons: it was cheap, I’d grown up in the neighborhood, and I was supposed to be a security consultant and investigator, and proving I could survive in the tougher area was a matter of pride.

No one had tried to attack me with a robot before. It wasn’t supposed to be possible. Deaths caused by robots were accidents.  Experience told me that someone desperate enough to attempt to run me over in daylight in that high central area would try again and probably right away. I suspected that the robot, or whoever was animating it, might already be at the building and have it under surveillance. My place had strong security, so they likely wouldn’t be inside. I had once been attacked by a drone, so I’d watch for that.

I strolled down the dusty alleyway; a candy wrapper glittered in the sunshine as it fluttered across the hard-packed dirt that had formed over much of the broken asphalt. A few clear footprints in some mud remaining from last night’s rain shower revealed that someone had been standing out back of the place and had walked away. There were always bums out there, so it didn’t necessarily mean anything.

I went up a rear fire escape, triggering the auto unlock from the back, and as I did, my mind went to work. If someone wanted to kill me with a fancy humanoid robot, other than running me down, what would they try? My conclusion was that a robot likely wouldn’t use a gun or a knife, but brute force.  A quick grab on me with superior strength, and it could crack my neck, back, or skull and make the death look like a fall.

Inside, I rummaged through a large back storage room filled with equipment. I didn’t want to use a gun and draw the police, and I wasn’t sure how to shoot a robot. Bullets could glance off and kill someone else. I’d heard that a stun shot to the chest would knock some out, and teens did it from time to time. Grabbing a stun gun the size of a soap bar, I put it in my pocket. Then I came up with a spike gun; it was a neat deal, and I often used it with different bits to drive holes in walls for installations. With the tiniest bit, it could drive a pinhole in concrete in an instant and, on the pullback, install a tiny pin-sized camera. I put in a larger bit and then stepped out to the office.

Everything looked fine; the computer and office setup were humming, the place hadn’t been tossed, and the apartment looked about as neat as it ever got. Having only one discarded pizza box in the living area was a near record for me. I strolled over to the window and peered out through a space in the curtains, and there was the robot, standing on the street out front by his blue electric car. His suit was just short of being flashy. He was attracting the attention of some passing teens who were eyeing him. At night, he would have to defend himself because they had no way of knowing he was a robot and would see him as someone from a wealthier area, and worth mugging.

Some hot ladies coming out of the gym across the road eyed him, too. He was handsome but in a predatory way. He was no stealth tracker but was, in fact, looking straight up at my window. As a secret agent, he’d be the world’s biggest fail. I doubted he could see me due to the sun's glare, but it was possible he could. If so, he wasn’t coming in, just waiting, and gathering witnesses to identify a person of his description should he later attack me. In some ways, he was the perfect killer, yet in others, he was the worst hitman around. It was hard to figure him out, given that I was not an international espionage agent; perhaps the whole thing was a mistake, and I’d been mistaken for someone else. A person with a mental balance a tad weaker than mine, who’d just left a government building, would probably think it was a government conspiracy.

I decided it was best to settle it right away in the daytime, not wait until night and have the powerful robot burst in with force, thinking I was sleeping and unprepared. If that happened, even if I miraculously won the fight and gave the robot a beat-down, it would probably be like my office and living quarters being hit by a transport truck.

Going out the back, I went around the building, up a narrow side alley, and glanced around at the robot from the shadows. His face was familiar, like some person I had maybe seen once somewhere, like on TV, but couldn’t place. I thought maybe the robot was guilty of identity theft, too, but, to me, it was like he was a perfect imitation of someone somewhere who dressed well. Except for his eyes.

Some Black teens passed him; then some office people emerged from a nearby building. As a cloud passed over the sun, it darkened the street and seemed to have a magic effect of clearing it of people. It was just him there, focused on the front of my building, so I whistled through my teeth... an insulting wolf whistle. It was like calling a guard dog; the robot speed-walked toward me with an idiot’s intense focus. A red Mustang appeared and nearly hit him as it swerved and blared its horn. The idea of him getting hit by a car instead of me nearly made me laugh. The idea that it was me who’d waited for the area to clear of witnesses to get attacked would probably make other people laugh at my stupidity. 

The robot was more like the type who might bring a boom box to attract more witnesses, and I didn’t want any, so I ducked back into the alley, studied the area quickly, and moved over near a battered, green metal dumpster. The robot came around with sunlight backing him, creating a larger-than-life appearance, and this guy was no talker but a mover as he suddenly charged in. As he did, I crouched and did a fancy fast move with the stun gun, got the robot by the neck, and it lacked the violent and sizzling effect I’d hoped for. 

“Joe,” the robot stuttered my name, its voice thrown off-kilter into a girlish sound by the shock. I was seized and tossed over the dumpster, and it was almost like the robot was having fun and planned to do a slow, brutal, but dramatic killing. The stun gun flew from my hand, and my spike gun remained on the dumpster lid where I’d left it in case I needed it for backup. I couldn’t get to it, and the robot leaped to hit me with a hard, crushing stomp, and I barely rolled out of the way in time. Its foot hit so hard it left a print in the heat-softened asphalt. The robot pulled it back up, spraying some dirt, and turned as I scrambled back a few feet. 

The fight created the strange illusion that I was scrapping with another man, not a machine ... an incredibly strong man who wore foul aftershave, making me sneeze. I was against the brick wall. The robot came in fast with a kick that glanced off my shoulder as I scrambled aside, and the force of it helped me, though it also left a bad abrasion. Leaping up, I ran to the dumpster lid and swept up the spike gun. It had a grip like a bullet gun and was easy to handle. I had it powered on, so all I had to do was connect and drive in a spike.

A strange dance began as I ducked the robot, looking for an opening to put a spike in its chest. It was a dance the robot was winning, as it landed a punch to my left shoulder, sending me into a spin. I nearly dropped the gun, but managed to swing around and up as the robot moved in to power me down for the final beating. Out of sheer luck, I connected with the robot’s forehead, driving in a spike as the robot knocked me down and nearly knocked me out with its rush forward.

I was on the ground, about done, and the robot was doing a new dance with the spike stuck in its forehead. It was a short dance in which the robot grabbed the handle and pulled it out, tearing away some fake flesh and a piece of metal plating. Black sand poured from its forehead, and it collapsed dead to the asphalt.

There were no witnesses as we were farther back in the alley. So I walked away and returned a minute later with a wheeled dolly from the building maintenance area. With it, I managed to get the heavy robot back up to my apartment, then went back down with a bag and swept up the black sand that had spilled from its head.

I ended up on the couch, drinking a cold beer with my shirt off, treating a hideous scrape and bruise, and then wondering what in the hell the robot thing was. In a previous case, I had studied some aspects of robots. There were no robots powered by a head full of black sand with no visible electronics. And not just that, I’d removed much of the robot’s clothing, and as I looked on, natural-looking skin, flesh, and muscle slowly lost their mold to become bland, rubbery stuff. It was like the robot’s brain molded its body into shape, and when I’d killed it, it lost shape, but slowly. It reminded me of a bodybuilder I’d once known who’d stopped the weights but not the food and overnight turned from a mountain of muscle to a mountain of flab.

As the final glaze of day shifted into an unusually colorful twilight through the dusty rear windows, beautifying the two time-battered buildings immediately to the west, I was drifting off into near sleep and figured I couldn’t call the police. They would think I was somehow involved in a gang that illegally distributed or was involved in creating highly illegal robots. I’d even have intelligence agencies looking at me. They’d believe nothing I said and would be too dumb to realize someone unknown really was trying to kill me. I needed an examination of the robot’s remains and came up with the idea of having an old friend, a mechanic, look it over. The best approach would be to trace the manufacturer of at least some of its parts and, from there, trace the parts to whoever had animated the robot. In the absence of any other plan, a weak plan was the only choice.

In the morning, at the Ricky Samples Gym across the road, I was eyeing a hot leggy redhead who’d shown up for the first time that morning. My painful shoulder was getting in the way of every form of exercise, and as I was about to approach her in the lounge, I checked myself and turned. Possibly getting mixed up with a new woman wasn’t the order of the day. My personal rule was to take care of business before pleasure. Outside, the heat was rising, with the early fumes of a stinky day on the street and perhaps a fragrant, boozy one in the parks. I scouted the area around my building as I’d done earlier, but there was no one around attempting to do surveillance on the place. Around back, I fed my big orange alley cat, PJ, who had returned after a three-day prowl of the neighborhood. He was supposed to be my cat, but a lot of old ladies fed him.

Everything was fine. I had the robot wrapped in the car's backseat. In this neighborhood, you could carry a dead body a fair distance, and no one would report it. So I drove off, and in another part of the outskirts, went down an old industrial road, where I passed a noisy recycling plant with a big working robot in its yard. Those boys were simple and powered by software that used very little electricity. At the end of the road was Jae’s Custom Auto Repair. The weather-worn building was a long, rectangular, light-gray structure with a large sunshade roof over the front area. It sat in a packed dirt-and-gravel lot. It had a grassy rise behind it that rose to low bushes and tall ash trees. It was like a shawl of nature around a grease monkey’s paradise. The slightly askew sign gave the impression that the building had been put off kilter by a shift in the ground. I pulled into the lot, got out, and looked around. Across the road from Jae’s was a large junkyard blowing with visible dust, and it had real junkyard dogs and mutant bur plants that were probably the largest specimens on Earth.

A moment later, Jae’s adopted daughter, Mary, emerged and walked toward me across the lot. I hadn’t seen her for three years. That was at the funeral of Jae’s Korean wife, who had perished from cancer. Mary’s birth parents were a white woman and a native Canadian guy, a Chippewa. They'd been friends of Jae and had died in a car crash. Somehow, in three years, Mary had transformed from an awkward-looking 20-year-old nerdy type to the most beautiful woman on the planet. Her hair had been tinted copper, her figure in blue shorts and a tank top was perfect, as was her complexion. She had a perfectly symmetrical, feminine face with large eyes that created fashion-model beauty, though she appeared much more athletic than a fashion model. She wore white sandals and had elegant legs. It was almost like Jae was hiding a rare blue diamond among the auto junk and the mutant weeds.

Mary walked up and embraced me. She smelled wonderful and not like a grease monkey’s daughter. Then she broke away. “I haven’t seen you in years, Joe. Where have you been?” 

“I was here a couple of times, but you weren’t around. I’ve been to hell and back and some other places. Life got complicated. I got engaged, but it ended. It was mostly a period of work, on mostly screwy jobs from the usual perspective of what people call work these days.”

Mary’s voice was musical and had matured. “In this neighborhood, what most people call work is freeloading. You equaled me in getting engaged, and the engagement not working out. I guess you’re still the world’s weirdest investigator.”

“Actually, I’ve been more of a security consultant lately and doing security installations. The police state out there means people will pay big for privacy installations. The latest one is a doomsday bunker for some executives of a biotech firm here in the city. The sort of thing that will just sit there and likely never be used.”

“Uh-huh,” Mary said, her big eyes brightening. “Hasn’t it occurred to you that what those idiots are doing might be the reason they think they’ll need a bunker?”

“It did, but they’re heavily regulated. The CEO is paranoid. He should be the head of a girls’ school for the level of safety he wants. Believe it or not, they aren’t the sexiest biotech company out there. They make shampoos, cosmetics, and lotions, plus detergents and cleaning products.”

“Did you drop by for a visit, or is something wrong with your car? Like maybe everything from the look of it.”

“It’s what’s in it that I want Jae to look at, in private.”

“Okay, pull around back on the right there if it’s a private matter. That’s Jae’s area, separated off from the mechanics and the store.”

We got in the car and went around through a gate that auto-opened; inside it was Jae, some very expensive cars, including race cars, and a small furnished patio overlooking a tiny stream and nature area. Jae looked surprised to see me. He hadn’t aged a day and was still thick and muscular. After some small talk, he asked what the deal was.

“A humanoid robot. It tried to kill me. That’s him over there, sprawled in the back.”

“What?” Jae said. “I don’t believe it.”

Mary raised a cute eyebrow. “That thing tried to kill you?” 

I nodded.

“Fuck!” she exclaimed. “I told you, Dad. Those things are going to turn on us. They’re Terminators in the waiting.”

“Stop that swearing,” Jae said. He turned his deep brown eyes on me. “Let a girl work in an auto shop, and she learns to swear like a mechanic.”

“I’ll get it out of the car.”

Mary gave it a glance filled with disgust. “Not if that thing can still move, you won’t,” 

“It’s dead,” I said.

A couple of minutes later, we had the robot wheeled into a garage area, and Jae looked it over. I showed him the suit it had worn.”

“That’s a designer label, not cheap,” Mary said.

Jae rubbed his chin with his fingertips and speculated. “I’m not sure what this thing is. You sort of totaled its face and head. OK. Its skeleton is a strong hybrid metal, as is its basic skull.” He pressed and squeezed various areas and ripped part of the fleshy stuff from the chest. “No visible electronics, but there will be a chip in there somewhere. That black stuff you have in the bag, with some of it still in the skull, is a form of silicon. It is now developing a bad odor as it decays. It’s not a known type of robot. I’ve only repaired military models, mostly heavy lifters, not fancy humanoid stuff. You should know as well as I do that there is no robot like that.”

“So what in the hell is it?” Mary said. “An alien? An android?”

Jae frowned at her.

“The fleshy, rubbery stuff covering its entire skeleton molds into the look of a real human being. The only way I recognized it as a robot was the eyes. And even they would fool nearly everyone else.”

“Ah,” Jae said with sudden inspiration on his face. “The brain is silicon with nanotech in it we can’t see, or else the tech is somewhere in the chest. It must also have a tiny filament-based nervous system in the flesh, and it can mold it according to a body plan to resemble a human. Maybe just about any human of its body size and type. It also has a fake scalp and hair. There is no robot like that. It’s like what a robot from outer space would look like if aliens sent one to masquerade as a person.”

“The damn thing is a Terminator from the future,” Mary said.

“Technically, she’s right that it’s a killer, but no one has a reason to use a miracle robot to kill me that I know of. Maybe it’s like some illegal deep fake technology. I mean, humanoid robots are identifiable as robots, and the law doesn’t allow deep fake robots to impersonate people. Generally, robots aren’t that realistic and by law have features that clearly identify even the best of them as robots.”

“Those cases you investigate. Did you look into all the possibilities?”

“I did, Jae. My work docket is nearly empty. I can’t find a reason.”

Jae pried at one of the eyes, causing a sudden bright flash. He staggered back with the eye in his hand and dropped it. 

“Kill the fucking thing!” Mary yelled. “It's taking pictures of us and sending them to its masters.”

“Not likely,” Jae said. “It was just some residual energy. I doubt it broadcast anything. Just to keep you happy, I will pull its limbs apart and do a deep study of it. As you probably know, we can’t call the police because they will think we are involved.”

“You mean they’d think we’re in league with killer alien robots?” Mary said.

“Not aliens,” I replied, “but all too human criminals. The idea that aliens or people from the future sent it is more like on the far end of likelihood.”

Jae nodded. “The very far end of likelihood. There is a tiny AWS logo in part of the skull, and that is All World Robotics. They have a plant in the city, but aren’t a big player. They would not have any technology like this other than maybe the skeleton.”

“I’ll check them out.”

Mary turned to me. “Hold on. You go there asking questions, and it could have a sad ending. It’s like going to Terminator HQ and putting a target on your forehead.”

“No worries. I have another way.”

Jae’s forehead furrowed with skepticism. “I’m afraid to ask what that other way is.”
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​Chapter 2: The Factory
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We pulled off the road in an area overlooking the AWS factory. We were shrouded in darkness, under the swaying boughs of a willow tree. The factory area was lit, though not brightly. On the exterior, it was a large white oblong structure with blue trim and a curved roof of deep blue solar panels. There was a railing up there by the panels in the closest section in view. That was where I planned on entering by stealth. There was an obscure roll-up door painted blue with a huge letter 5 on it. The factory had some exterior surveillance but little interior surveillance, according to my research. 

I was sitting in the back of the car with Mary. “You sure you want to do this?” she said.

“It should be easy as pie. This is a nearly fully automated dark factory. Generally, humans and guards are only there on the day shift. It uses automation and specialized robots to produce robot parts, such as skeleton components and exoskeletons. Nearly all of these kinds of places have security gaps. I know, as my security consultant job is often sealing gaps.”

“Go over it again,” Jae said, looking fearfully at the factory. “It didn’t sound all that easy.”

“I go down, and you watch from here. Once I cut the fence, Mary uses my jammer to shut off the network connections of those two rear cameras and that one on the roof. I go up and go in. As I do the search, Mary processes the camera feed and uploads it to my secure location. Same if I get any files. Thus, we have no data on us. If something bad happens, I will unlock the back entry gate and roll door 5 using a signal to my SmartRoll device there on the dash. You race down and grab me there, and we speed off.”

“I got it,” Mary said.

Jae was doing some worried muttering, so I got out of the car, knowing that ending the conversation and direct action meant no turning back. The wind sighed in the willow tree; I had a light pack and made my way down through dense foliage, pulling some cutters to clip out the links. An untrimmed portion was on the other side. It was a small field of long grass and blue wildflowers. From it, I quickly dashed over to a darker section and climbed onto an exterior pipe. The special gloves I had made it easy. On the roof, I followed the railing, and of course, the entry to the factory was locked. It was an electronic lock, and I used my tool to make it click open from the inside.

It truly was darkness, but not complete. The small upper area had a camera I’d missed, so I had to hope that my mask and quick passing would prevent me from being noticed. Often, no one was watching these types of cameras live. I quickly climbed down a ladder with yellow rungs and found myself overlooking a large factory floor. Production was ongoing but not that noisy, like there was some form of sound muffling. Fixed assembly robots were assembling parts, and I watched them work in a very faint bluish light; it was hard to tell exactly what each one did. A large one suddenly popped out of the floor; there was a loud bang as it riveted a large metal part. These were not humanoid but whatever odd form it took to do the job. They appeared to be assembling more than robot parts.

The feeling was that it might be a dead end, but I spotted a distant elevator and decided to see how many floors there were. There was a manager’s upper observation booth overlooking the factory floor by the elevator, but no one was in it. I moved along the upper catwalk and reached it, then suddenly halted. I saw something below, an ugly robot dog. It hadn’t spotted me, and it went across the factory floor and through a distant metal door that auto-opened. Possibly, it just patrolled with a camera scan in case of any large malfunction to report. The easiest way to confuse robot dogs was with special smoke. I had suspected that one or more of them might be present and had smoke bombs in my pack.

At the elevator, I called it up and got inside, seeing that there were four stops. I was at the top; main would be the huge factory floor with connected offices; below that was parking, but what interested me was Q3 on the last button. What was Q3?

I hit Q3; the elevator creaked as it slowly descended. It scraped open. I stepped out in pitch darkness. I had not triggered any alarms or alerts. I pulled my StealthbeamL1 flashlight out. Its feature was that it could illuminate a large room with faint light without revealing my position. What I saw wasn't just spooky but outright creepy. I was in a large area of body bags hanging on hooks. The nearest one I unzipped, finding one of the humanoid blanks coated with the rubbery, unformed flesh. I opened its eyelid. The eye was dead. I felt revulsion, but that was better than the shock finding it alive would cause. These were certainly not licensed models of any robot but a criminal production. 

At the end of this area, I found cocoons about the same size as a sarcophagus. There were four of them, two of one type, and two of another. I sent a signal beep to Mary to be sure she was getting this on camera. She beeped back.

The cocoons were highly technological with external cables, and I spotted a control area for them off to the left. No one was in it, so I went over and found it locked. The lock was mechanical, high-end; I could not pick it, so I used my freeze tool and then shattered
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