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I turned seventeen on a Tuesday, and my father asked me what I wanted.

I didn't have to think long. My best friend Auriella had been insufferable all week about her new robot assistant — casually mentioning it in every conversation, letting it trail behind her in the school corridor like a very expensive accessory. So when my dad looked up from his workshop, goggles still pushed to his forehead, grease on his knuckles, and asked me what would make me happy, the answer came easily.

"A robot," I said. "My own."

He didn't flinch. He never did.

I pulled up the catalog on my wrist display and showed him the newest model — the N-bot 1357 GRX, the one that had been trending since New Year's 2222. It came in a cat form with interchangeable color panels and a tiered feature set. I wanted the pink one. Basic package. Nothing like my father's own robot, which had thousands of integrated systems and could probably run a small government if asked. Mine would simply help me cook and keep my room clean while I was at the academy. That was enough. That was perfect.

So that afternoon, we went to the Gigamarket.

It was the jewel of our city — officially dubbed the largest commercial complex in the known universe, Moon and Mars colonies included, a title displayed in glowing letters above every entrance. We rode the helitram to the 212th floor of the main tower and stepped into a vast, transparent electronics store where the products floated in mid-air behind glass panels and the light had that particular blue-white quality that made everything look expensive.

A young woman stood near the entrance, dressed in a crisp yellow uniform with a white headset and a mini tablet balanced in one palm. She had the practiced stillness of someone who had greeted ten thousand customers and had learned to conserve energy between interactions.

"Do you carry the N-bot 1357 GRX?" I asked.

She glanced at me, then shifted her gaze to my father. "For your daughter, I assume?"

Her voice was so flat and measured that for a brief moment I genuinely wondered whether she was one of the products.

"That's right," my father said, lighting up the way he always did when the subject of me came up. He clapped me on the back with one broad hand. "She's seventeen today."

The woman's expression shifted — not gradually, but all at once, like a screen switching inputs.

"Wait." She leaned forward. "You're — you're the professor who designed the mega-robot for the capital." Her voice had completely transformed. "I knew your face looked familiar. I'm such a huge fan." She was already moving. "Right this way, please."

She led us through a corridor and into a back room where dozens of mini-robots stood in neat rows, sorted by model and color, their surfaces catching the light like a jewelry display. I spotted mine immediately — pink, compact, ears slightly tilted — and I grabbed my father's sleeve and pointed.

"Dad. There."

"Could I possibly get a photo?" the woman cut in, tablet already raised.

My father laughed, the slightly uncomfortable laugh he used whenever fame surprised him in public. "Of course."

The shutter clicked before he'd finished the sentence.

"Thank you so much, Professor! I'm studying robotic engineering at Universe University — because of you, actually. My name is —"

"Dad," I said, "are we done?"
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[image: ]


I NAMED HER ROSE.

She was small and pink and spoke in a measured, unhurried tone that I found oddly calming. For her first assignment, I gave her something simple: clean my room while I thought about what came next.

"Consider it done," she said, and walked away down the hall. My father had pre-loaded the house blueprint into her memory, so she navigated without hesitation.

I sank into the sofa in the family room, staring at the ceiling. My father emerged from his workshop a few minutes later, still wearing his thinking expression — that particular arrangement of his features that meant he'd just solved something and was deciding whether to be proud of himself about it.

"Where's the new robot?" he asked.

"Off cleaning my room."

He grinned and dropped onto the cushion beside me, reaching for the remote and flipping immediately to the news, his one non-negotiable ritual. "Entirely predictable," he said. "Entirely you."

We sat in comfortable silence for a moment. Then I asked, casually, the way you ask things when you already know the answer might be complicated:

"Dad, do you think I could visit Cousin Adam in New Jamaica sometime?"

Boom.

The sound came from the direction of my bedroom — dense and percussive and wrong.

My father was on his feet before I could speak.

"What on earth —" He went pale. "I uploaded the wrong blueprint."
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THE ROBOT CAME WITH a warranty, but my father was constitutionally incapable of sending anything back to a manufacturer. He spent several hours in his workshop with Rose disassembled on his workbench, and I watched two full episodes of Neo Imperial Palace 2100 on the hologram TV before he finally emerged.

"Come look," he called, with the self-satisfied energy of a man who had genuinely impressed himself. "I think you're going to like this."

I crossed the room and stopped in front of Rose, who looked, to my eye, exactly the same as before. Same pink panels. Same slightly tilted ears. My father's talents were many and various; aesthetic design was not among them.

"She looks identical," I said.

"I'm not talking about the outside." He waved this off. "I upgraded her emergency response system. The kind of architecture you'd only find in top-tier military units. Mine, specifically."

I looked at him. "Why would I need a military-grade emergency system in a cat robot?"

"Have you been watching the news? Crime rates are climbing. I want you protected when I'm not home."

"Dad —"

"It's late," he said cheerfully. "Time for bed."
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"DAD? I'M BACK. WHY didn't you meet me at the dock? I had to fly the whole fifty kilometers solo —"

I stopped at the threshold.

Something was wrong. The smell reached me first — copper and heat, and something underneath that I didn't have a word for yet but that my body recognized before my mind did.

"Dad?"

I followed the trail to his workshop.

He was on the floor. Still. One hand curled around a laser pistol he hadn't managed to fire in time, or hadn't fired quickly enough. Someone had been faster.

I don't remember exactly what sounds I made. I remember the moment I remembered.

"Rose." My voice cracked. "Rose, where are you? Call emergency services — now —"

"Coming."

She emerged from beneath the workbench — small and pink and somehow completely still, as though she had been waiting.

"Rose," I said, not understanding, "why are you in here? I left you in my room days ago."

"I have a message for you," she said. "From the Professor. Do you authorize playback?"

"Yes. Yes — play it."

The hologram materialized above her: my father, smaller than I remembered, barricading himself against his own workshop door. Something heavy was hitting it from the other side.

"Rose, record this for my daughter." His voice was controlled, deliberate, the voice he used in lecture halls when he wanted people to remember what he was saying. "Sweetheart — when you see this, fly directly to the nearest police station. Tell them you have the blueprint they're looking for, and that it's inside Rose. Use my name. They'll listen. Take Rose with you — she'll protect you. I built her to. Don't wait. Go now. They're already —"

He turned back to the door.

"Rose — hide. Don't reveal yourself to anyone but my daughter."

"Yes, Professor."

Bang.

The recording ended.

"I'm sorry," Rose said, in a voice that was somehow more subdued than her usual register, as though she understood the weight of what she carried. "That was the final frame. I had to conceal myself immediately after." A brief pause. "I will protect you. The way he wanted. But you need to move now — they're coming back."
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SEVERAL YEARS PASSED. The kind of years that don't simply age you but restructure you — that take what you were and rearrange it into something harder and quieter and more careful.

Now I stood at the edge of Constantinica and let it settle over me.

The city was extraordinary. Ultra-modern towers rose in clusters, their surfaces alive with light, while above them helicars traced glittering arcs through the upper atmosphere. In the distance, behind the skyline, a dark castle dominated the ridge — ancient and deliberate against all that glass and steel, as though it had decided long ago that it would still be standing when everything else fell.

And beyond the city's outer perimeter, visible through gaps between the towers, something older still: dragons and dinosaurs, real ones, bred in government facilities on the capital's outskirts and permitted to roam the designated wildlands. I watched one, enormous and unhurried, pass across a pale sky.

"Constantinica," I said quietly.
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HERE IS THE BACKGROUND you need.

In 2100, the world ended in the way people had always feared: nuclear war, cascading and total. What survived rebuilt itself as the Neo Empire — a single global imperial government that absorbed most of what had been Europe, the Americas, and Asia. The old city of Istanbul was chosen as the capital and renamed Constantinica, for what it had once been called centuries before.

The first emperor came from equatorial heritage, Arabian-African lineage, the last head of state left standing with both legitimacy and an army. The succession rule was simple and inflexible: heirs must be blood-related males. He died and his son ruled after him, and so on.

In 2215, a catastrophe struck — a seismic event of a magnitude the modern world had never recorded, centered directly beneath Constantinica. Emperor Abraham Ali died in the rescue efforts. His wife, the Empress Regent Nadia Mikhailova — tall, porcelain-pale, with blue eyes that could have been carved from something cold and permanent — assumed the regency. Their only son, Prince Adam, was ten years old at the time.

I had seen them both on the hologram news. Lady Nadia, composed in a way that went beyond composure into something almost geological. Young Adam beside her, dark-haired and dark-eyed like his father, but with his mother's face, her straight hair, her fair complexion — a strange and precise combination of two entirely different inheritances.

My father had visited Constantinica once, called in to service the mega-robot he had helped
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