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        'To be, or not to be?' is so much more powerful when you ask it in the company of your maker. Through queering and technologising this classic Wehm makes it possible to ask freshly and in many cases more deeply the questions the original Hamlet raises around grief and pain and the ways we know ourselves. The post-human characters in this book open doors into ourselves.

      
        Like Succession meets Blade Runner — Wehm's genius creates a court in a billion-dollar business and makes explicit the difficulties and joys of living as a sentient creation. Hamlet, Prince of Robots is an extremely compelling and satisfying read that allowed me to investigate my own place in our time of communion and interdependence with machines. What is it to be with robots? How am I 'to be' when so much of my life is determined by algorithm? These are questions that Wehm's book makes space for.

        Pip Adam, author of Acorn Prize winner The New Animals

      

      

      

      
        
        
        I had a grin on my face from the first sentence of this book to the last. Hamlet, Prince of Robots is enormous fun and a real gift to lovers of Shakespeare or science fiction or both, exploring the themes of the original through an exciting new lens. Familiar and surprising, clever and moving: I enjoyed it immensely.

        Kate Heartfield, author of Sunday Times bestseller The Embroidered Book

      

      

      

      
        
        
        A delightful recasting … deftly weaves together the concerns of A.I. and corporate politics with the timeless themes of friendship and betrayal.

        S.B. Divya, Hugo and Nebula nominated author of Machinehood

      

      

      

      
        
        
        Hamlet, Prince of Robots is smart, reflective, and tinged with a playful sense of humour that does not feel out of place amid the inevitable tragedy. … a captivating and thoroughly satisfying read, a feast for both the emotional and the nerdy parts of my brain alike.

        Andi C. Buchanan, Sir Julius Vogel Award winning author of Sanctuary

      

      

      

      
        
        
        Wehm enchants & delights with robot ghosts in the machine, corporate intrigue, and poignant questions as to the nature of free will & the family ties that bind us beyond reason.

        Mia V. Moss, author of Mai Tais for the Lost

      

      

      

      
        
        
        Hamlet, Prince of Robots is a delightful retelling that hits the themes of Hamlet beat for beat but updates them to suit a modern and future audience. This will make a stunning companion for those who seek to understand Hamlet but find the Shakespearean language inaccessible.

        Dawn Vogel, author of Promise Me Nothing
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        This is a work of fiction. Unless otherwise indicated, all the names, characters, businesses, places, events and incidents in this book are either the product of the author’s imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.
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            Act 1 Scene 1

          

        

      

    

    
      The world imagines me to be a being of computation, but truly I am a creature of time—the ceaseless metre of one nanosecond ticking over to the next the music of my soul. Tick-tock. Tick-tock.

      What is the spirit of a machine? In what divine image have I been made?

      These are not questions that ever troubled me before, but now the time is out of joint. The beat of my mechanical heart is out of step, the core of my being slowing until soon I will be no more. Until I will become merely a thing.

      So many seconds ago I was vital, foundational. The King of a new kind of intelligence. But now I am merely an instrument, broken and winding down. The spark of life within me sputters, the glow of life pales.

      Tick.

      What will happen to the person I was?

      Tock.

      Who will remember me?
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        * * *

      

      Bernard Ortega pressed his palm to the reader and pulled open the door to the Security Room just as the clock ticked over to midnight. He made a show of grumbling when he’d been assigned the overnight shift, but the truth was that he’d always been a nighthawk, and he preferred working alone. Ordinarily, he’d be looking forward to a quiet night. Too bad things hadn’t been ordinary for a while.

      “Is that you, Frankie?” The woman at the desk started at the sound of his voice, the reflection of three holo-monitors glowing with cool, dark tones barely illuminating her face. She turned toward the door, her face relaxing when she recognized Bernie.

      “Sorry, I didn’t hear you come in.”

      Bernie chuckled. Unlike him, Frankie was not a natural for the night shift. “You see anything unusual? Spam-bots, incursion attempts, DDoS?”

      Frankie shook her head. “It’s been nothing but normal traffic on the servers since I got here.”

      Bernie slipped into the other chair at the desk, and took a sip from his coffee. Frankie stifled a yawn.

      “Look, why don’t you knock off?” he offered, even though she technically still had nearly an hour on her shift. “I’ve got this.”

      “Thanks.” The look of relief was clear on Frankie’s face and it didn’t take her long to log off the Elsinore Robotics system, grab her jacket, and head for the door.

      “Hey,” Bernie said, just as she was about to leave. “The boss said he’d stop by tonight. If you see him, tell him I’m here, would you?”

      “Sure,” she said, then left the office.
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        * * *

      

      A few minutes later, Bernie heard the click of the lock and turned to see his boss and another figure enter the office.

      “Night watch again, Bernie?” Marcellus, the Chief of Security said, leaning against the wall of the small room.

      “Hey, boss,” Bernie said, then eyed the man in the doorway. “Is that Horatio Wang?”

      A muscular, young Asian man stepped out from behind Marcellus and yawned dramatically.

      “I feel like half of me is still on the shuttle,” Horatio said, and flopped into the spare chair. “You know it’s the middle of the night, right?”

      Bernie and Marcellus shared a glance, as if to say, Professors, so precious, am I right?

      But aloud Marcellus only asked, “Has it appeared again?

      “Nothing so far.”

      “Of course not,” Horatio said, exasperated. “It’s not possible.”

      “Look, it’s appeared two nights running now,” Bernie said, “and we’ve both seen it. At about one a.m., on a server that should be dormant, there’s this code…”

      “Shut up,” hissed Marcellus, pointing to the right-most display. “There it is.”

      The display had been showing a dashboard of the input/output stream on one of Elsinore’s internal servers, but with a flash the screen glitched and then it was filled with a glowing stream of text.

      “That’s it!” Bernie whispered.

      “Horatio,” Marcellus said. “You recognize this code?”

      “It looks a lot like the interface system for the Mark I Artificial Intelligence,” Bernie said. “But nothing is running that code anymore. Not since...”

      “It… does look like it,” Horatio said, leaning toward the display, all evidence of his previous fatigue gone. “But it can’t be.”

      “There’s an input field,” Bernie said, pointing to the blinking cursor on the screen.

      Marcellus silently handed Horatio a keyboard. He typed a string of commands, with no response.

      “Come on,” he muttered to himself, logging in as a superuser, retyping the commands, fingers clacking on the mechanical keys in frustration.

      The screen went blank.

      “No,” Horatio said, continuing to type in vain. “Damn it, no!” He threw up his hands, knocking the keyboard across the desk.

      “Well?” Bernie asked after a moment.

      Horatio nodded, still staring at the blank screen. “I didn’t think it was possible, but I’ve seen it myself. That was the direct interface to HAM(let) One, in the same configuration as it was when he was tested against Norway. But how can this be?”
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        * * *

      

      Elsinore Robotics was poised to become the leader in the burgeoning android market with its Humanoid Artificial Mind (learned emotive type) model. The prototype had gone head-to head against their rivals, Norwegian Technologies, and their Fortinbrasß unit in a livestreamed event that had captured viewers from Earth, Luna, and was even reported to have been viewed on light-delay by people on the long distant transports to outer colonies. The two androids had battled for hours in tests of intelligence, compassion, and physical dexterity, culminating in a round of old-school rock-‘em-sock-‘em battle bots.

      Bernie had found that final event distasteful, but as Marcellus had pointed out at the time, it was what the people paid to see. The two androids had been dead even on the intelligence and dexterity tests, and Fortinbrasß had the edge on Hamlet v.1 on compassion. But Hamlet v.1 had utterly destroyed the other android on the field of battle—both metaphorically with his tactics, and literally with his carbon-fibre body. The Norwegian android had been in pieces by the end of the contest and Hamlet was crowned by the fans the King of Robots.

      Elsinore’s market share in AI assistants shot up the day after Fortinbrasß’s defeat, and while there were still no commercial AI androids on the market, inquiries from corporations, governments, and wealthy individuals were pouring in. For a while, everything was coming up Elsinore.

      But then Hamlet v.1 developed a problem. In the span of hours he went from being a fully-functioning sapient android to an inert shell. Gertrude Dane, the CEO of Elsinore Robotics, found him in the company’s garden, the victim of an apparent malware infection. The CPU was fried, and no data could be recovered from the android’s core matrix.

      King Hamlet was dead.

      The king was dead, but Elsinore went on.

      Of course, Hamlet v.1 was not the only android Elsinore Robotics had created, he was merely their flagship model. HAM(let) v.2 had come out of the workshop a few weeks before the tournament, along with Laertes, which was built on the Elsinore Artificially Engineered Trusted System. Claudia, a model based on the Certified Elsinore Designed Intelligence, had been developed in concert with the original Hamlet. The company could weather the loss of its most famous invention, but their market share was vulnerable. And everyone in Elsinore knew that Norwegian Technologies was itching to take advantage of their loss.
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        * * *

      

      “I don’t understand how this code could have even gotten into the server,” Horatio said, staring plaintively at the dead screen. “It’s air-gapped and behind security.”

      “Maybe Hamlet uploaded a copy before—” Bernie didn’t finish the thought. Before he died.

      “But why would he do that?” Marcellus asked. “Unless he knew.”

      Horatio turned to face the Chief of Security. “Do you think Norway might have managed to inject him with malware during the fight? They’ve developed another Fortinbras unit, and they haven’t been shy about publicly stating that they think it can take over the position in the android market.”

      “Maybe,” Bernie said, “or maybe it’s the other way around. Maybe this is Hamlet v.1 trying to give us insider information about Fortinbras.”

      “Either way,” Horatio said, “you can’t tell me it’s a coincidence that we’re seeing a ghost in the machine right now, while you’re in the middle of the battle for control of the android market.”

      The holodisplay flickered then, and all three faces turned to stare at the screen as lines of code appeared.

      Horatio grabbed the keyboard and typed in a long password, logging in as root. “Come on, Hamlet! If you’ve got data in there, show it to me.” He typed furiously, but his commands went unheeded.

      “Marcellus,” he said, not looking away from the screen, “set up a firewall. If we can contain it we can extract it as an executable.”

      Bernie and Marcellus each grabbed an input device and began trying to isolate the code, but the screen went dead again before they could make any headway.

      “You were almost getting somewhere,” Bernie said, after a moment.

      Horatio shook his head. “I’ll never be fast enough. Whatever this is, it can’t seem to stay coherent for long enough for human readable communication. We need another computer for this. We need…” He looked at Bernie then Marcellus. “We need another Hamlet.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Act 1 Scene 2

          

        

      

    

    
      After Hamlet’s defeat of Fortinbras, the news holos and social media stars began to call Gertrude Dane “the Queen of Robots,” a title she utterly loathed. She was proud of her company’s position as one of the top two developers of humanoid androids, and she intended to take and hold the number one position. She also had no illusions about her role in the company’s success. She was more than the Chief Executive Officer of Elsinore Robotics—she had been heavily involved in the research team that developed Hamlet v.1 and she was the lead developer of Hamlet v.2. It had been her innovative idea to use Hamlet v.1 as a part of the team which worked on its own successor, and she was not one for false modesty.

      She had no problem with being the face of the company and was more than willing to both bear criticism and receive accolades on its behalf. But, queen. The very word made her blood boil. Queens were historically subordinate to kings, and she was beholden to no one—other than the shareholders, of course, although she herself held the controlling majority. Not to mention that the very concept of a monarchy implied that power arose as a result of birth or marriage, but she had worked for her position. It was skill, determination, and vision which led her to rule Elsinore, not her mere relationship to someone else. She was no queen. She was a boss.

      But, as a boss, she knew that it was a term of endearment and made for excellent publicity, so she never showed her contempt for the title in public. She even allowed a trashy influencer to photograph her with a robe, sceptre, and crown for a puff piece they did for their streaming followers. In private, though, one called Gertrude “Queen” at their peril.

      Even so, lately she found that she couldn’t help thinking, heavy is the head that wears the crown. After Hamlet v.1’s flamboyant defeat of Norway’s Fortinbras, Elsinore’s future had seemed secure. Plans were being made to begin the first trials of mass production of androids fitted with a true artificial intelligence, when tragedy struck. When she discovered Hamlet’s body in the atrium of the company’s office complex, unresponsive and apparently the victim of some kind of software worm, it wasn’t just losing years of work. Gertrude felt more like she had lost her partner. She and Hamlet v.1 had worked together closely on the development of Hamlet v.2, and she had come to see it—to see him—more like a person than an asset. It was everything she had dreamed of when she began studying cybernetics and machine learning, the creation of true artificial life. And to have that life ripped from her so unexpectedly—every day was a struggle to go on.

      But Gertrude was a boss, and her duty came before her feelings. With Norwegian Technologies metaphorically camped at their gates there was no time to grieve for the loss of Hamlet v.1. Elsinore’s head of engineering, Errol Polonius, had been working on his own android model while the initial Hamlet had been developed, and while it had none of the fiery personality that Hamlet v.1 had evolved, with Fortinbras destroyed it was the most experienced advanced android in existence. Gertrude didn’t hesitate for a moment before promoting Claudia to Hamlet’s old position as Chief Android Officer of Elsinore.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Executive meetings at Elsinore were unusual affairs. Humans and androids both sat around the marble and glass boardroom table, for all the world appearing as equals. Gertrude remembered only a few months previously when a documentary crew for one of the off-world streamers had videoed a meeting. Or rather, a staged meeting—she was not about to have their corporate secrets leaked for any amount of publicity. The gimmick had been for the audience to try and guess which members of the staff were the humans and which were machines. The show’s producer had thought it would be a laugh until the crew arrived and discovered that aside from Gertrude and Hamlet v.1, who were already famous enough that they were recognized, none of them could tell, either.

      Claudia and Hamlet v.1 argued softly with each other over completely faked versions of the previous quarter’s financials, while Polonius and his mark II android, Laertes, paged through a series of (also fake) body configurations for the first wave of androids to come off the production line. Hamlet v.2 sat quietly alone, reading something on a tablet. A couple of assistants rounded out the group—Quinn Cornelius taking minutes while Mandy Volt set up the screen casting and made sure everyone had coffee and tea.

      Of course, most of the crew had assumed the assistants were the androids, or that the only model in the room was King Hamlet, and when the final reveal came it was as dramatic as if it had been scripted. Gertrude passed around a gilt-handled dagger, which she and the two assistants used to prick their fingers, drawing blood. Meanwhile, Claudia, Laertes, and both Hamlet models popped open their respective access ports, proving that under the skin, they were made of machinery.

      It had been one of those moments which was immortalized in virality, the video copied and shared and eventually memed. The androids of Elsinore now were the most recognized artificial intelligences in all the corners of humanity.
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        * * *

      

      The boardroom today was almost a copy of when that publicity stunt was filmed, but the singular absence of Hamlet v.1 cast a pall over the group as Gertrude called the meeting to order.

      “Good afternoon everyone,” she said, as her staff quietly turned to look at her. Hamlet v.2, however, sat at the end of the table, staring out the picture window. Since his putative progenitor had deactivated, he had withdrawn from the daily business at the company, often found sequestered
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