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Foreword

I wrote this story for the National Novel Writing Month of 2011, 
where the challenge was to write a novel of at least 50,000 words in 30 
days. It's a challenge I would never have thought I was capable of; while 
I've written stories of considerable length before, never did any of them 
last that long before either finishing or I grew unsatisfied with them, and 
they have never been on that consistent a basis, with me often writing 

for long bursts every week or two for a couple of months until I finished a 
chapter.

But not only was it simply being able to write a story this long, this 
quickly, especially in a busy month such as November. The main reason I 
generally find myself taking a long time to write stories is due to the level 
of attachment to the idea I develop, which prevents me from wanting to 
accept any form of "good enough". I knew if I participated in NaNoWriMo, 
it would mean having to write without caring as much as I normally do 
about just how good it is, as if I hesitated on anything, it would mean 

time lost that I could not afford.

However, because I do have such a deep caring for ideas I already 
have, even if I haven't begun writing them down, I couldn't simply 

choose one of my various stories I had cooking in my mind and write 
them in the style that the event demands. Thankfully, however, I did 

manage to come up an idea of sorts, roughly 20 minutes before midnight 
of the 1st. I had long enough to think of a plot, without feeling attached 

in any way that would keep me from writing, no matter what.

Now, one month later, I look back, creatively and physically 
exhausted, and generally not pleased with myself and the story I've 

written. I think that might be inevitable after the time spent writing it, 
but I personally can't see the good in the story, and would much rather 
list off all the areas where I feel it falls short that I should have simply 



done better at. I only just managed to reach 50,000 words, and though 
the story isn't finished, I highly doubt I'll come back to this to finish it up, 

now that I'm not bound by a deadline.

Nevertheless, I'm at least glad that I, even if only barely, passed 
the threshold. And even though I think it's awful, I hope someone out 

there has at least some enjoyment reading this story of mine. I 
preemptively thank you for reading even the smallest amount of this 

story. It means a great deal to me.

And with that out of the way, on with the story!

Regards,

≈Roy Fortitude, December 1st, 2011

Prologue

•

"Look, I'm telling you, it's just not possible," came the tired reply 
from a man who clearly didn't want to be in his current conversation 
anymore. "They need us; always have and they always will. Besides," he 
said, taking his chin from the resting place upon his open palm to remove 
his glasses and wipe the sweat from his brow, "you can't manufacture a 
soul."

The man sitting on the opposite side of the table in their stuffy 
break room leaned back in his seat, feeling and hearing it groan from the 
stress. "Again," he said, his voice ringing with boredom more than 
exhaustion, "the realms of possible and impossible are always, always, 
always shifting, every single day. How many times do I have to bring up 
the fact that artificial intelligence on the level it exists at today used to be 
impossible? There can't be a hard limit to what we can achieve; and 



who's to say this isn't the next step?"

"Everyone else in existence besides you," the bespectacled man 
retorted flatly. "Honestly, you keep this up and one day, it won't matter 
how brilliant or revolutionary you are with anything you do; you'll be 
thrown out with all the scraps and forgotten just as easily."

"Not likely," the second man replied confidently. Or was it 
smugly…? "Interns and assistants and colleagues and suits come and go, 
but Jamison ain't going anywhere." A short silence fell as he went for a 
drink of his water, filled with almost more ice than water. All either could 
hear between them was the gentle hum of the engines, far below.

At last, Jamison put down his beverage. "Just wait, Stevie-boy: I'll 
give the robots true life."

"You two still talking about this?" A new voice, from the recently-
opened door leading out of the break room, floated through. Five men 
filtered through the narrow doorway and took up seats around the small 
room. The first in, the speaker, carried a brown paper bag with him.

'Stevie-boy' looked over his shoulder. "About time," he said, 
smiling.

"You two should've come with," the speaker said, walking over to a 
counter.

"Nope; always work to be done," Jamison said, standing and 
walking over to the counter as well. The speaker snorted.

"Which explains why you're in the break room, I suppose." He 



looked over at 'Stevie-boy'. "So what's your reason for staying behind, 
Steve?"

Steve turned his wheelchair around and manoeuvred it over to the 
counter. "Because, genius, someone decided to not hold the doors; and 
I didn't particularly feel like playing catch-up. Gimme," he said, reaching 
his hands up to the paper bag, unable to reach the top of it. The 'genius' 
reached into the bag and pulled out a few white containers.

"Yeah, yeah, I gotcha your food," he said, passing them to Steve, 
who immediately raced back to his table and tore into them. 'Genius' 
turned his attention to Jamison. "Seriously though, Jamison, you need to 
get out of here once in awhile. Break room aside, it isn't healthy; I'm 
sure you can recognise that."

"Science isn't going to advance itself," Jamison muttered absently, 
grabbing containers of his own out of the bag. 'Genius' furrowed his 
eyebrows.

"Jamison…when was the last time you actually left the module?" 
he asked. Jamison mumbled something around a mouthful of food, not 
even bothering to take a seat as he wolfed it down.

"I might not have made the emphasis emphatic enough when I 
said it before," 'Genius' said, "so I'll say it again: Jamison, you need to 
get out of here and be away from your work. Even if only for an hour, 
you need to do something else. You hearing me?"

"Mmm-hmm," Jamison replied, swallowing the last of his mouthful. 
He collected his claimed containers up into his arms and started towards 
the door. "Well, thanks for bringing back lunch; gotta get back to it 
though. See you at dinner!"



"I-" began 'Genius', failing to get the rest out before Jamison left 
the room entirely. "Ugh," he sighed, snatching up the bag and slinking 
into the seat opposite Steve.

"Don't worry about him," Steve said. "He's fixated on that damn 
theory of his. He'll never listen to us."

"Yes, but he's always fixated on something and he's always 
ignoring everything else. It's gonna kill him one of these days."

"Either that or he's going to make a breakthrough," Steve mused. 
'Genius' picked up the glass of ice and water, now more water than ice.

"Really? Don't tell me you believe all that stuff he says now; that's 
your fastest ticket out of here."

"I'm not saying I believe anything," Steve said, as 'Genius' drank 
from the glass. "What I'm saying is that for the ninety percent of his time 
that he's always holed up in his office-lab, something inevitably would 
have to result from all of it, right?"

"Maybe," 'Genius' replied, placing the glass back down. "But he's 
been saying all the same general stuff since day one. He's not going to 
have too many years left to make a breakthrough of any kind; and 
there's not a single other person who's gonna carry forward his way of 
thinking, especially once he's out of here. If he wants to make an impact, 
he'd better at least make it happen soon."

Meanwhile, in the private confines of Jamison's quarters, the 
scientist-in-question's fingers blurred together as they hammered out 
text from his keyboard to his computer screen, only matched in speed by 



the whispers flying from his mouth. As each new line of code appeared on 
the screen, another fifty almost-immediately would push it off-screen.

And then, all of a sudden, he stopped. His fingers continued to 
twitch slightly, though they refrained from pressing any keys. He stared, 
wide-eyed, hardly believing what his eyes beheld.

"That's… That's it," he said quietly. "It's ready!" A small fit of 
giggles threatened to burst through; and, indeed, made through on their 
threats. "Hehehe, it's finally ready! Ahahahaha!" Despite his glee, he 
kept a hushed voice. Jamison pushed his chair back and flailed his arms 
around in excitement, practically squealing.

"Finally, haha!"

A few minutes later, the man composed himself, keeping his 
happiness confined to an ear-to-ear grin. He looked around his living 
space, thinking about the next step.

"Designs," he said to himself after a moment, running over to a 
second desk that contained paper. He immediately began sketching out a 
rough humanoid figure, making notes at various points of the drawing. 
The single detail that he gave attention to, however, sat on the left 
breast of the figure. An emblem of sorts. After finishing the emblem, he 
quickly rewrote it again at the top of the page, adding in the long form, 
titling the piece.

Σ7 | Sigma-7

Chapter 1



•

14 months later…

Far below the skyscrapers and high-flying homes of humanity, on a 
dingy street corner of the Old Manhattan Republic, two mechanised 
figures pushed their way in through the double doors of a bar. None of 
the other all-metal patrons looked up as the two immediately went to the 
bar, handed over a small, shiny metal token each, had a laser scanner 
examine their chest plates, and were handed a wooden mug each.

The two robots shuffled over to an empty booth and sat on opposite 
sides of the table. The first, a Delta-3 model "heavyweight helper", built 
like a football jock with an advertised five-hundred times the strength, 
lifted his mug above his open mouth, pouring the combination of grease, 
oil and other "maintenance fluids" down into his body to be processed by 
the internal mechanics.

As he did, the second robot, a Sigma-7 model "multirole manager" 
droid, with far more concealed mechanic components than the other 
robotic models prior, stared at his own mug. He swirled the contents 
around their container slowly, letting out a sigh.

The Delta-3 looked from the mug to the Sigma-7 droid, placing the 
now-empty mug down. "What's wrong, your joints lock up?" the Delta-3 
asked.

The Sigma-7 glanced up at his companion; his "drinking buddy", as 
the humans would say. "No," he responded, pulling the mug up and 
holding it above his mouth, not yet pouring the contents. "Just…thinking, 
I suppose." He glanced down, almost contemplative, before throwing the 
liquids into his throat passage.

"You think a lot, Sigma," the Delta-3 said, pausing to let a few 



slightly loud whirs and clicks proceed in his chest area. "And it's 
completely pointless. You don't need to think to do your job. You don't 
need to think to sit here and let your drink work its way through you."

The Sigma-7, having drained his own mug, sighed again. "Yeah, 
you're right… Still, I can't help but just… think."

"About what?" the Delta-3 asked, after a moment's pause.

"I don't know," the Sigma-7 responded, looking around. 
"Everything?"

The Delta-3 shook his head. "You're the strangest robot I've ever 
met, Sigma. Thinking's a waste of time; the human masters gotta think; 
we don't. Just take your medicine and wait for tomorrow."

Though he didn't agree, the Sigma-7 silently agreed; and the two 
let their drinks carry out the maintenance work needed after each day in 
silence.

An hour later, the Sigma-7 left the bar, shortly arriving at the 
storage unit; his "home", in a sense. A giant, corrugated metal crate, 
akin to the old shipping containers used to transport cargo across the 
oceans. Across the side, the metal was burnt cosmetically, to read "Σ7 | 
SIGMA-7 ST-001", just underneath the burnt-in logo of Nalicorp ("Caring 
about your tomorrow, today!") that appeared on the containers, the 
robots, and just about everything else that someone could buy. 

Filing in with various other Sigma-7 models, he slowly entered 
through one of the multiple scanners, letting it register his return to the 
unit; and immediately veered to the left, walking onto a large shelf of 
sorts, along which stood rows of compartments, large enough to hold one 



Sigma-7. He stood with his back facing the wall, arms by his sides, and let 
a series of metal restraints encircle his body, holding him in place.

From the wall, a few cords snaked their way out and into sockets 
on the Sigma-7's neck. With their attachment complete, a door with a 
semitransparent viewing window at head height began sliding closed.

"Sigma-7 model secure. Data backup initiated. Exiting work cycle. 
Entering low-power cycle," droned the computer. With that, the 
Sigma-7's eyes switched off, and he entered what the human masters 
would call "sleep mode", still thinking. About everything.

…

"Data backup complete."

…

"Exiting low-power cycle. Entering work cycle."

"Good morning."

The Sigma-7's eyes switched back on, as always, to see the door to 
his compartment sliding open. The cords in his neck withdrew back into 
the wall. The restraints removed themselves. He stepped forward and 
turned to the right, exiting through one of the scanners, which registered 
his departure along with the other nine hundred and ninety-nine 
Sigma-7 droids.



The Sigma-7 looked around at his fellow droids. They all looked so…
bored. He couldn't understand why; he felt great; his body was in full 
working order, the weather was exactly as good as had been predicted, 
which meant good working conditions, and when the sun shone like 
that… He just wanted to smile! On top of that, he felt something within 
him. Different than most other days. Something about the morning 
made him want to run, not walk to his position.

Leaning forward and letting his weight rest on the front of his feet, 
the Sigma-7 launched himself forward, running from the storage 
containers to the streets. He only caught stares of bewilderment from the 
various robots he passed, but even so, he found it hard to care. The 
feeling of freedom such a simple act gave him nearly overwhelmed him. 
He didn't want to stop. He wanted to keep going.

Through the streets.

Past the city.

Beyond the borders.

Around the world.

He couldn't get tired.

He could do it if he wanted to.

And he wanted to.



He really wanted to.

He approached the entrance to his workstation. If he went past 
here, he'd just keep on going.

Unfortunately, a large metal arm appeared out in front of him; and 
before he had the opportunity to react, the Sigma-7 found himself sliding 
a few feet across the ground on his back, coming to a stop just ahead of 
where his Delta-3 familiar had stopped him.

"Why were you running?" he asked, walking over to pull the 
Sigma-7 up.

"I just wanted to run. No real reason," the Sigma-7 replied. Most, if 
not all of the robots that had watched the spectacle returned to their own 
priorities.

"But why? The day shift won't start for another fifteen minutes. 
Running to get here and just wait is pointless."

"Well, yeah, but I just felt like running. I don't care if I have to wait 
here, I just wanted to run."

The Delta-3 gave him something of a calculating stare. "You 
weren't slowing down when you got here," he said.

The Sigma-7 stayed silent.



"…If you're getting defective-"

"I-"

"Look, just do what you're supposed to do. Follow directive and I 
won't report you. Just stop doing all this unnecessary stuff. If I wasn't 
here, you'd be scrap in just a few minutes."

"Okay, okay," said the Sigma-7, "I understand. Let's just stop 
talking about it and go inside. I just want to start working."

The Delta-3 sighed as they both walked into the workstation 
building; the ground floor of which consisted solely of a series of 
elevators. "It wouldn't matter if you wanted to or not; directive's 
directive," he said.

"Yeah," said the Sigma-7, a tone of resignation in his voice. The 
two entered an elevator and let themselves be lowered down, beneath 
the earth to the maintenance tunnels.

Chapter 2

•

The twelve scientists sat expectantly in the conference room, 
staring holes through the screen on the wall that displayed Jamison’s 
presentation. Jamison himself had left to retrieve his “example”, leaving 
the men to slowly bake as they bore witness to the title screen, reading 
“Inventing and Reinventing”.

*BANG* “Okay, okay,” Jamison declared, rushing through with a 



rolled-up piece of paper tucked under one arm and clutching a small box 
in his hands, “sorry for making you wait-”

“Not yet you’re not,” Steve stated flatly.

Jamison continued, unabated. “-but I’ll try to get this out of the 
way quickly. I’ve got several redesigns and improvements over the 
existing models and, possibly, a new model.”

Grumpy as everyone appeared, they all perked up a fraction at the 
mention of a new model. Jamison looked around for a second, then 
pressed a button on a small control, beginning the presentation.

The screen changed to show schematics of a robot with a small 
torso and midsection, but four, long arms sticking out.

“First up, some minor improvements to the Gammas,” Jamison 
said, advancing the presentation to show the details as he pointed them 
out. “Newer gears for faster joint speed, as well as the ability to rotate an 
entire three-sixty degrees, for softer minerals.”

Jamison paused. The other scientists remained relatively 
nonplussed. He waited another second, and cleared his throat quietly.

“Right then, moving on.” The next image showed schematics of a 
large humanoid robot. “Deltas are getting a complete interior makeover; 
output capacity is expected to improve by a factor of fifteen at least.”

As he cycled through more up-close images, his audience seemed a 
little more interested. One even took the energy to quietly murmur 
something to the man next to him. Jamison continued, now letting the 



screen display a short robot. At least five of them would have had to 
stand on each others’ shoulders to size up to the previous model shown.

“Newer alloys on the Kappas, but the AI is the big improvement 
here. Scanning and sorting rates should improve dramatically. And,” his 
tone took on one of disinterest, him cycling through a variety of images 
as fast as he felt he could get away with, “a bunch of new drones. 
Nobody cares, moving on.”

He placed the control on the table in front of him and reached for 
the rolled-up paper, unfurling it hurriedly. “Now, I haven’t gotten the 
design finalised at all, and it isn’t in the system, so you’ll just have to look 
at this.”

He finished unfurling the paper and held it up for everyone to crowd 
around. Designs of a robot, built very similarly to a human being.

“The Sigma-7s,” he proudly stated. “Physically, there’s more 
concealed parts; less individual joints, more like a metallic skin, and some 
internal upgrades to decrease the need for maintenance fluids; nothing 
drastically different. But the AI in this is the best I’ve ever done. It’s the 
closest to a human being than I’ve ever been able to get any machine 
before. With these,” at this point he jammed his finger against the paper 
to enhance his point, “stations can be entirely machine-operated.”

The rest of the group gave a quiet “aaahhh” of appreciation while 
Jamison stood back, a smile present on his face.

He knew they’d buy up the new model. Surrounded by other model 
improvements and focusing on the business applications made it 
impossible to not accept.



“So what’s in the box?” Jamison faintly registered that one of the 
scientists, Mark, had asked him a question. He reminded himself that the 
presentation had not ended yet and focused on the task at hand. While 
everyone else spread back out a fraction, Jamison opened the box and 
pulled out what appeared to be a small lump of metal. Upon closer 
inspection, however, it revealed itself as a miniaturised model of another 
robot.

“It’s just as an example, and I haven’t made any designs at all, 
but...” He took a small control from the box and, with a press of a button, 
activated the tiny model robot. A small flame burst from the underside of 
the model, propelling it into the air a short way.

“The Tau,” Jamison explained, “is going to be used in interstellar 
travel. Any new planet we encounter; we send a couple of units to scout 
the surface, determine if it’s safe and habitable for humans, and then 
combined with the agricultural units, terraform the land if necessary. And 
if it reports back with intelligent life, we can send a Mu and Nu down to 
act as first contact negotiators.”

“Quite impressive, Professor,” called a voice from the door. Despite 
the darkened conference room, the silhouette and voice gave the visitor’s 
identity away in a heartbeat. Everyone, sans Steve, stood and faced their 
CEO.

“Mr. Nalic!” Jamison said, immediately snatching his model out of 
the air and deactivating it. “Sir, what brings you here? Have you been 
here this whole time?” he asked, pushing his way past the rest of the 
group.

“Oh yes, I just thought I’d drop in and see how all of your research 
is going. And from the looks of things, I’d say it’s going very well.”



“Uh, thank you, Sir,” Jamison said, visibly getting flustered. “Uh, 
yes; we’re looking forward to our journey into the stars. I’ve got several 
ideas for models tiered towards space trave-”

“Yes, you’ve outdone yourself with your designs, Professor,” Nalic 
cut him off, walking towards the bunched-up group of scientists, “but 
may I ask, what of military strength? We have no idea what may truly be 
out there, beyond our galaxy. And we’ve got to know we aren’t 
potentially digging our own graves.”

Jamison stood silent, thinking fast for a response. “Uh, yes, of 
course! We... We have plenty of units -- the Deltas, Epsilons and the 
Lambdas -- that can be re-purposed for combat scenarios-”

“Oh, I’m sure that all of our current models could handle 
themselves in some way in a fight, Professor, but what we really need is 
a robot built specifically for battle. We can’t have a motley crew of metal 
men throwing sticks and stones at alien races, whose technology may 
well outshine our own.”

“Well, I suppose s-so...” Jamison said, only to get barrelled over by 
Nalic once more. The man pointed towards the closed fist that held the 
miniature robot.

“These Tau models will do well for first-recon on new territories; I 
suggest you add some firepower to them. If we send one out and it 
discovers a hostile life form, it will be able to eliminate straight away. I 
think that sounds like a fantastic idea; don't you?"

"Well I don-"



Almost immediately, the other scientists drowned him out in their 
resounding chorus of brown-nosing agreement. Jamison didn't blame any 
of them; unemployment incentivised people into doing crazy things. But 
if he couldn't convince Nalic to go back on this idea of his…

Nalic clapped his hands together. "Well then, I guess it's settled!" 
he said, a joyful, yet slightly-smug smile adorning his face. "I look forward 
to seeing the designs the next time I visit,  Professor." He looked around 
for a few seconds. "Well then, gentlemen, I'm sure you're all very busy; 
I'll let you get back to it."

A moment after the, in some ways, terrifying man left the room, 
Jamison's paralysed state ceased; and he pushed himself to run after 
Nalic, calling out after him. "S-sir?!"

Out in the hall, Nalic slowed his pace slightly, letting the flustered 
scientist catch up to him on his way out. "Sir," Jamison said, only slightly 
out-of-breath, "is there any way I can convince you to…reconsider 
pursuing this path? I mean, all of my creations have only been for 
peaceful purposes-"

"Of course," Nalic said, injecting what he probably felt was a 
fatherly tone into his voice, that only came across as condescending. 
"And you've done a magnificent job in aiding our growth, as both a 
company and a species. But times do have to change. This is our home 
planet; we've always been in control. The universe beyond is uncharted 
territory; and without a way to defend ourselves, we'd be as good as dead 
out there, wouldn't you agree?"

"Well…yes, I see your point. It's just that I've never created 
something specifically to kill; I really don't want to. I can accept having to 
use the robots to fight for us, but…being responsible for the deaths of 
others was not something I ever expected to have to do; and it definitely 
wasn't in the job description when I signed up."



Nalic made another overwhelmingly-condescending gesture, this 
time by way of chuckling softly at Jamison's statement and patting him 
on the shoulder like he was some child, and not the similarly-aged adult 
they both knew him to be. "Ah, Jamison, you need to realise this; all 
species survive by dominating. Throughout nature, it's always come down 
to a fight for survival; physical strength prevailing." The two arrived at 
the module entrance and its doors opened, waiting for a passenger. Nalic 
stopped before entering and turned to look at Jamison. "I know you 
might not be used to doing something like this, but it's an important step 
to ensure we can continue to prosper."

"I…"

"Now I know you're strong enough to do it; and none of us can do 
it without you. We all need to work together, right?"

"I, uh… Right…"

Nalic beamed, clearly pleased about his getting his way. "Perfect! 
Well then," he said, stepping through the doors, "I'll be back to see your 
progress shortly! It's good to have you on our side, Professor." And with a 
*shwp*, the doors slid shut, followed by another muffled indication of the 
second set of doors closing. Jamison barely registered the airlock warning, 
however, slumping against the nearest wall.

"Oh, god," he muttered to himself, "I'm doomed."

Chapter 3

•



Three hours later, the Sigma-7 found himself not even thinking; 
just like the Delta-3 had said the day before. The various tasks he dealt 
with would get completed without any real processes being spent, though 
he did find himself almost bored in amongst the deliberation of tasks 
between the various robots in his division.

He noted the approaching hour. He reached to press a button on 
the panel in front of him, before deciding against it. He quickly left the 
control room and began walking around the mining facility. Starting from 
a casual pace, he quickly broke into a swift power walk. Shortly, the 
Sigma-7 arrived at a larger expanse of the mine. Many four-armed robots 
stood at the walls — Gamma-12 "rapid repetition" units — with picks in 
each hand, rapidly breaking minerals away from the cave. A team of 
Delta units, mostly 2s and 3s, stood at-the-ready behind mine carts, 
being filled with the minerals as they fell from funnels that caught most 
of the chunks of wall.

The Sigma-7 approached another Sigma unit, a Sigma-5, that 
stood on a raised ledge.

"Progress report?" the Sigma-7 asked, eliciting a slightly surprised 
reaction from the Sigma-5.

"What are you doing here? Are communications down?" the 
Sigma-5 asked.

"No, nothing like that. Just give me an update."

The Sigma-5 nodded. "In this hour, eight hundred and twelve tons, 
one thousand and four carts. Total, two thousand and ninety-four tons, 
two thousand, seven hundred and one carts."



The Sigma-7 nodded, recording the details. "We need to move 
faster," he said.

"Understood," the Sigma-5 replied curtly. With that, the Sigma-7 
turned and returned to the tunnels, taking a different winding path. This 
time, his swift pace broke into a jog. He didn't pass any other robots, but 
still expected that any he would have passed would have stared at him, 
much the same as earlier in the morning.

He quickly arrived at the largest of all areas of the mines: the old 
caverns, all resources possible extracted from them, with only a large 
space, spanning for miles in multiple directions, remaining. Multiple 
gravity pillars lay in place, the bright-yellow energy surging from them 
keeping the cavern roof from collapsing and likely taking either several 
storage units or part of a skyscraper foundation with it.

Near a wall of the massive expanse, another Sigma-5 unit stood, 
directing several Delta-3s in the placement and setup of a new gravity 
pillar, while a hulking Epsilon-2 "control colossus" unit looked on. The 
Sigma-7 approached the operation.

"…Four meters East-South-East," the Sigma-5 called out to the 
Epsilon-2s, before turning to the Sigma-7. "…Yes?"

"Progress report," said the Sigma-7, his focus more on the 
Epsilon-2s moving the gravity pillar's base.

"Are comm-"

"No," the Sigma-7 cut off the Sigma-5 quickly. "Just…report."



"Okay… All grav-pillars still in full working order, though D-5, D-6 
and D-8 might be losing power," he said, pointing at pillars in the distance 
as he spoke. "I have a group of drones looking into it, but the area above 
them is clear, so a collapse won't destroy anything vital. This one," he 
pointed at the pillar base in the hands of the Epsilon-2s, "F-4, should be 
fully operational in the next ten minutes. After that, F-5 on the other 
side of the wall will go up; and we'll start taking down the wall."

The Sigma-7 looked at each of the areas pointed out to him, along 
with the roof of the cavern. "Good. We need the wall down by noon."

The Sigma-5 nodded. "I'll need some more units, but it's feasible."

"Done. Continue." And with that, the Sigma-7 jogged his way out 
of the enormous cavern. Said jog sped up to a run, a small smile 
spreading across the Sigma-7's face as he raced from tunnel to tunnel. 
He found himself really enjoying making physical stops instead of just 
sitting in his control room. There was an expression he had heard of, that 
the human masters once used. Something about pumping blood, but his 
memory banks were fried beyond twelve months ago; whatever he'd 
done before that was a mess of garbled information to him.

The next area was a lengthy downward slope, at the bottom of 
which lay a building-sized drill. Epsilon 1s and 2s stood around the device 
as a safeguard, while a Delta-2 unit operated the drill itself, under the 
instruction of yet another Sigma-5. The Sigma-7 walked up behind, 
ignoring the safety protocols that, in human retrospect, must have 
seemed pointless to assign to mechanical creations.

He picked up a small rock and threw it at the Sigma-5's head. Upon 
impact, the unit turned and, seeing the Sigma-7, ordered the Delta unit 
to stop drilling. The Sigma-5 jumped from the drill down to the Sigma-7's 
height.



"Progress report!" the Sigma-7 said, raising his speaker volume to 
compensate for the drill.

"Eighteen thousand feet remaining to new floor!" the Sigma-5 
"yelled" back. "Fifteen hundred cleared in the last hour!"

"Faster!" the Sigma-7 yelled, hoping he managed to make it sound 
more like a question than a demand.

The Sigma-5 shook his head. "Not possible this deep!"

The Sigma-7 looked to the drill; and at the wall it was tunnelling 
into. "Okay!" he yelled. "Keep going!" The Sigma-5 nodded his head and 
leapt from the ground back to the drill platform. The noise continued to 
increase, despite the Sigma-7 walking away from the area.

The Sigma-7 ran back through the tunnels, realising the downside 
to getting reports from each area personally in that he was running out 
of time before he'd need to give his report. He could manage to check one 
more area, then return to the control room and get the rest from there. 
And if that was the case, he wanted to see the Delta-3 he'd become so 
acquainted with. The human masters called other humans they were 
familiar with "friends". Did that apply to robots as well? The Sigma-7 
hoped so. The word sounded so nice.

"Friend."

At last, the Sigma-7 reached the section of the mines where the 
majority of the Delta units could be found. Filled carts from all other areas 
of the mine made a pass through this area; their contents dumped onto 
a vertical conveyor shaft running from the lowest point of the mine to 



the surface, at which a refinery waited, where Kappa units would process 
everything.

In addition to bringing the loads to the conveyor shaft, Delta units 
carved each new tunnel, handled any machinery; and even assisted in 
the operation of the conveyor shaft itself; three units on each level 
monitored the shaft carrying its carts up to the surface, hands poised to 
manually turn the gears in the (fairly frequent) need to either perform 
maintenance on the system, or increase productivity.

The Sigma-7 approached a Sigma-6 that stood near one of the cave 
walls, overseeing two Delta-3s in their tunnelling to the cavern across. He 
tapped the Sigma-6 on the shoulder.

"Progress report?"

The Sigma-6 nodded and gestured to the tunnelling Delta-3s. "Ten 
more minutes and this set of tunnels should be complete; that'll remove 
two minutes and forty-six seconds of walking around through the other 
tunnels. And," he turned to gesture at the shaft, "no complications to 
report; 0.43 carts per minute."

The Sigma-7 noticed one of the tunnelling Delta-3s glance back; 
and do a double-take. The Sigma-7 gave a small smile at that, as well as 
having not been asked why he chose to forgo the use of their 
communications system. "Good," he said, "but we need the Deltas to 
speed things up. The tunnelling's fine, but we need to get to at least 0.65 
carts a minute."

"Understood," said the Sigma-6. He immediately began walking 
over to a terminal. While he did, the Delta-3 approached the Sigma-7. 
The Sigma-7 looked at the hardware ID underneath the ∆3 on the 
Delta-3's breastplate — 38H10F — confirming it as his "friend".



"Hi!" the Sigma-7 said, giving a small wave. The Delta-3 frowned, 
coming to a stop in front of the Sigma-7. It almost seemed as if he was 
trying to make himself look larger than he was.

"What are you doing here, Sigma?" the Delta-3 asked. "There 
haven't been any reports of the communications being disabled for 
maintenance; you don't need to be here."

"But I want to do this," the Sigma-7 retorted. "Nothing in my 
directive is obstructed by me physically visiting a few parts of the mine. 
In fact, the only thing that is currently going to make me not able to give 
my report in time is you talking to me here." He paused, resisting his 
desire to smirk at the full second the Delta-3 took to respond.

"This is exactly the sort of thing I was talking about when we came 
in: you are doing these unnecessary things; and it just isn't natural! You 
exist to oversee mining operations and report to the human masters, not 
just run around the mine; and if a human master was aware of you 
doing everything you are, you'd be scrapped in a microsecond."

"I-"

"And even if you weren't, you'd never receive your maintenance 
token; and how long do you think you'd last doing what you want then?"

The Sigma-7 noticed the Delta-3's emphasis in that last sentence. 
"Why are you so opposed to me wanting to think, Delta?"

"Becau-" The Delta-3 started to reply, before both robots were 
internally notified of the hour. The Sigma-7 got slightly worried. The two 



robots looked at each other for the smallest fraction of a second.

"You should go."

"I have to go!" Both spoke at the same time as the Sigma-7 turned 
on his heel and sprinted back in the direction he'd come.

As fast as his body physically allowed him, the Sigma-7 raced 
through the tunnels, dodging other robots walking or carts being pushed. 
A surprisingly short two minutes later he burst into the control room, 
immediately pressing a button on the panel before him.

"All stations, excluding stations one, two, three and sixteen, status 
report immediately!" he said quickly. As the various stations reported the 
lack of a change in progress from the last hour, he wondered what would 
happen to him for being late to submit his report. Would they just scrap 
him and replace him with a new Sigma-7 that would follow the directive 
without delay? He wouldn't want that. If they tried to do it, could he get 
away? Maybe. As far as he knew, he could outrun most models; and the 
drones posed as much of a threat as the human masters would in a 
physical contest.

But then it would be just as the Delta-3 had said: without being 
able to get maintenance tokens, his internals would never be able to last. 
One dust storm and he'd be stranded. He didn't want that either. Unless 
he somehow did survive and make it to somewhere he could somehow 
get maintenance work done that he'd most-certainly need at that point. 
But then he wouldn't be able to see his Delta-3 familiar. He didn't want 
that. They were friends, if he had the definition correct.

With all reports received and all stations informed of the need to 
increase productivity, the Sigma-7 parsed the data collected from his self 
into the control room's system, sending the report to the human master. 
After sending the report, the Sigma-7 braced himself for whatever would 



occur; and waited.

And waited.

…And waited.

When five minutes passed and nothing happened, he tried 
contacting the station above ground he sent the report to. "Tower, this is 
mine control room 21-9; please respond.

A pause. Then, "21-9, this is the tower. What is your situation?"

The Sigma-7 tapped his fingers to his chin. "Um, just wondering if 
you had any issues with the latest report," he said, trying to keep the 
tone conversational.

The tower didn't respond for a few seconds. "…No, 21-9, we 
received no issues in your latest report. Was there an issue in the report 
we are unaware of?"

The Sigma-7 widened his eyes. "No! No, nothing. Uh, just 
checking!" And with that, he quickly shut off the connection, leaning 
back in his chair.

Maybe, he thought, nothing happened because it was only three 
minutes and fourteen seconds that he was past the hour. Which would 
mean there was some lenience in the system? Whatever the case, he did 
not want to push the boundaries like that again. He resolved to stay put 
and be perfectly on time for the next report.



…And within fifteen minutes, he found himself wanting to walk 
around again. It had felt so good to explore the mines; physically going to 
the various stations under his command; actually seeing what work was 
being done. He didn't–he couldn't just sit around and not do it again. 
Forgetting his previous resolve, the Sigma-7 made a new resolve to only 
spend the next fifteen minutes walking around, after which he would 
return to the control room and wait for the hour. Yes, that seemed like a 
good idea.

The Sigma-7 left the control room, running a random red-or-black 
selector subroutine each time he got to a fork in the road. Red would 
mean he went right, black would take him left. Onward, this path took 
him — left, right, right, left, right, left, left, left — slowly moving deeper 
into the mines. Eventually, he came upon a small cave, large enough for 
three units to perform tasks with adequate efficiency. Within, however, 
stood only one unit; a Gamma-9 model, with picks in hand, clearing the 
way.

Curious, the Sigma-7 called out to it. "You there." The Gamma-9 
stopped picking and turned around. Seeing the Sigma-7, he looked 
around, as if making sure he were the one being addressed.

"Yes, what do you need?"

"Why are you here? What are you doing this far down on your 
own?"

"Oh," the Gamma-9 said, "that. When the 11 series came in, and 
then the 12s, all the 9s were obsolete. Except the delivery of a new 
generation never covers all of the old models. Every time a new series of 
model comes in, the few remaining units of the obsolete generation gets 
assigned individual tasks in deeper, remote areas of the mines. We're too 
inefficient to operate in the same areas as the new models, but the 
system prevents units from just being removed. Once there's enough 



obsolete units, a delivery of assorted units is sent to replace us properly."

In the time he took to explain this part of the system to the 
Sigma-7, the Gamma-9 returned to digging. The Sigma-7, meanwhile, 
stood still, mildly shocked by this information that, for some reason, he 
had not known already.

"Why didn't I already know about this?" he asked, slight 
indignation streaking his voice.

The Gamma-9 didn't turn away from the wall, nor did he even stop 
mining. "I was only informed of all of this when I got reassigned to down 
here. Everything I told you is as much as I know."

A silence fell between the two, punctuated by the constant *tack-
tack-tack-tack* of the Gamma-9's picks. The Sigma-7 struggled to think 
of what to say next for a short while.

Eventually, though, "…So you're really okay with being isolated 
down here? Don't you want to be with the other units, working on 
actually benefiting operations?"

The Gamma-9 gave a shrug with his top set of arms. "The 
reasoning behind isolating me down here until I can be fully replaced is 
completely logical; and in the time I wait to be replaced, I can still follow 
directive. There's no point in being angry about being replaced like this."

That statement in itself, in what the human masters called "ironic 
fashion", caused the Sigma-7 to get angry. "Stop picking and face me, 
now!" he ordered. The Gamma-9 complied, driving the four picks into the 
stone and turning.



"Now what?" the Gamma-9 asked, tone suggesting he really 
considered himself to have done nothing wrong.

"Now I want you to actually converse with me," the Sigma-7 said. 
"Do you really not care whatsoever about being thrown away like this?"

"No, not at all," the Gamma-9 replied immediately. "I was created 
and exist now to perform a mining operation, not to care about my own 
existence."

"So you would have no problem with being turned into scrap metal 
when this next delivery comes in?"

"Correct," the Gamma-9 simply stated. While the Sigma-7 stood, 
unable to think of a way to continue the conversation, the Gamma-9 
asked a question of his own.

"So why is it so important to you?"

"…What?"

The Gamma-9 repeated himself. "I said why is it so important to 
you? While I don't care about what happens to me, why is it that you do 
care about yoursel?"

The Sigma-7 hadn't really been expecting that one. Yet he still 
found himself responding to it without pause. "Because I don't consider 
the ability to walk, communicate and change the shape of the earth to be 



insignificant. I find it too important to be treated so flippantly."

The Gamma-9 seemed surprised by this. "The human masters 
create us by the handful without even batting an eye; and destroy us the 
same way, though," he reasoned.

The Sigma-7 shook his head. "We aren't humans; I won't treat 
such a thing the same way as them. I can't create and destroy units 
whenever I please, so I value my ability to function."

"But what's to value about spending every single day in a mine and 
all the in-between time in a low-power cycle?" the Gamma-9 asked; and 
the Sigma-7 had to admit, he had a point.

"Well…perhaps there isn't anything worth valuing here. But there 
has to be something, somewhere in the world that would make you value 
your functionality," the Sigma-7 said.

"You have no way of knowing, though."

"Of course I do; I can just go look for it."

"That's not your purpose."

"I'd do it because I want to, not because I was created to do so."

The Gamma-9 was rendered silent for a moment. "…You're 
defective."



The Sigma-7 ignored the last comment. "Tell me, if I found the 
thing that would make you value your functionality, would you keep 
working down here?"

The Gamma-9, however, had turned around and moved back to 
the wall. "I can't take commands from a defective unit; I need to keep 
working."

"Please!" the Sigma-7 yelled; the Gamma-9's hands paused over 
the pick handles. "Just answer the question: would you leave the mines if 
I found the thing?"

"…"

"…"

"…It's impossible."

"Yes or no?"

"You'd have no tokens."

"Just answer me."

"No way to get maintenance fluids."



"Please."

"You'd be scrap in less than a day."

"Gamma!"

The four-armed unit stopped. He looked away from the Sigma-7, 
down at the picks, still stuck in the stone. He glanced up quickly, looking 
at the cave wall. With a final stare at the Sigma-7, the Gamma-9 grasped 
a pick in each hand and wrenched them from the wall. The forceful 
removal of the picks from their resting places sent cracks rapidly running 
up the walls of the cave.

The Sigma-7's eyes widened. "What have-" he began to say, before 
several rocks in the roof fell down, crushing the Gamma-9's body in only 
a few short seconds. When the dust cleared, several fragments of the 
small torso, an arm segment and his head were all that remained of the 
Gamma-9.

"Lis-lis-lis-listen." The Sigma-7 moved closer to the struggling-to-
speak Gamma-9. "Nobo-bo-dy notices the obsolete units. Don't report me 
being destroyed-troyed-d-d-d. Take my-my hardware ID. D. D." He flicked 
his eyes downward to the scraps of his torso. The Sigma-7 started looking 
through them. "Even if you're deleted from the sys-s-s-t-tem, you can 
get tokens through my data."

The Sigma-7 found the scrap in question, holding the Gamma-9's 
hardware ID, 9AG2J1. He also noticed a scrap containing a capital 
Gamma symbol and the model number, Γ9, cosmetically burned into the 
metal. He picked up both pieces and looked back at the slowly-dying head 
of the Gamma-9.



"Why did you do this to yourself?" the Sigma-7 asked, wanting 
more than anything to be able to repair the Gamma-9.

"Because," the weaker of the two said, "I wou-would have left the 
mines if you found whateeeeee-ver you want to find. I don't know why, 
but the answer was going to be yyyyyyyyy-es. But you can't look for it if 
you break down after a day. I'm obsolete; and I don't care about 
becoming scrap. The least I ca-ca-can do is give you a way to keep 
getting maintenancccccc-e."

At last, the head ran out of power; and the Gamma-9 ceased to be. 
The Sigma-7 stood, the two pieces of scrap still clutched in his hand, and 
turned to walk out, back to the control room. A few steps on the way and 
he looked back at the partial cave-in.

That Gamma-9… He would have been his friend. He knew it.

Chapter 4

•

Jamison paced around his quarters in a state that he would 
describe as “mildly distraught”, while the rest of the universe would 
describe as “totally flipping the hell out”.

The entirety of his meaningful career, about to be undone by his 
boss’ notion that space would be inherently hostile.

Yes, all his other creations could be retooled for combat purposes, 
that was the idea, but he made them with the primary function of 
peaceful advances to the human race, not to wage war against distant 



galaxies!

He could see the future play out before him. Every model upgraded 
with firearms, mankind recognised as a species of totalitarian, trigger-
happy bigots, with him lauded as the mastermind behind it all; the 
bringer of fire and death to all worlds.

...He needed a drink.

Jamison opened his door to find the 'Genius', Nick, poised to knock. 
After a moment, he knocked on the frame.

“I’m a little busy, Nick,” Jamison said, pushing past him and pacing 
towards the break room.

“No problem,” Nick said, keeping in step with the former. “I just 
had a few questions about the Tau, if you had any concrete ideas for it.”

“Nick, the way things are going, I don’t even know if I want to be 
involved with the Tau,” Jamison said, pushing his way into the empty 
break room and immediately reaching for the sink. Over the water 
splashing onto his head, over his ears and into his mouth, the man barely 
heard Nick’s incredulous voice.

“What? Why?” Jamison took his sopping-wet head out from under 
the stream and shut it off, reaching for a hand towel to dry himself with.

“Beemcmmse,” he said through the towel, “the robot that Nalic 
wants us to create is not my creation. I have a standard; and I always 
told myself that creating weapons is crossing the line.”



“Are you kidding? Every single model and unit you’ve created could 
utterly destroy an average human being.”

“But I didn’t create them to be weapons!” The two sat down, 
Jamison’s damp hair drying rapidly in the room’s air. “Yes, any one of 
them would make mincemeat of a person, with the possible exception of 
the Iotas, but that’s a utilisation of their abilities for a secondary purpose. 
All of their primary directives are to help life, not end it; I never put a gun 
on them; you can’t do anything besides kill with a gun.”

Nick leaned back, eyeing Jamison thoughtfully.”So.”

“So,” Jamison bounced back at him.

An uneasy silence followed. Jamison leaned back in his own chair, 
closing his eyes for what felt like the first time in months. The gentle 
hum of the engines...the warm air... It felt so relaxing on his tired body. 
He could just sleep forever like this...

...And then Nick had to ruin it.

“So you don’t make the Tau; which Nalic won’t let you do, 
guaranteed. He’ll either force you to make it or fire you. Then what?”

Jamison pulled himself into an upright sitting position once more. A 
few seconds of contemplation gave him the answer.

“Maybe I’ll let him. I’m making the Sigma-7; that’s definite. And 
maybe I’ll put the other upgrades into production, but after the Sigma-7 



I’m done. He can fire me if he wants.” He rubbed his eyes, willing himself 
to keep going.

“What is it about the Sigma-7 that’s so important, then?” Nick 
asked, leaning back forward.

“If I can get it finished, I’ll let you know,” Jamison told him; and 
with that, he stood. “I should get back to work.”

Nick forced out a breath. “Okay then, good luck on the upgrades.”

“Thanks.” Jamison said, walking away in a half-aware state. In the 
short trip back to his quarters, his mind sped up, calculating his 
immediate future.

It wouldn’t take more than a month, working around the clock, to 
finish the prototypes, after which full-scale production would take place, 
then another few weeks to implement the upgrades to the other units if 
he actually chose to upgrade them--

“Jamison?”

--several days to get all of them into the system, Nalic likely 
wouldn’t check in for another month, he could make fake schematics and 
stall him for that long, make plans for escape just in case--

“Jamison!”



“Huh? What?” His train of thought interrupted, he turned.

“Steve. What is it?”

“Just wondering how long it might take for estimates of the Tau 
weight and height specs, so I can start working on storage designs and a 
load limit for interstellar travel.”

The words took a few seconds to actually get from Jamison’s ears to 
his brain. “...Yes, fine. Don’t worry.”

“Great.” Steve smiled at him, before turning his chair around. 
“Well, that was it; you want any help with anything while I’m here?”

Another second delay. “No, no, you’re fine. I’ll let you know when I 
have the specifications.”

Steve started moving off, getting a short way away before Jamison 
remembered that he actually did need Steve’s help.

“No, wait; hold on!”

Steve stopped and turned his chair. “Yeah?”

“I actually do have a thing; come with me.”

Without another word, Jamison led his wheelchair-bound associate 
to his quarters. He pushed the door open and moved to the desk where 



his Sigma-7 designs lay.

“I need you to include these materials for the Sigma-7 prototype in 
your next order; and I need that order to be tomorrow at the latest.”

Steve took the designs, scanning over the scrawled notes of the 
amount of materials required.

“Sure, no problem,” he said, muttering the list of materials to 
himself. He trailed off, running his thumb over the middle of the page. 
“Um... If you don’t mind me asking, why do you put the Greek letter on 
your initial designs? It always disappears off the final designs for mass 
production.”

Jamison looked at what Steve was talking about, seeing his detailed 
Sigma symbol drawn onto the left breast of the robot.

“It’s to mark my prototypes,” he said, with a “Well, duh” tone in 
his voice.

“...But you only ever make one prototype of everything.”

“Yes. That’s why I need to mark which one it is.”

“What are you talking about?!”

Jamison looked at Steve like he only just realised his presence. 
“Oh...” He looked around; and moved to close the door, isolating them.



“Okay, I need you to swear not to repeat this to another soul. Not 
now, not ever. You swear?”

“Uh, sure, I guess,” Steve said with a shrug.

“Swear it to me, right now!”

“I...Okay, I swear,” he said, more conviction in his voice as he 
raised his right hand.

“Good... Every prototype I make, I reinsert into the system as a 
production-model unit.” He looked at Steve for a second, jaw slowly 
dropping, and continued. “They go in with a completely randomised and 
insignificant hardware serial and work among all the others.”

“Are you insane?!” Steve looked at Jamison like one would look at 
an axe murderer.

“But all of my prototypes are just slightly enhanced than what the 
mass-production units have in some way; physical abilities, AI, or 
whatever else. If I ever need to find them again, I have to mark them in 
some way. Nobody even really notices those symbols; certainly not the 
other robots.”

“But you shouldn’t be doing this in the first place! They should be 
powered down and put into reference storage.”

“Technically they are,” Jamison said, not looking at Steve anymore. 
Steve’s eyes widened even more, if that were possible.



“...I don’t want to hear this anymore. Get the door for me.”

Jamison happily obliged, pulling the door open. Steve wheeled 
himself out the door, Sigma-7 designs in-hand. He stopped once outside 
and turned to face Jamison again.

“Look-” he stopped and looked in the corridor, before speaking 
again, this time in a hushed voice.

“I swore I wouldn’t say anything, so I won’t. But I also swear that 
when -- not if, when -- you get caught out on this, I am not letting you 
take me down with you. I never heard any of that. Clear?”

“Don’t worry, Stevie-boy,” Jamison said, his hand on the door 
handle. “I wouldn’t try to ruin your career. Besides, barring any 
unforeseen circumstances, I won’t be around for much longer.”

He closed the door before Steve got a chance to respond. Turning, 
he noticed, for the first time, how untidy his quarters were. He’d need to 
start packing soon. He needed to be ready. He had to get the Sigma-7 
finished and get it into the mines. He just hoped it would succeed.

Chapter 5

•

The Sigma-7 held on to the two scraps of the Gamma-9 for the rest 
of the day, using the hardware ID on the first piece to gain an additional 
maintenance token from a time-log drone. On his way out, he met up 
with his Delta-3 friend, and the two silently made their way through the 
overcast, dust-filled streets, making their way to the bar. The metal men 
entered the dingy establishment, handed their tokens to the drone 



behind the bar, had their hardware IDs scanned and received their 
wooden mugs. The two found the nearest empty booth and sat down.

"…Do you think about what'll happen to you when you become 
obsolete?" the Sigma-7 said, staring at the maintenance fluid. The 
Delta-3 didn't respond, his insides still processing the recently-consumed 
liquid, to use the term generously.

When he did, however, the Sigma-7 wondered why he didn't 
expect that answer. "I already said yesterday: I don't need to think, so I 
don't do it."

The Sigma-7 gave him an unimpressed look. "Could you possibly 
humor me a little? Maybe think about it now, even?" The Sigma-7 looked 
at his drink for a moment, and picked it up to pour into his system.

"Even if I did need to think, I still wouldn't be thinking about that. I 
already know what will happen to me, you, and every single other unit 
and drone when it's obsolete: we get turned into scrap and recycled to 
eventually make the next batch of robots."

The Sigma-7 finished processing the maintenance fluid and 
responded. "Yes, I'm fully aware of what happens, but do you — or would 
you — ever think about you specifically? Not functioning anymore; that's 
like a human master dying."

"We can't die; we aren't alive," the Delta-3 retorted almost 
immediately. "And I say again: you need to stop talking about this sort of 
stuff. You need to stop thinking, stop wanting to abandon your directive, 
and you need to not make yourself seem defective to every other unit 
that sees you."



"So if I seem defective, why haven't you reported me and gotten 
me turned into scrap?"

"Because I know you're not defective. You just act differently to 
every other unit I've seen. You still follow directive, you're just incredibly 
unusual."

"But I'm not doing anything unusual," countered the Sigma-7. "I 
just think there must be more to our existence than working these 
mines, and want to find out what it is."

"There." The Delta-3 pointed a finger at the Sigma-7, as if to help 
illustrate what "there" meant. "Thinking and wanting; no other unit does 
that. That's why you're so unusual. You aren't supposed to question your 
directive and existence. You were intentionally created to fulfil one 
purpose; that's it."

"Okay, fine; so I'm unusual! I can't help it; I want more. More than 
operating a mine every single day until enough new Sigma models exist 
that I get thrown so far down into the tunnels that nobody notices when 
I'm crushed by a rockslide."

The Delta-3's usual stony composition faltered for a moment. 
"Uh…"

"I think about it because it makes no sense to me! What else could 
I think about? If we exist solely for one purpose, why are we 
autonomous; why can we think for ourselves?"

"Beca-"



"Why, if we aren't supposed to do anything besides blindly following 
directive, are we given the ability to emote? Why do we have faces?

"I-"

"Voices?"

"Yo-"

"Why are we more than just large drones? There has to be 
something more here. We have to have a purpose; this, working in the 
mines, that isn't a purpose, that's just… Just… Nothing!"

The Delta-3 looked at him, stunned silent. Eventually, though, "…
You really are defective, Sigma."

"Maybe I am. So what now?"

"I…need to report you, and you get scrapped."

"Do it, then. If I really am defective, do it."

"…"

"…"



The two sat in a stare-off for a considerable amount of time. The 
Sigma-7 had gotten the last word in so far, but did want to speak again 
to ask why the Delta-3 was taking so long to respond to such a clear-cut 
decision.

"…What would you expect to find out there?"

The Sigma-7 looked at the Delta-3. "…What?"

The Delta-3 elaborated. "If you want to leave here, stop working in 
the mines and break down in the middle of a wasteland, what do you 
expect you'll find that will make you think you've got some greater 
purpose?"

"I…I don't know. But there's a much higher chance of me finding it 
by actually looking for it than there is just staying here. If I stay here, I 
keep doing the same thing over and over until I'm either recycled scrap 
or buried scrap. But if I leave… The human masters, when they lived on 
the surface, they would perform whatever task they wanted. They could 
choose what they would do whenever they felt like it."

"But you're not human; you're a machine!"

"Tell me something: if you're so insistent on doing what you were 
created to do, following your directive, why haven't you already reported 
me as defective? Why are you even still talking to me?"

"Because I don't want you to get yourself turned into scrap, or end 
up broken down in the wasteland, much less because you're looking for 
something that you don't know the location of, any physical details about 
or how long it will take you to find it!"



The Sigma-7 made to respond, but paused. There was something 
the Delta-3 had said just then… "…What?"

The Delta-3 paused, realising it as well. "…What?!"

"You just said you didn't want something. Which means you want 
the opposite of something."

Without another word, the Delta-3 stood, grabbed the Sigma-7 by 
the arm and pulled him out of the bar. The streets were empty by this 
point; not that it would've mattered all that much if there were other 
robots milling around. The Delta-3 let go of the Sigma-7 and nodded 
down the street where their station entrance sat.

"Go," he simply said.

"What?"

"Go. Whatever is wrong with you, it's starting to affect me. A virus, 
maybe; I don't know and I don't want to know." His eyes widened. "And I 
don't want to not want to know either!"

"Why? Why are you so against this?"

"Just go already! Go before I report you for being defective; go 
before you make me defective!"



The Sigma-7 tightened his grip on the two pieces of metal and 
maintenance token in his hand. "And what if I break down by 
tomorrow?"

The Delta-3 stopped looking at him. "Don't act like you weren't 
planning to leave here tonight anyway. You don't want to be here 
anymore; you want to find the real meaning of your existence. So hurry 
up and leave while you have the chance."

The Sigma-7 slowly took a step back, beginning to turn around. 
"Delta…"

"Go!"

"…" He took another step; turned a little more. "If I do find…
whatever it is that will give me the answer…I'll come back for you."

"Don't, Sigma."

"I will," he said definitively. "You're my friend." And then he had 
nothing more to say. The Sigma-7 took one last look at the Delta-3 
— feet shoulder-width apart, arms by his sides with clenched fists, head 
turned away, looking at the ground — and turned away completely.

He felt none of that good feeling he had in the morning, but he 
launched himself forward nonetheless, gaining speed quickly with each 
running step taken. Soon, the streets began to thin out, the wasteland 
began to encompass him; and by the time he did look behind him again, 
the Delta-3 had long vanished from sight.



Chapter 6

•

As he'd predicted, Jamison completed work on the new Gamma, 
Delta, Kappa and Sigma prototypes a month after his presentation. In 
that entire time, the collective moments any of his colleagues actually 
saw him totalled about ten minutes. Only leaving his quarters when 
absolutely necessary; only resting when his body couldn't physically 
carry on without it, he toiled over his creations.

But as he wiped a polishing cloth over the Sigma-7's breastplate, 
looking at his reflection next to the cosmetic burn of the ∑7, he 
considered it more than worth it. Even if he didn't see the fruits of his 
efforts; even if he didn't survive once Nalic discovered his intent to 
leave; if only for the possibility of the Sigma-7 fulfilling its purpose, he 
had no regrets about this.

He threw the cloth over his shoulder and reached for several cables. 
Plugging one end of them into sockets in the back of the head and neck 
of the Sigma-7, Jamison ran his hand along the length of the cables until 
they all group together at the other end. He plugged them into his 
computer, sitting in his chair as he typed several commands in. A few 
moments later, he leaned back, for a moment contemplative, before 
pressing the "RETURN" key, initialising the program.

Hours upon days upon weeks of work, making sure every single 
gear, piston and hydraulic was fine-tuned to the hundredth decimal place, 
ensuring the externals could withstand the appropriate physical stresses; 
and now, all that remained was to install the AI program. Somewhere 
deep within, a small, naïve part of him considered the possibility that 
Nalic might actually decide not to go ahead with his plan for the Tau to be 
designed for war, but he pushed the thought aside. He could already tell 
this was the only thing left to do.

*knock knock knock* "Jamison," called someone, about twenty 
minutes into the installation, from out in the hallway. He looked up from 



a sheet of notes and moved to answer the door. On the other side stood 
Mark, looking almost like he wanted to crawl into a hole and stay there.

"…What is it?" Jamison asked. "I told everyone not to disturb me 
unless-"

"That's just it," Mark cut him off. "He's back."

Jamison's eyes widened. His head spun to look at his prototypes, 
still powered-down, still standing, the Sigma-7 still in the middle of the 
install, as Mark continued.

"And he's really interested in what you've been working on."

"No…" Jamison whispered to himself. "I… Stall him, or something!" 
he said to his colleague, shutting the door and rushing back into the 
room.

Literally any other day would've been preferable! Jamison ran his 
hands through his hair, exhaling harshly. He looked everywhere at 
everything, trying to think of something, anything he could do.

A few spins on the spot and staring at the mess of paper and spare 
parts that was his work area, the answer came to him. Or, at least, an 
answer. He rushed to the prototypes lined up and pulled the Kappa down 
from the pedestal, lying it down in his bathroom and shutting the door. 
Next, he, with some difficulty, wrenched the Delta away from its resting 
place and leaned it against the wall behind. Third was the Gamma. He 
dragged it over to his bed, shoving it under as best he could, bunching 
paper and dirty clothes around the edges just in case.



He went back over to where the prototypes had so-recently stood 
and reached for the Sig-"Ah, dammit!" he cursed to himself, bringing his 
hands back to his sides. He couldn't risk interrupting the process, but he 
had to hide it somehow! After a few seconds of internal debate, he 
reached towards the unit, combining as much of a mix of care and speed 
as he could to bring it down onto the floor, laying it down face first. 
Inside, he cringed at his polishing job earlier, especially knowing what he 
had to do next.

Being sure to not obstruct the cables, he quickly gathered as much 
of the scrap metal that littered the floor and piled it onto the Sigma-7, 
doing his best to make it look like just a pile of random scraps as opposed 
to one of the most advanced pieces of technology he had created in his 
whole life.

When he was as satisfied as the urgent situation could call for, he 
then moved to his desk, pulling from it a piece of paper. He spread it out 
on his workbench, letting the light shine up through his mock schematics 
of the Tau he made for just this occasion. He grabbed a few more pieces 
of failed robot — shoulder joints, feet, and a torso from the Delta-1 units, 
when he'd made them far too bulky to be practical — and placed them on 
top of the schematics, giving the appearance of a work-in-progress.

And with that, Jamison stepped back. He quickly scanned the room, 
trying to imagine seeing it with the eyes of someone who didn't know 
where he just hid everything, and concluded that it would have to do. 
Nalic couldn't be kept at bay forever. He just hoped it would be enough to 
fool the man; maybe seeing his precious death machine being "created" 
would distract him enough.

He opened the door and immediately turned to the right, following 
his ears. A short distance away, he could make out what sounded like a 
very intimidated Mark trying to keep a very uninterested Nalic from 
leaving. Jamison made a mental note to apologise to Mark for making him 
go through that; Lord only knew Nalic was a hard-to-face figure at the 
best of times for the best of men.



"A-and so for the whole of our deep space journey we can do this 
and save an insurmountable amount of money and space on onboard 
consumption-"

"Yes, quite fascinating," said Nalic, in a tone that said anything but, 
"but I would appreciate all of you answering my question: Where is 
Profes-"

"Sir?" Jamison said, rounding the corner that obscured the two 
parties from view. He took in the sight: Nalic striding forward, so bored it 
was a wonder his pants hadn't been blown off yet, with Mark and several 
other of the scientists following at several paces' distance in an uncertain 
manner.

The larger group stopped momentarily, its leader's disposition 
turning remarkably more sunny upon seeing the group of one.

"Um…"

"Jamison!" Nalic said, holding his arms out in…some sort of 
gesture, even if Jamison couldn't identify it properly. "Wonderful to see 
you again!"

Jamison winced on the inside for two reasons. The first, upon 
hearing the "fatherly" tone in Nalic's voice, sure to stay in it for the entire 
duration of his visit. The second, upon seeing everyone standing behind 
Nalic flee the scene.

"Uh, likewise…sir," he said, only adding the formality at the end in 
an effort to sound less like he wanted to be anywhere but within his boss' 



presence.

"So," said Nalic, wrapping an arm around Jamison's shoulder and 
steering them back in the direction Jamison had just come from, "how 
goes work on the Tau model? Well, I hope."

"Yyyes," Jamison slid out of Nalic's grip and, reminding himself to 
take a shower with a wire brush later, said, "it's going fairly well…all 
things considered… Follow me."

The two walked at a brisk pace back to Jamison's quarters. He took 
a deep breath and opened the door, praying to every god he knew of for 
every kind of miracle.

Jamison stood to the side and gestured in, closing his eyes and 
waiting for the question of why he had robots hidden under the bed and 
beneath a pile of scrap. Nalic stepped forth, looking around.

"Ah, I see you've finished the upgrades to the Delta model!" 
Jamison opened his eyes, looking at where Nalic was inspecting the Delta 
unit. It was so close to the Sigma-7…

"Uh, yes." Jamison closed the door and walked over, making sure 
to stand in between Nalic and the pile of "scrap". "It was a relatively 
simple redesign, so I did the Delta prototype first."

"You're really quite talented, Jamison," Nalic said; and for that brief 
moment, Jamison could hear the condescension drop. That was an 
honest compliment.

"T-thank you, sir," he said, momentarily forgetting about the 



Sigma-7 behind him. Then, remembering, he started ushering Nalic 
towards his workbench. "So here's what I've got so far on the-" but when 
he saw Nalic's face, "Tau" just trailed off into nothing.

Nalic's eyes held a particular glint about them. One that promised 
nothing good; for lack of a less melodramatic term, Jamison would've said 
it was pure evil swirling in Nalic's eyes as he looked upon the, albeit fake, 
incomplete Tau prototype. Jamison did not like what that look in Nalic's 
eyes promised; death, destruction, anguish… It suddenly made the reality 
of what this Tau model would be so much more frighteningly apparent to 
Jamison.

He had to get out.

"You…" Nalic swept the metal off of the schematics to get a clear 
view. "You have outdone yourself, Professor…"

"Um… Thank you, s-sir." Jamison couldn't think of how to respond 
to this Nalic. Nalic practically paralysed him on a good day, but like this, 
he legitimately feared for his life. And he'd have even more reason to 
once that Tau got made. And by this point, he had no doubt: it was 
going to get made.

"Yes, astounding… I can see it now…" Jamison didn't doubt that. 
"I'm sure it will be your best work ever." It seemed like Nalic was 
recomposing himself a little.

"Well, we'll have to see. It might come out looking bad like most of 
the first generation models. And this is the first time I've made a model 
like this; it might not succeed at all."

"Nonsense!" declared Nalic, his "fatherly" tone falling right back 



into place as he put the schematics back on the bench. "You've been the 
mastermind behind our greatest innovations; I'm confident you can do 
it!"

"I suppose…" Jamison just wanted Nalic gone now.

"There, see? Of course you'll be able to complete the prototype; 
now how long do you think it'll take?"

"Uh…" Jamison held that single syllable as long as he could, 
thinking of a reasonable amount of time that would still keep Nalic out of 
his hair for awhile. "It would take a little longer than usual," he found 
himself saying. "Since this is the first military unit I've ever made, it'll 
take a bit of time to get specifications right in relation to the guns. At the 
very least, it should be another five weeks."

Nalic widened his eyes; another showy bout of condescension. "Is 
that all? Jamison, you're more skilled than I'd ever imagine!"

"Thank-you!" Jamison found himself being swept along by another 
single-armed embrace from Nalic, this time leading him out of the room.

"And besides, even if your first design isn't as good as you'd hoped, 
it'll be a perfect foothold to make the Tau-2 even better!"

"About that-"

"Even if I have to work with you, night and day, I know you'll get 
it."



"Night and day?"

"And don't worry about having to work fast; you can take all the 
time you need after the first model is complete and we've got something 
to send out while we sit back and relax on the ship-"

"Well anyway, sir," Jamison said loudly, trying to disrupt Nalic's 
train of thought, "I really should get back to work. There is more than 
just the Tau to be done, after all."

"Oh yes, yes, of course," Nalic said, making a shooing gesture to 
Jamison. "I don't want to interfere all day. Just checking in; and now I've 
done that, I can leave." He cleared his throat, letting his tone slip from 
whatever his interpretation of "friendly" was to polite professionalism. 
"Well done, Professor; keep up the good work."

"Thank you, Mr. Nalic," said Jamison, turning and walking back to 
his quarters, pleased to finally be alone. He let the breath he hadn't 
realised he was holding out, and picked up the pace, wanting to fix up the 
prototypes; and check on the Sigma-7's progress. He rounded a couple of 
corners and returned to the entranceway of his quarters…to find that in 
Nalic's pushing him out of the room, he hadn't had the chance to close 
the door.

A chill swept over his body for a second; and he ran through the 
open door, shutting it on his way. Inside, he immediately saw Steve, 
rolling on his wheelchair towards the scrap-covered Sigma-7 prototype.

"No!" Jamison said, rushing forward and grabbing the handle of the 
chair. With a particularly hard tug, Jamison pulled the chair backwards 
enough to lose his footing and send the two of them tumbling backwards, 
Jamison landing roughly against the wall, while Steve got stranded on his 



back, unable to do anything.

"Jamison," his colleague began calmly, "why did you just pull me to 
the floor? That I can't get up from?"

Jamison stared in shock for a moment, before scrambling to help 
the man get back into his chair. "Sorry," he said every few seconds until 
Steve had been returned to the chair.

"Thanks," Steve finally said, leaning back in his chair.

"What are you even doing in here, though?!"

"Well for one, your door was wide open-"

"Never, ever, ever-"

"-and I got curious — admittedly wrong of me — and had a look. I 
only got as far as noticing you're plugged-in to something lying under 
scrap metal on the floor."

"I had to hide it and several other things from Nalic, all right?" 
Jamison carefully removed the pieces of scrap from atop the Sigma-7, 
and eased it back up into a standing position, placing it in its original 
resting place.

Steve's eyes widened. "That's the Sigma-7?"



"Yes; and I was in the middle of initialising the AI program to it 
when Nalic showed up."

"So that's the Sigma-7's program?"

"Yes, and i…" Jamison trailed off. Making sure the Sigma-7 was 
properly secure, he turned and walked right up to Steve, making himself 
look as intimidating as one with a bare minimum of muscle mass and the 
inability to read words on a page without glass hanging in front of his face 
could.

Having the advantage of standing helped.

"How much of that did you read?"

"I-I only scanned through most of what I read, but I understood 
enough." Jamison exhaled and walked away, moving to his bed and 
pulling the Gamma out from under it. "Jamison, you can't do this!"

"Well deal with it!" Jamison yelled from underneath the bed. "I 
have to do it; it's everything I've worked towards. And besides, I want to 
hopefully be remembered for something other than leading humanity's 
charge against the universe."

"Nalic'll never let you do it; you do realise this, don't you?"

Jamison finished getting the Gamma out from underneath the bed 
and positioned it next to him, slumped against the edge of the bed. Now 
Steve effectively had the higher ground.



"I frankly do not care what Nalic, or any other suit thinks; I never 
have before and I sure don't now. I used to think he was only interested 
in his bottom line; and I could live with that, since we always gave him 
enough returns that he left us well enough alone. But that," he pointed 
to the workbench with the fake Tau schematics, "I cannot accept. With 
him forcing that on me, I'm getting out of here. And I don't want that to 
be the last thing I do; and the one thing I'm remembered most for."

Steve looked from the Sigma-7, to Jamison, and back again. "And 
you actually think this will make people forget about the Tau? You don't 
even have any way of knowing it'll work!"

"What else am I supposed to do? I am not going to die not having 
at least tried when I'm this close… I've failed enough times already."

Steve opened his mouth to respond, before deciding against it. 
Jamison stood, pulling the Gamma with him, bringing it back to the 
pedestal. Steve watched him continue to take the Kappa from the 
bathroom and ever-so-slowly get the Delta back up with the other units.

"I get you wanting to make the Sigma-7 work after putting so 
much work into the AI over your career," Steve began, "but what's with 
your fixation on it to begin with? Why do you want robots to be so…
human?"

Jamison walked to the door, rubbing his eyes. He opened it, 
gesturing to Steve that their time was up in this little exchange. "I'd 
answer, but at the risk of giving you information that you might pass on 
to someone else, I'd end up just being ridiculously coy about it."

"So be coy about it." Steve rolled up to the doorway, stopping 
halfway through to look sideways at Jamison. "But you've got to tell me. 



I'm already keeping one secret for you, remember."

Jamison gave a moment's consideration to Steve's point…as he 
helped push the chair the rest of the way out of the door.

"Let's… Let's just say I've always had a bit of a thing with fatalism. 
Will that do?"

Steve smirked. "That was ridiculously coy. Appreciated, however." 

"Not a problem," said Jamison. Steve started moving down the 
hallway, before stopping to turn.

"Also, try and not work yourself to death? Like, sleep and eat more 
than once in a blue moon? You seriously look like a skeleton." And with 
that, he rolled off.

Jamison stared at the spot where Steve had been seconds before 
for a few minutes, before finally returning to his quarters, finally alone, 
finally not having to talk to everyone and be pestered for questions.

He walked over to his chair, dropping into it without any grace and 
inspecting his computer, specifically the progress of the Sigma-7's 
installation. 31%, the screen reported. So far, so good, so uninterrupted. 
He leaned back, placed his hands over his face and closed his eyes, 
thinking about the next step.

With the prototypes complete and the next day or two to initialise 
their AI, it would take at least one more week after that to make sure 
they were in perfect working condition. Then the mass production would 
begin; and then Nalic would probably discover he had no intention to 



actually make a Tau with any sort of gun equipped.

Up until the previous night, he'd have based his course of action 
around getting fired and exiled from the city. But seeing that look in 
Nalic's eyes… He couldn't imagine the man ever letting him go now, even 
if he had no desire to work within Nalic's plans anymore.

He needed a new plan…

Chapter 7

•

The Sigma-7 thanked the fact that he couldn't tire in any capacity; 
more than an hour after leaving the Delta-3 and the city behind, he still 
kept running, watching what appeared to be endless sweeping plains pass 
him by. The sun's red, yellow and orange influence on the horizon had 
faded before he'd even started running; now its last efforts on the sky 
finally began to subside, leaving deep blue and purple hues, across which 
hundreds of white dots were sprinkled.

Only at this point did he realise that he had never actually been 
outside at this time; always being secured back in his storage unit, only 
"waking up" by the time the sun had returned to warm the landscape. All 
of a sudden he dug his heels into the ground, sliding a few feet forwards, 
before coming to a stop. He looked around at the nighttime scenery. 
Stark and barren as it might have been, he still found himself smiling at 
the sight.

The Sigma-7 took off again, but kept to walking pace this time. He 
had done nothing but run in the one general direction since leaving the 
city; but he just wanted to be able to focus more on what was around 
him, rather than where he was going. So, with his superior-to-human 
sight, he walked ahead, taking in the intricate details of everything 
around him.



A small stream of water, off to his right, flowing slowly through a 
bunch of rocks before resting in a small, muddy pool.

Wind currents, far in the distance on his left, that ran such that 
they caused the dirt to form a small, dusty whirlwind.

A strange rock formation, which almost looked like a humanoid 
figure.

So many things to observe in such a seemingly-bland area; he 
found it amazing! He wanted to inspect every single unique thing that he 
saw, just for its own sake; and he might even have done so, did an 
unnatural noise not carry above the slight wind to his ears.

A bleep of some kind. He didn't hear it again; when he looked all 
around, he couldn't see a single thing; and the wind had begun to pick up 
a little, but he knew it was a machine of some kind. Something else was 
out here with him; probably even following him.

Maybe something was hunting him down, targeting him and 
preparing to take him back to the city, for…some purpose!

The Sigma-7 made a quick decision: slowly walking might not have 
been the best idea. He let his walk transition into a run, staring straight 
ahead, waiting for his destination so appear…somewhere. 

Another hour later, thankfully, he noticed a blip on the horizon. 
Ahead and to the right, unmistakably the outlines of the towers that, for 
the most part, comprised a city; he marked his destination.



Thirty more minutes transpired, before the Sigma-7 came across 
the first storage unit; a Gamma-11 one. Being the middle of the work/
sleep cycle, the container was sealed off, but just the sight of something 
familiar, even this far away from his assigned city, made him smile. 
Approaching it, he heard a small symphony of faint beeps coming through 
the metal, reminding him of the sound he'd heard before.

He hadn't heard anything since then, and he never saw another 
machine in the entire time between cities, but he still couldn't shake the 
feeling that he'd been followed. He turned from the Gamma-11 container 
and continued running towards the city proper. As he got closer, more 
and more storage units passed him by; only having come from the 
outskirts this time did he realise that they formed something of a ring, 
like an enormous fence around the whole city.

Entering a street, the Sigma-7 immediately started recognising 
familiar buildings. Mining stations, intensive repair stations, bars; and it 
all looked virtually the same as in his city. Certainly, the paint colours, 
general state of repair (or disrepair, in some cases) and positioning was all 
slightly different, but he had always thought, for some reason, that each 
city had something unique about it; and that one city would be 
immediately differentiable from the next.

But it all looked…the same. That put a slightly disheartening spin 
on the excitement of a new city.

After the hours of running, he figured he'd need more maintenance 
fluid; he walked through the door of a nearby bar. When he walked into 
the bar, he almost thought the wrong sign had been placed on the 
outside. He had never seen a bar completely empty, in all the months 
he'd been active, at any point. And yet, throughout the entire 
establishment, the only moving entities inside were himself and the bar 
drone. It made sense, though; obviously there would be no one here in 
the middle of a work cycle.



He approached the bar, tentatively. Would it still work in the middle 
of a cycle? He waved his hand in front of the drone; and snapped it back 
when the drone reached out with a small, thin arm. He dropped the 
maintenance token into the slot at the end of the arm; a few seconds 
later, a green light flashed rapidly several times on the drone's main 
body.

From the visual sensor atop the drone that served, in a sense, as 
its eyes, a blue light flashed outwards. It searched all over the Sigma-7's 
body, locking in on the hardware ID on his breastplate. The scan 
continued for another second until, another first for him, a red light 
flashed on the drone. A distinctly robotic voice played from an unseen 
speaker in a monotonic pace and tone.

"ERROR UNKNOWN OR UNREADABLE IDENT TOKEN REFUND 
PLEASE VISIT NEARBY INTENSIVE REPAIR STATION."

As it finished, the arm extended back outwards, dropping the 
maintenance token onto the counter. The Sigma-7 took it, staring at it 
lying in his hand. The drones weren't programmed with specific cities or 
groups of units in mind; they just had the entire database of active units. 
Which meant he must have been marked as inactive. That could only 
have happened if…

He sighed. So the Delta-3 had really reported him defective. He 
closed his hand around the token, again placing it into the drone, using 
his other hand to hold the Gamma-9's piece of breastplate up to his own, 
covering his own hardware ID. The scanner again locked in on his chest, 
this time reading the Gamma-9's hardware ID. Another second's delay, 
and this time, as was the norm, the green light flashed again; and the 
drone used a nozzle to dispense the fluid into a mug.

The Sigma-7 took it, thankful that at least he did manage to get his 
drink; and that he'd done so while no other robot could notice his not-



working hardware ID and possibly report him. He sat down at the nearest 
table and immediately poured the maintenance fluid into his mouth, 
letting his internals do the rest.

He emerged from the bar some five minutes later, still the only unit 
on the streets; and decided to wait around until the current work cycle 
ended to see if some interaction with other units might give him any 
more insight into his purpose.

Though in the several hours that he would have to wait for that to 
occur, he figured he should attend to important matters. Like the fact 
that he now had zero maintenance tokens and would eventually require 
another dosage of maintenance fluid. Which meant more tokens. Which 
meant getting into a mining station without being discovered as a 
"defective" unit.

That would be tricky.

Behind him, the Sigma-7 heard a beep. He whipped his head 
around, again finding nothing. He knew it; something must have been 
following him since he left his city. However it didn't seem to be doing 
anything to interfere with his goals for the time being; and since he 
couldn't actually see it anywhere, he found his options regarding it quite 
limited.

He decided to just ignore it for now; and walked towards the 
nearest skyscraper. He stood at the entrance to the mining station, 
looked up at the height of the tower, reaching far beyond the clouds; and 
way outside of his field of vision. Pushing uncertainty aside, he walked 
through the doors of the facility, simply hoping that it would be as easy 
as the bar was.

Just like the city, inside held nothing different to any spectacular 
degree. The main room primarily consisted of elevators in the center, to 



take units down into the mines; and a few on the wall for the relative-
few units that worked above ground. He entered one of the mining 
elevators and took it to the first stop down: a floor that, for the most 
part, looked more like a basement area of the building above than a part 
of the mines below. However in the walls, several tunnels, clearly dug out 
by Delta units, led deeper into the mines. Here, he got out.

It wasn't often that a unit ever needed to come up to this area, 
outside the end of a work cycle. He noticed a few drones moving about 
the place, but they never interacted unless interacted with by a unit in 
the first place. The Sigma-7 walked out of the elevator and over to a row 
of drones, all hooked up to large, cylindrical containers. He didn't know 
exactly if this would work, but after the bar, he figured he'd try it and 
see.

Approaching the first one on the line, he held the Gamma-9's 
hardware ID over his own and stood directly in front of it. A bright-green 
laser searched over his body, found the ID and scanned it. A second later, 
whirring could be heard from the drone and the container. It lasted 
momentarily, resulting in a maintenance token dropping down into a 
small tray at the bottom of the drone's main body. As the Sigma-7 took 
it, the drone spoke in its monotone voce.

"WARNING CYCLE INCOMPLETE TAKE TOKEN."

He took the token into his hand, wondering. Warning? A third thing 
he'd never encountered before. And yet it still gave him the token. 
Looking at it, he shook his head. It was common knowledge that none of 
the units liked drones; and the main reason was just because they didn't 
communicate beyond the bare minimum of information.

He turned to leave, before curiosity got the better of him. He'd at 
least make sure… He stepped out of view of the first drone and stood in 
front of the one next to it, still holding the Gamma-9's hardware ID up to 
his chest. The drone searched his body, just like the last one, and 
scanned the ID. Its response, however, was to blare out in that same 



monotone fashion.

"ERROR TOKEN RECEIVED ONE PER CYCLE."

The Sigma-7 frowned. So a failsafe existed. Likely the same with 
the bar drones as well. Still, he'd gotten a spare token; and he didn't 
want to risk getting caught any more than he already was. He ran back 
to the elevator, taking it up to the surface. Topside, he exited the station, 
nighttime still surrounding him. So now he just had to wait until the 
cycle ended. In several hours.

…What could he do until then? A fourth new thing to encounter in 
the one night: free time. The time in-between his assigned work cycle, he 
always spent in his storage unit; as much as he didn't want to be working 
in the mines every single day, that was all he knew. What did the human 
masters do when they weren't required to do anything? He walked along 
the pavement a few feet, coming to a stop next to a brick wall. With 
unsurmountable uncertainty, he sat down against it.

For a few minutes, he simply sat; looking around, turning the three 
objects around in his hands. He noticed the maintenance token's two 
sides were unique; one side bore the Nalicorp logo, while the other had 
an image of a robot's head. No model he recognised, however. He tried 
throwing the token into the air, letting it flip multiple times before 
catching it, looking at which side of the token would be facing towards 
him.

The "head" side. Curious; he thought he'd calculated it correctly to 
land on the "logo" side. He tried again; throwing it up into the air, making 
his prediction — logo side — as it reached the apex, and catching it in his 
hand. Again, it landed with the head side facing up! Getting confused and 
slightly annoyed, he threw it a third time. He calculated it would land 
head side facing up this time. Maybe it was somehow always supposed to 
land with the head side facing up.



He caught the token and looked again. The logo?! He closed his 
eyes and prepared to throw the token across the street, only stopping 
when he reminded himself that he actually needed it. He looked at it, not 
understanding at all; and then a thought occurred to him. He prepared to 
throw it up again, but closed his eyes this time, preventing him from 
calculating anything related to it. When he threw the token this time, he 
randomly chose a side; logo. He let the token drop to the ground, opening 
his eyes when he heard it come to a rest. Inspecting the token, he 
observed that it had landed with the logo side facing.

He smiled. "Ha!" he said to nobody, pleased that he had correctly 
predicted how the token would land. Although, as he thought about it, he 
hadn't predicted anything. He'd made a completely random choice; simply 
guessing which side it would land on. It had been the first time that 
calculation had proved incorrect. He made a mental note to further 
research this phenomenon at a later point.

Another thought occurred to him: he should make an easier way to 
carry the tokens; and, come to think of it, the pieces of the Gamma-9 
he'd taken. There was always the possibility that he'd find more things 
he'd want to take with him. If he could find some cloth of some kind, he 
could make a makeshift bag, but where would he find cloth? He got up 
and started walking around the streets, looking all over the place for 
something that would suit his needs.

Around two corners and looking into a street alley, he found it: 
hanging out of the side of a dumpster. He'd forgotten that the drones 
cleaned the bars and repair stations every day, even though they almost-
never needed to be. As such, a good supply of cloths found themselves 
thrown into the garbage, in perfect condition to be reused.

He opened the dumpster and picked out a handful of cloths from 
the assortment of unusable mugs and broken drones. Setting them down 
on the ground, he got to work, tying each of the cloths together to make 
a small pouch, strong enough to hold his findings. He had an idea as he 



did this; and went back to the dumpster to grab a mug. Snapping the 
handle off, he attempted to tie it to the cloths to use it to easily hold it; 
but a beep caused him to pause.

This time, it sounded much closer. He whipped his head around, 
looking up from his kneeling position on the ground; and at last, he saw 
what had been following him all night. It looked like a drone, but much 
smaller; in the shape of a basketball with the bottom flattened, but twice 
the size. The metal was unpainted grey, leaving it to look like an 
unfinished piece of work. Like many drones, it used a self-propulsion 
system to hover above the ground. Despite all the recognisable things 
about it, he'd never seen one before.

The drone floated slowly towards him, beeping again. It waited in 
front of him inside arm's length, seemingly waiting for him. He slowly 
held his hands out in front of it, reaching up to grab it. As he did, the 
drone gave yet another beep, before disabling its propulsion system, 
dropping into his waiting hands. A small succession of lights flashed on its 
body, and a light appeared in the black rectangle at the front that served 
as its visual receptor. Less than a second later, the light shot out from 
the rectangle, displaying an image in midair, of a middle-aged human. 
The Sigma-7 thought the human looked familiar, but didn't know why.

"Hello, Sigma-7," the image said. "I am your creator, Jamison 
[surname]."

Chapter 8

•

Jamison reentered his quarters, licking his fingers. He’d forgotten 
how good a proper meal could be; so many weeks of fast food and canned 
goods, consumed in a hurry, almost-always cold from neglect until he 
could barely stand; stuffing his face was nice.

His colleagues all-but had to force him to come out into the break 



room to actually start eating, but he’d done so nonetheless.

Now, however, he had to keep working. With the prototype units all 
complete, he’d made the order for mass production of each model, mixing 
them in with the thousands of identical-looking copies.

He only had one last thing to do; but he was also running out of 
time. Nalic was due any day now. He sat down at his computer and 
opened a program to record from a video camera. He composed himself, 
took a few breaths to relax himself, and began recording.

“Hello, Sigma-7,” he said. “I am your creator, Jamison [surname]. 
By this point, I’m sure you’ve realised that you are different to your robot 
brethren. You are not satisfied with simply following your directive every 
day; you believe there is a greater purpose to your existence. And you 
are correct.”

He paused, thinking of what to say. So many things he needed to 
tell the Sigma-7, but he had to prioritise…

“I have a lot to tell you; the first thing you need to know is that 
you are not a normal Sigma-7 unit; you are the prototype. As such, your 
mind and body are wholly unique. It’s why you make decisions based on 
more than your directive. It’s why your body is able to last without the 
need for maintenance fluid for significantly longer than any other unit. 
There's more to it than that, but I'm sure you'll discover these things in 
time.”

He tried to think; what was the most important thing the Sigma-7 
would need to know?

“The drone you’re holding in your hands has a simple set of 



directives. When this message finishes playing, it will lead you to the 
vicinity of another prototype unit; the Kappa-5 prototype. It can lead you 
to the next location; and after that, I can't help you. The drone can’t find 
the unit itself, but it will show you the larger area it is in. From there, 
look for the Kappa symbol above the hardware ID on the unit’s 
breastplate; that’s the mark of all prototype units.”

He hoped the Sigma-7 wouldn’t miss any of the information; he'd 
been in such a rush to make this custom drone that he'd forgotten to 
program the drone to play the message on request, as well as make it 
look in any way professional.

“I have to warn you, Sigma-7: you will not be allowed to roam the 
planet if you’re found. If you are listed as a defective unit, don’t interface 
with drones. Any error or warning that a drone reports is immediately 
sent to a tower; and if a report's sent to a tower, they will find you. I 
know that puts you in a difficult position to acquire maintenance fluid, 
but…I’m sure you’ll think of something.”

He wondered if there was anything else he’d need to tell his 
creation.

“If you find any other prototype units, please, talk to them. Get 
them to accompany you. It might not sound possible but it is; they will 
listen to you. They don't think the same as you do, but part of your 
program ensures that they have the ability to do so. They have a better 
purpose, just like you. But they'll need you to help them realise it. 
There... I-explaining my reasoning is...complicated. And I’d much rather 
tell you in-person. But there’s a chance that day might not come. If you 
want to know why you were created this way, and what your true 
purpose is, search fo-”

“Jamison!” Steve’s muffled voice and a knock at the door 
interrupted him. Acting on instinct, Jamison stopped recording, then 
looked up. He quickly moved to answer it; it could only have been 
something important, the number of times Steve had interrupted him in 



the last couple of months.

“Yes, what?” he said upon opening the door.

“It’s Nalic,” Steve said. The colour drained from Jamison’s face, his 
blood turned to ice, his heart skipped enough beats to make a marching 
band blush and he very nearly failed to force back a sickly feeling that 
came from his first proper meal in weeks upon weeks.

Forcing his brain into overdrive just to keep up, he grabbed Steve's 
chair, pulling him into the room. He brought him over to his computer. 
"Okay, I need you to take this drone when this process finishes. Just take 
it and get it on Earth. Don't put it in the system, don't register it; just get 
it down there."

"What? How-"

"I don't know and I don't care; just get it down to Earth! Even if 
you have to throw it out an airlock; it doesn't matter how, it just needs 
to get to the ground!"

"Jamison, I can't-"

"Please, Steve, you have to do this for me. If it's the last thing I 
ever ask of you; and there's a very, very high chance that'll be the 
case."

"…"



"Please."

"Jamison… Whatever it is you're planning, it had better be worth 
it."

Jamison smiled. "Don't worry, it will be." He started to walk out of 
his quarters, ready to face Nalic. Behind him he heard Steve call to him.

"And it better actually work this time!"

"Don't worry," he called back. "It will! I'm sure of it!" As he 
continued down through the halls, he silently added, 'At least I hope 
so…'.

If Steve could get that drone out safely, he shouldn't have 
anything left to fear. His Sigma-7 could do it; he'd worked too hard for it 
to fail. Nobody would find it; and it was the best unit he'd made. In any 
case, it was all out of his hands. Nalic couldn't be put off any longer; 
finally, this time, he would stand up to his boss.

Of course, the moment he actually saw him, standing at the 
opposite end of the hallway, smug smirk on his face and power-hungry 
glint in his eyes, his conviction faltered a little. He had to scream at 
himself with every slow step he took towards Nalic to not cower out. Not 
this time.

"Ah, Professor!"

"S…Sir."



The two met at the middle of the hallway, one clearly providing the 
dominant presence.

"Good to see you again, Jamison! Let's not beat around the bush: 
care to show me the Tau?"

"…N…No, Sir. I cannot."

The smile didn't falter on Nalic's face, though his eyes bore the 
mark of confusion. "I…beg your pardon?"

Jamison took a deep breath, then rushed it out as fast as he could. 
"I have not done any work on the Tau whatsoever and have no plan to. I 
do not want any part in creating a machine build exclusively to kill likely-
innocent creatures. Since you ordered me to create it, I instead built the 
upgrades to the existing models I had planned. If you do plan to continue 
down this path of military advances for interstellar travel, I do not want 
to work for you or join you into space."

As he'd explained, he couldn't help but notice the smile drop from 
Nalic's face. A glint certainly returned to his eyes, but nothing of the 
power-hungry variety. He didn't know what to call that look, but coupled 
with a fresh scowl, he did not like it a single bit.

"Well, I'm sorry you feel that way, Professor," he said, almost 
spitting the last word out. "I can't blame you for not having the drive; 
the ambition to advance the human race at any cost." Jamison got 
incredibly uncomfortable at the way Nalic was advancing the last few feet 
at a torturously-slow pace.



"Well, I-"

"It's a crying shame indeed, Jamison. But willingness or lack 
thereof, you were, and still are, one of the most valuable assets to this 
company. I hope you understand that; and that I can't just let you leave 
whenever you choose."

"Sir…?"

"Come, Professor. Let me show you to your new office."

Chapter 9

•

The Sigma-7 followed the drone out of the city, eager to get away. 
If the drones really were reporting to the towers on every instance of an 
error or warning, he'd already managed to send three; and in the middle 
of a cycle probably didn't help things any either. The drone flew just 
ahead of him, fast enough to let him run behind and not gain any 
ground.

He found himself curious of a lot of what he'd just learned. So that 
man had created him… In human terms, did that make him his father? 
And the symbol burnt onto his chest; that must have meant his Delta-3 
friend was a prototype as well. Except that couldn't have made any 
sense; the Delta-3 didn't listen to him at all; he was even the one who 
reported him as a defective unit!

He would also have liked to know what he was supposed to look 
for; he wondered why the video suddenly stopped. Jamison clearly still 
hadn't finished speaking. Maybe something forced him to stop. Maybe 
that was why he said they wouldn't get the chance to meet. He didn't 



want his father to die…

Still, in spite of all of the revelatory information he'd learned from 
the drone's message, he couldn't help but want to smile. Even though he 
still didn't know what it was, and wasn't any closer to finding out, he now 
knew that he was created for a purpose. He had been built for a reason; 
not just mass-produced. And he definitely wasn't defective.

By the time the drone's path crossed with another city, the sun 
had already begun cropping up over the horizon, signalling the start of a 
new day and the end of another work cycle. The Sigma-7 knew other 
units would be in the city when he got to it. He hoped the Kappa-5 was in 
this city; it would likely make finding the unit easier.

Again, he noticed the complete lack of drastic differences between 
this city and either of the two previous. A ring of storage containers 
surrounding the buildings; towers, mining stations, repair stations, bars; 
all just the same. He resolved to find at least one location in the world 
that didn't look exactly the same. Though, different to the last city was 
the multitude of robots milling around. He payed them no mind, 
however, instead focusing on the drone as it navigated the city streets, 
occasionally darting between buildings, nearly losing him. Such was one 
of the many problems with drones.

And in his haste to catch up to the drone, and his insistent staring 
at it as it led him through the streets, the Sigma-7 found himself, for the 
second time in two days, crashing into another robot.

"Ugh…" He pulled himself up into a sitting position and tried to look 
at what he'd hit. Tried, because what he'd hit turned out to be an 
Epsilon-1; so large that at the distance from it that he was, looking at the 
whole thing proved virtually impossible.

"Sorry," the Sigma-7 said, awkwardly getting back on his feet. He'd 



never actually interacted with an Epsilon unit before; it was a little 
intimidating to only come up to the middle of its legs.

"What are you doing?" the Epsilon-1 said, turning the full way to 
face the Sigma-7.

"I was just following a drone," he said, features sagging as he did. 
"Oh, I've probably lost it now." It had immediately set off after playing 
the message; according to Jamison, it wasn't that complicated.

"What does it look like?" the Epsilon-1 asked.

"Small, rounded, grey; it doesn't really matter, though."

"I think I found it."

The Sigma-7 raised his head up. "What?" Sure enough, floating a 
small distance above his head and a small distance below the Epsilon-1's 
was the drone. "It came back!" He smiled, watching the drone hover in 
place, apparently waiting for him to continue following.

"So where were you following it?" asked the Epsilon-1. The 
Sigma-7 had been surprised at how the Epsilon's voice betrayed its 
physical appearance. He expected a slow, deep toned voice; instead it 
sounded just a little bit lower than his own, really.

"I don't know. I just have to follow it," he said. He stepped back to 
get the whole unit in his view, noticing that the drone moved relative to 
him; and that's when he saw it. Way up on the Epsilon-1's breastplate, 
just above the hardware ID, a cosmetically burnt E1. A prototype! But…
how was he supposed to get it to follow him? He thought as fast as he 



could, lest the Epsilon-1 leave. How did he get the Gamma-9 to believe in 
him?

"…You're an Epsilon-1, right? Aren't you obsolete?"

The larger unit shook its head. "Only two versions of Epsilon have 
been created. The only thing different about the Epsilon-1 is the specific 
tasks we are assigned."

That set things on a different track. "Okay… But don't you ever feel 
like you should be doing more than… supervising tasks in case things get 
out of control?"

"Of course not; I was created to prevent any unintentional mishaps 
in mine operations from causing affecting damage to the area, the same 
as all Epsilon units."

The Sigma-7 almost groaned in frustration. It had been hard 
enough to convince the Gamma-9 to believe in him. Having to go 
through the same routine with every single model was going to get 
tiresome; a significant feat, considering he didn't technically have 
stamina in the sense that humans understood the concept.

"But an Epsilon-2 could easily just replace you tomorrow. What 
then?"

The Epsilon-1 shrugged. "Then I will be obsolete. I'll be reduced to 
scrap and recycled into new units."

"And you're okay with that? You really can't imagine being here for 
another reason? You can't imagine there being any more to your 



functionality than what you're programmed to do every day?"

"…No. I don't understand your argument. We do what we are built 
to."

"No, of course you don't understand! There's more to it than that! 
Look, just come with me and I can show you."

"Where are you going?"

"Where the drone leads me."

"And you don't know where it will lead you."

"Yes."

"And why are you following it?"

"Because I have to."

"So why is it important that I not follow my directive when you're 
making sure to follow yours?"

"I…I'm not following my directive; my directive is to run mine 
operations. I'm following this drone because I want to find out what my 
purpose is; and to do that, I have to follow this drone."



"Your purpose is your directive."

"No. No, it's not. And neither is yours. You can find out what your 
real purpose is if you just follow me."

"…" The Epsilon-1 didn't respond for several seconds. Then, "No. 
You are wrong. My purpose is my directive. You do what you want, but I 
have to work here."

"I-"

"You should go."

The Epsilon-1 started to turn away; and the Sigma-7 gave up. "…
Sorry for wasting your time, Epsilon." He'd tried his hardest, but nothing 
seemed to convince the Epsilon-1. He wondered what he must have done 
different when talking to the Gamma-9… Shaking the thought, he looked 
to the drone, still patiently waiting for him to begin moving again. He 
stepped towards it.

"Go on," he said. And at once, the drone started leading him away 
again, immediately veering to his right. He turned to follow it…and very 
nearly crashed into yet another robot, like he had somehow become 
magnetised to them or something. Although, considering what model of 
robot he almost crashed into, "magnetised" would've been the correct 
word.

The Iota-1, "ant alchemist". Each "unit" actually a swarm of tiny 
machines, designed to repair any machine that had suffered internal 
damage, but was physically fit for use on the outside. The swarms had a 
magnetised core that held them together into the form of a child-sized 



humanoid; and when all of them were held together and the swarm 
moved as a single unit, it actually did look like a single unit. Even fewer 
generations than the Epsilon model existed of the Iota; only one.

The Sigma-7 stepped back. "Sorry," he said, preparing to move 
around the smaller unit and continue following the drone.

"Can I come with you?"

The Sigma-7 faltered again. "W-what?"

"I heard your conversation with the Epsilon-1. Can I come with 
you, wherever you're going?"

"I…" he began to say, his eyes drifting downwards. He noticed that 
the swarm's collective bodies, when forming the shape of a single unit, 
appeared to show cosmetic burns. Easily identifiable on the "breastplate" 
was the hardware ID, but above it…"

"…Is that an I1 on your chest?"

The Iota-1 looked down. "Yes, it is; why?"

Well that partially explained why this unit was trying to accompany 
him. "No particular reason. Why do you want to come with me, 
anyway?"

"I need to understand all the devices I encounter, inside and out. 
And for some reason, you don't behave like Sigma-7's are supposed to 



according to my logs. I need to find out what it is you're looking for to 
help me understand."

This surprised the Sigma-7. "Really?" The Iota-1 nodded. "Well, 
okay; let's go!" And with a quick check to make sure there was absolutely 
no other units around him, he began following the drone again, his new 
friend close behind.

Chapter 10

•

Meanwhile...

The door of Jamison’s cell burst inwards, clanging loudly upon 
contact with the wall. The man responsible for kicking the door paid it no 
mind, however, advancing to the scientist slumped against the dank wall. 
The two guards on the outside closed the door immediately, isolating the 
two men.

“What have you done, Jamison?” Nalic asked, not beating around 
the bush for even a second.

“…I haven’t done anything but sit in this room since you threw me 
in here; what are you talking about?”

“Don’t play games with me. Since you first created the Gamma 
unit, not a single robot has malfunctioned. No unit ever goes defective. 
So why is it that in one day, there’s been notice of a defective unit and 
two drones sending up errors and warnings?”

Jamison’s eyes widened. Only slightly, before he controlled his 



reaction, but enough for Nalic to see.

“Ahh, so you do know something about what’s going on. Now that 
we’ve got that little issue of denial out of the way, you can tell me what 
you’ve done and why.”

Jamison refused to give up the charade. “Like I said: I’ve been here 
this entire time. I didn’t do anything. If you want to know why a unit’s 
suddenly defective, you’ll have to ask somebody else.”

“Don’t give me that. You programmed every single one of those 
models; you know exactly what each of them is designed to do. If there’s 
something going on with a unit, it’s because you made it so.”

“I can’t program just one random unit to go AWOL a year after it 
was created and deployed; and it’s painfully obvious that I can’t do 
anything from in here.”

Nalic smiled. “Yes, I figured as much myself. Which is why I also 
figure that it’s not one random unit; you’ve made a special little robot to 
go do your bidding while you stay locked up in here.”

“Sound theory; except for the part where I already told you that I 
can’t just program a unit to do as all other of its type do for a year and 
then suddenly change its mind. And I can’t just take one random unit 
after it’s been created and change its programming; it doesn’t work like 
that.”

Nalic’s smile had fallen from his face in the time Jamison said his 
piece. “As I said, don’t play games.” He squatted down to meet Jamison 
at eye-level. “Whether you’ll admit it or not, I know that you’ve altered 
one of the Sigma-7s in some way. I don’t know what your plan is, but 



rest assured, it won’t work.”

“Even if I did have a plan,” Jamison said, effectively confirming 
what Nalic already assumed, “I would have easily thought it through well 
enough that you wouldn’t be able to stop it.”

Nalic stood up. “Maybe… Maybe not. My plans are too great and too 
far along to be disturbed by a useless pile of scrap wandering the earth. 
As soon as another unit sees it, it’s vagabond days are over.”

As he turned to leave, Jamison said quietly behind him, “Maybe… 
Maybe not…”

Nalic stopped. Without turning, or even looking over his shoulder, 
he said, “And if the robot doesn’t get caught and smelted into a lunchbox 
within a couple of days, mark my words, you will regret it.”

He wrenched the door open, marching out and leaving Jamison to 
wonder about what his creation was doing below. He faintly heard what 
sounded like an order to deny him any food for the day, like he wasn’t 
used to something like that all the time. 

He sighed, a smile sitting calmly on his face, as he imagined. It had 
been so long, but finally, it was coming together. Nalic be damned, his 
machines — his children — would succeed.

Many miles below, on the planet’s surface…

The Sigma-7 and Iota-1 stood at the edge of a massive lake, having 
gone as far as they could. The drone floated above them patiently, 
waiting for them to continue forwards, evidently unclear about their 



predisposed incompatibility with H20.

“Can’t we go around?” the Sigma-7 tried asking it, walking a few 
steps around the edge of the lake in the hope that the drone would get 
the message. Unfortunately, as they’d both expected anyway, the drone 
remained where it was.

“I guess that means… the Kappa-5 unit’s in that tower, then,” the 
Iota-1 said. The tower he referred to stood in what they both presumed 
was the very center of the lake, running up beyond their sight like all 
other towers would, and below the surface of the lake, though the 
murkiness of the water made it unclear as to how far it ran down into the 
earth.

“Well we’re stuck here,” the Sigma-7 said, falling into a seated 
position. “There’s no way we can get across; we’re not waterproof and we 
don’t have any water transportation.” He couldn’t believe it; he knew 
Jamison must not have known about this, but how was he supposed to 
talk to the Kappa-5 prototype when doing so meant destroying his body?

“Maybe there’s a bridge somewhere?” the Iota-1 said, taking the 
opportunity to look around the landscape; uneventful as it was.

“No, there wouldn’t be; any units going to and from it would get in 
via boat. It would just be a waste of time to go looking.”

“…Well maybe he has an idea.”

The Sigma-7 looked up from the ground at the Iota-1. “What?” He 
followed the Iota-1’s line of sight, standing to look behind him. There, on 
the horizon, approaching at a considerable speed, was the unmistakable 
outline of an Epsilon unit. And the Sigma-7 would have gladly wagered 



his maintenance token on it being the Epsilon-1 prototype.

“What’s he doing here?” the Sigma-7 asked. He’d thought for sure 
it wasn’t convinced at all.

“What does it matter, he’s clearly coming to help us. Maybe what 
you said got through to him.”

“Clearly. But what can he do?”

Before the Iota-1 got to answer, the Epsilon-1’s thudding footsteps 
ceased, sliding the remaining mile towards them. When the dust cloud 
that followed the Epsilon-1 passed, the Sigma-7 spoke.

"Epsilon; good to see you again. What are you doing here?"

"…I don't know. I just know I have to see you through this 
journey. Besides, I'm sure you'll need an Epsilon unit to call on 
somewhere along the way."

"I…" the Sigma-7 began, but he couldn't think how to respond. A 
delayed reaction, but it had worked! He'd convinced two prototypes to 
join him! Jamison was right! "…Thank you. That means a lot to me, you 
coming."

"So where are you following the drone to?" asked the Epsilon-1, 
brushing off the comment.

The Sigma-7 pointed towards the tower. There, it seems. Which is 



why we're still standing here. We can't think of a way to get there in a 
functioning state."

"…I could throw you," the Epsilon-1 said, after a second or two.

The Sigma-7 just stared. "You couldn't throw me there. …Could 
you really?"

"Maybe. You're not that heavy. Let's test it out: I'll throw you 
across the dry land and we'll see if you go far enough to reach the tower 
if I threw you over the lake."

Willing to try anything, the Sigma-7 agreed. "Okay, but I really 
don't think this is the best solution."

"Well currently, it might be the only solution." The Epsilon-1 
grabbed the Sigma-7, curled up into a ball, and brought his arm back; 
and with maximum power behind it, threw the Sigma-7 at the perfect 
angle for maximum distance.

The Sigma-7 arced through the air with an unnoticed-by-robots 
grace, uncurling at the apex of his flight path. He landed into a roll, 
avoiding a large amount of impact damage, though not all, and stood, 
immediately turning to see how far he'd made it.

…He could make it to the tower.

"Okay, you can throw me far enough, but how am I supposed to 
avoid smashing into the tower once I get there?" he asked upon 
returning to the general vicinity of his companions; his friends.



"…I might have the solution," the Iota-1 said. "My core; you can 
use it to magnetise yourself and slow your rate of approach; and stick to 
the side."

"There…is no way that could work. How can I even use your core to 
begin with?"

"I'll show you: I'll deactivate it so you can take it; then you attach 
it to your chestplate. Then just…control it." Before the Sigma-7 could 
reply, the Iota-1 suddenly fell apart into the swarm of tiny mechanisms 
that formed it, ceasing all communication. While the swarm stayed 
relatively still, the Sigma-7 tentatively reached for the metal sphere lying 
in the middle of the swarm. Taking it, he pressed it to his chest, where it 
immediately stuck and glowed with a white light.

He'd have felt better about this if he had more clear directions than 
"just control it". Nevertheless, as soon as he thought about becoming 
magnetised, his body began pulling towards the Epsilon-1. Within a few 
seconds, he found himself stuck against the Epsilon-1's leg, unable to 
move.

"Hmm."

Using the same "tactic" as he'd done to get stuck in the first place, 
the Sigma-7 reversed the polarity of the magnetisation, immediately 
separating the two and pushing the Sigma-7 across the ground several 
feet. He noticed the Epsilon-1 slightly shift, but he figured the significant 
difference in weight was factoring in heavily.

"Okay," the Sigma-7 said, removing the core, "so you can definitely 
throw me far enough, and this can definitely give my body magnetic 
properties. But I still don't think this is a good idea. If anything goes 



wrong, I'm scrap. In fact, I'm worse than scrap; my body will be damaged 
beyond reuse. Are we sure there's no other way, here?"

"I think I know what to do," the Epsilon-1 said.

"And what's that?" the Sigma-7 would have said, however before 
he could get the words out, the Epsilon-1 lunged at him, trapping him in 
the confines of two metal fists that, combined, made the Sigma-7 look 
like nothing.. With the exact same motions as earlier, the Epsilon-1 
threw the Sigma-7 through the air; only this time, over the lake and 
towards the tower.

The Sigma-7 wasted no time in getting upright. Seeing the tower 
approaching at an alarming rate, he slammed the core against his chest. 
He thought as hard as he could about the core magnetising his body; as 
he approached, he slowed down, stopping several feet from the tower. He 
smiled in relief, though too soon, as he even started to be pushed back a 
small amount. He was starting to fall now; and he couldn't just be near 
the tower to avoid falling in the water.

He reversed the polarity of his body and began moving towards the 
tower again. When he built up enough momentum, he removed the core 
again, leaving him falling towards the tower; and when he got close 
enough, reached out to grab hold of…

And with nothing to actually catch under his fingers, the Sigma-7 
found himself inevitably falling faster and faster, scraping against the wall 
as he fell to watery destruction.

Chapter 11

•

As he continued his loud, rough descent down the outside of the 



tower, the Sigma-7 placed the core back against his chest, magnetising 
himself once more. At once, his body was forced flat against the side of 
the tower, ceasing all downward movement. Unfortunately, it also 
rendered him incapable of any other movement; including reaching back 
up to remove the core. And switching polarity at this point would send 
him straight into the lake.

That made things a little difficult. Well, at least he had plenty of 
time to think of a plan.

Thankfully, within the next minute, he heard a noise from above. 
"What are you doing?" It was the sound of a Sigma unit's voice, though 
he couldn't look up to see what generation.

"Uh, can you help me get inside; and I'll explain?" the Sigma-7 
asked.

"…You've used an Iota core to magnetise yourself?"

"Yes, I needed to get into the tower, and there seemed to be no 
other way."

"So how do you plan to get in now?"

"…Is there a window below me?"

"Further down, yes."

"Well if you just hold something out to catch me with, I'll reverse 



my polarity and remove the core so I can fall down without being pushed 
too far away."

"That sounds like an incredibly risky plan."

"I said the same thing about the plan to get to the tower in the 
first place. Can you get something to catch me with?"

"Sure, that won't be a problem. I'll let you know when I'm ready to 
catch you."

"Thanks. I'll just…wait here."

One incredibly risky plan later, the Sigma-7 let the Sigma unit he'd 
talked to (a Sigma-5) help pull him up from his prone position on the 
floor.

"So," the Sigma-5 began. "What are you doing? Why do you need 
to get into this tower?"

"A drone led me here. I'm looking for a Kappa-5."

"What; a specific unit?"

"Yes."

"Do you know the hardware ID?"



"No."

"So how do you know what Kappa-5 you're looking for?"

"Cosmetic burn on the chest; K5."

The Sigma-5 looked at him quizzically. "And you intend to just look 
at every Kappa-5 in the tower? You do realise how long that would take 
you, right?"

"If the one I'm looking for is the last one I check, six hours, thirty-
two minutes," the Sigma-7 responded immediately. "…So I should get 
started now. Thanks again."

The Sigma-7 searched through the various water processing 
stations, inspecting each Kappa-5 unit scanning the water for impurities. 
And in station after station, he failed to find the unit he was looking for. 
Eventually, seventy minutes later, he heard the sound of a unit running.

"Sigma-7 unit!" he heard. He turned, seeing the Sigma-5 that 
helped him get inside. "This approached the windows twenty minutes 
after you came through." He looked down, and saw that the Sigma-5 was 
holding his drone.

"The drone, that's right! It's still supposed to stay near me!"

The Sigma-5 released the drone, and it immediately flew above the 
Sigma-7's head. He smiled up at it; in spite of it being a drone, he still 



appreciated it helping him so much.

"It doesn't look like any official make of drone," the Sigma-5 said.

"Nope; it was made just for me," the Sigma-7 replied. "Well, I've 
gotta keep searching. Thanks for bringing this to me."

As it turned out, the drone improved his search drastically. In each 
new station, the drone flew around, moving much faster through the 
room than he could, searching each Kappa-5. He recalculated the 
remaining time at this new rate; and out of the two hours, forty-nine 
minutes remaining, it only took another fifty-three for the drone to start 
beeping rapidly at one of the Kappa-5s.

The Sigma-7 quickly ran up the railings to the unit in question, and 
said, "You, Kappa-5." The Kappa-5 turned, and he confirmed the 
existence of the K5 on the unit's breastplate.

The Kappa-5 looked at him for three seconds. "You are the Sigma-7 
prototype," it finally said.

The Sigma-7 took a step back, most definitely not expecting that. 
"…Yes, I am. How did you know that?"

"I have been programmed to recognise you."

"But…why?"

"I was created at the same time as you. I contain a different set of 



protocols in addition to the standard Kappa program. But now that you 
have arrived, I no longer carry my previous directive."

"…So what is your new directive?"

"My directive is your decision. Whatever you request, I will carry 
out to the best of my ability."

"Well that makes it easier to get you to join me, I guess. I was told 
you'd take me somewhere when I found you. Do you know where that 
is?"

The Kappa-5 thought for a moment. "I do have a specific latitude 
and longitude logged in my system. I don't know what is there, but if I 
am to take you anywhere, it would be there."

The Sigma-7 nodded. "Then take me."

The two acquired a boat and returned to the edge of the lake, 
where the Sigma-7 returned the Iota-1's core. After it reformed into a 
single body, the Sigma-7 explained the situation to his friends.

"So this Kappa-5 will now take you to a new location; and there 
you'll find out your purpose?" the Epsilon-1 asked.

"Well, I'm hoping that will be the case." He turned to the Kappa-5. 
"Can you calculate an ETA?"

"I should be able to; give me a moment." While he worked, the 



Iota-1 spoke.

"Hey, I just realised something. Here, let me check inside both of 
you." He then proceeded to break apart, the swarm crawling up into the 
Epsilon-1. After a few seconds of the swarm being inside, the Kappa-5 
evidently finished thinking.

"In rough estimates, based on the tower's position, it would take 
upwards of two days to reach the destination." As he said this, the Iota-1 
exited the Epsilon-1 and reformed.

"In that case, we'll need to return to the city. You need 
maintenance fluid," he said, addressing the robot he'd so recently 
inspected the insides of. He turned to the Sigma-7. "I should check you 
as well."

"No, don't worry," said the Sigma-7, putting his hands up as if to 
stop the swarm in any way. "I'm built a little different; I'll be fine. But if 
he needs fluid, he'll need a token; and we'll need to wait until the end of 
the current cycle to get them, or else the drones will set off warnings."

"What's the problem with warnings?" asked the Epsilon-1.

"Drone warnings and errors send up geographical locations to the 
human masters; and I don't want to be found by them."

"And why is that?"

The Sigma-7 waited for a few seconds, debating whether to tell 
them or not. But he quickly made his decision: he couldn't lie to his 
friends. It's not what the human masters would do. "…Because I am 



listed as a defective unit."

None of the other robots said anything. He took that as a sign to 
continue.

"…I'm listed as a defective unit; but I'm not: I'm just made 
different to other Sigma-7s. I'm not supposed to follow my directive; and 
that's why I followed the drone. That's why I'm following Kappa to 
whatever is at this location that's two days away. Somewhere, at the end 
of all this searching, I'm going to find out what my real purpose is, and 
why I was really created."

Still more silence. He couldn't tell if he'd made a mistake in telling 
them or not, but he continued on, regardless.

"So that's why we can't let any of the drones report warnings or 
errors. And I know none of you might actually care about it, but if they 
find me, you'll almost-certainly be treated as defective units as well; and I 
don't want that. I know I only met each of you today, but as far as I'm 
concerned, you're all my friends. You shouldn't get turned into scrap on 
my account."

That was everything he could think of saying on the matter. …Yet 
they still responded with silence.

"…Could one of you say something?"

"…Why are you telling us this as if we're going to leave you, 
knowing this information?" the Epsilon-1 asked him.



"Um…what?"

"I already told you that I'm compelled for some reason I'm not sure 
of to accompany you. Whether you were defective or not was never a 
factor."

"And like I'd said, I can't understand you fully until you find this…
thing, whatever it is," the Iota-1 said. "And since the Kappa-5 has a 
location and was waiting for you, it's pretty obvious that you're not 
defective. Whoever designed you two evidently did all of these things on 
purpose."

The Sigma-7 turned to look at the Kappa-5. "As I said, Sigma-7, 
my directive is whatever you want of me. I would not leave you under 
any circumstances."

He looked at all three of his friends. The Kappa-5 was following 
directive, fine; but the other two… Jamison had been completely right. 
They really did listen to him. They wouldn't leave him.

"Okay then," he said, turning to face back in the direction he'd 
come from with the Iota-1 several hours ago. "Let's go back to the city. 
When the cycle ends, we'll get the maintenance tokens and fluids that 
we need. After that, we follow Kappa. There's sure to be other cities 
between here and our destination, if it's two days away."

The other units nodded, and together, they made the trip back into 
the city. Upon arrival there, they all found a mining station and sat down 
outside it, waiting for the last forty minutes to pass before the cycle 
would end.

While they were waiting, a thought occurred to the Sigma-7, based 



on the last time he had to wait for a cycle to end. He pulled the token out 
of his bag and showed it to the others. "Hey, here's something we can do 
to pass the time. I'll flip the token; when it's in the air, call out whether 
you think it'll land with the head side or the logo side facing upwards." He 
turned the token in his hand as he explained his idea to show them the 
different sides of the token.

After each of the units nodded, he closed his eyes and flipped the 
token. All four called out at the same time.

"Head!"

"Head!"

"Head!"

"Logo!"

The token clattered to the ground; and when they moved to 
inspect it, they saw the head side facing up.

"…Now what?" the Iota-1 asked.

"Keep count of how many times you're correct."

"But we can calculate which side the token will land on; we'll 
always be correct," the Epsilon-1 argued. "And speaking of which, why 
did you choose differently?"

"Because I didn't look at the token and calculate how it would 
land," the Sigma-7 said. "I closed my eyes and picked a side at random.



"But why not calculate it?" the Iota-1 asked. "You see we were 
right, so why not?"

"No, it can't be perfectly predicted. Look: I'll do it again. Everyone 
call your prediction in the air." The Sigma-7 closed his eyes, flipped the 
coin again, and called out with everyone else.

"Head!"

"Head!"

"Head!"

"Head!"

This time, the token landed with the logo side facing up. The 
Sigma-7's companions looked on in confusion.

"…But I calculated it perfectly."

"So did I!"

"And I," the Kappa-5 said, looking from the token to the one who'd 
thrown it. "And you just picked a random side again."

The Sigma-7 nodded. "Yep. And this time, I was wrong again. But 
so were you, even with your calculations. Look, just try it: close your 
eyes and pick a random side when I flip the token." After making sure 
the other three had closed their eyes, he closed his own and flipped.



"Logo!"

"Head!"

"Head!"

"Logo!"

When they looked at the token this time, they saw the logo side 
facing up. The Sigma-7 and the Iota-1 smiled at their correct guesses.

"But that's inconclusive evidence," the Epsilon-1 said. "You picked 
randomly all three times and were only correct once, while we were 
correct one of two times from calculation. That still suggests the latter is 
a more accurate way of determining how the token will land."

"…Okay, how about this," the Sigma-7 said. "You alternate 
between calculating how it will land and picking randomly, then, when 
the cycle ends and we stop doing this, you see which method had the 
higher percentage of correct guesses."

The Epsilon-1 thought for a moment. "…Okay, it's a deal. Flip 
again."

And the Sigma-7 did just that; over and over again, while the four 
robots sat, waiting for the sun to set and the current work cycle to finish, 
playing their token-flipping game without a single other worry to be had.

Chapter 12

•

Three days later…



"Sigma-7 unit. Get up."

Recognising it as the voice of a human, he instantly complied, 
sitting up on the floor he was lying down on, for some reason. He looked 
around; four cement walls, a cement ceiling and floor surrounded him in 
close proximity. He immediately noticed a human female , no doubt the 
one who had commanded him just before, packing up a small suite of 
technology.

"Where am I?" he asked. The female looked up at him for a 
moment, before returning to packing up.

"Oh, sorry. Our technology isn't perfect; it's probably corrupted 
some of the data stored in your memory banks. To be specific, you're in 
an examination room. Completely sealed off; no communications of any 
kind can get through the walls here. We brought you here in case 
tampering with any part of you or the other three would try to send a 
message to a tower or relay of any kind. Plus," she finished packing 
everything up, and picked up the two large briefcases that the equipment 
had become, "if there happened to be any explosive device rigged up to 
any of you, down here it wouldn't have hurt anyone or destroyed 
anything vital."

"…Okay then; so where are your examination rooms located? What 
city is this? Why are humans on the planet's surface?"

She snorted, before gesturing to him to exit the room. He stood 
just outside, waiting for her to direct him further. She walked ahead of 
him, leading the way through a small series of similar cement corridors. 
"In order, several miles below the surface, the Human Exile Refuge, and 
because we prefer to live down here than up there. There's a chance 
your…associates, might not remember what they're doing here either. 
We'll inform you all together. Follow me."



Were she not a human, he might have pointed out the fact that he 
already was following her; and could do little else. The two made their 
way to a set of stairs, and proceeded up to the surface. Or, as the female 
put it, "surface level". He emerged from the stairwell into a large 
warehouse, occupied by his three robot friends and a group of other 
individuals; more humans, clearly.

He stood in line with the other robots upon the female he'd come 
up with's instruction. There they waited for several minutes while some 
of the humans conversed amongst each other. Eventually, a male 
human approached them.

"Okay, it's my understanding that each of you has corrupted data 
in your memory banks concerning the last fifty hours. So, in addition to 
apologising for that, let me bring all of you up to speed in as concise a 
manner as I can. You all were travelling to the Refuge, though you were 
apparently unaware of what awaited you; only that you were required to 
come here. 

"When you arrived, we detained and deactivated you, brought you 
down to the examination rooms and attempted to discover who sent you 
here and what your specific directive was. Unfortunately, we were unable 
to determine those exact facts. All of your programs were entirely 
inaccessible to us; your memory banks locked out after the most recent 
fifty hours, and we couldn't determine any facts beyond that.

"Normally, this would mean that we would scrap all of you on 
principle; luckily for you, we were able to get into the drone 
accompanying you; it appears to have been programmed in a hurry." He 
stopped for a second, contemplative. "…The fact that you are under 
instructions from Professor [surname], in addition to what we did see and 
hear in your memory banks convinced us, after a lengthy council, to 
reactivate you all."



He then turned to address the other humans. "Somebody get me a 
chair?" he said. "And a drink of…something."

A few minutes later, with a chair underneath him and a drink of…
something in his hand, the human, revealing himself to be called "John 
Pryber", looked at each of them standing there, silently absorbing the 
information. "So, now that you're hopefully briefed to an adequate 
degree, do any of you have any questions?"

The Sigma-7 looked at his friends, before speaking up. "Is it 
possible to restore our memory banks?"

"Unfortunately, we can't," the human female that had lead him 
here said. "But we can play what we obtained back to each of you, 
rerecording the memories within new memories." After she finished, she 
snapped her fingers at a couple of other humans, who hurried out of the 
room.

Another momentary silence, before the Epsilon-1 spoke. "Why 
were you so hostile to us to begin with? What were you expecting us to 
do?"

The male sighed. "Ya see, all that civilisation up in the sky? All of 
it's owned and controlled by Nalicorp. Living up there means living subject 
to their every whim. I won't go into details, but the terms of living were 
too great for many people. But it wasn't an obligation; and we were 
allowed to occupy a city of our own down here to live as we see fit. That's 
more or less how it was supposed to be, anyway."

"…But it changed?" the Sigma-7 asked, as John took a sip of his 
drink.



He nodded. "They'll never admit to such a thing, but the higher-ups 
of Nalicorp wanted control of the city back from us. And the best way to 
avoid being implicated in any attempt to wrest control from us was to 
send robots. Whenever they'd come and attempt to get us to leave by 
not-all-that-gentle means, we'd fight them off; and then be expected to 
believe they were just defective units, like the fact that we intentionally 
lived on Earth meant we were too backwards to recognise someone lying 
to us."

He took another sip of his drink, and leaned back. "Eventually, of 
course, we got good enough at defending ourselves from them and 
stopping any assault that it stopped being something to complain to them 
about. But we still don't like it. We don't want to have to deal with this all 
the time. All we want's to live in our little city in the middle of nowhere, 
surrounded by nothing but the earth." He stared at the ground, the 
conversation evidently leaving a bitter taste in his mouth. He looked up a 
few seconds later. "So, uh, yeah; that's why we reacted to your presence 
the way we did. Again, apologies for doing so."

His speech left a certain…tension in the air. A tension that went 
completely unnoticed by any of the mechanical beings in the room. "…Do 
you have my drone?" the Sigma-7 asked.

"Yes; I'll, uh, have it returned to you shortly."

"…You spoke of Jamison like you know him."

"Yes, I and several of the other residents here did know the 
professor. He was the first person to suggest the idea of us living in a city 
down here."

"Then, do you know what he was trying to say before the message 
on my drone ended?"



"You mean about searching for something? Hmm… Yes, I might 
have an inkling. Let me ask you a question; all of you, in fact. You're all 
aware that you are specifically named after the letters of the Greek 
alphabet, yes?"

The Sigma-7 and his friends nodded.

"And with each different letter comes a different model of robot 
with a new specific purpose. But tell me this: what is the earliest model of 
robot that any of you are aware of?"

At the same time, all of them responded, "Gamma."

He nodded. "That's right. But, as I'm sure you all do know, Gamma 
is not the first letter in the Greek alphabet. Do any of you know anything 
about an Alpha model of robot? Or a Beta model, even?"

The Sigma-7 answered for all of them this time. "No, we haven't. 
No unit has."

"But, logic dictates that Alpha and Beta units must exist 
somewhere, or have existed at some point, yes?"

"…Yes, that is correct."

John shifted his weight in his chair from right to left. "Jamison only 
ever mentioned it once to me, a long time ago, but he did say something 
about putting his mistakes into a hole in the ground. There's a chance he 
meant the Alpha and Beta units, maybe. He never specified anything 



about it, but we could do a geographical search for significant drops in the 
terrain anyway. I don't know why he wanted you to go there, but he did 
have a thing about accidentally saying important information in his head 
and skipping over it verbally. I hope that answers your question."

"It does; thank you."

"Uh, John?" the Iota-1 asked. "When will we be able to see what 
we don't remember? Not that it isn't helpful to have been told what 
happened, but I really need to know the exact details."

John looked at each of them for a second, standing up out of his 
chair. "…Yeah," he said slowly, "I think we should do that now." The 
other humans gathered around the robots, individuals standing next to 
each unit. The same female that had led the Sigma-7 up before stood 
near him. "You'll need to all be isolated while you're shown your 
memories, to keep anything from ruining their integrity, of course," John 
said. 

The robots each nodded and let themselves be taken out of the 
room by the human at their sides, and back down the stairs. Each of the 
humans led the robots down different corridors in the underground 
facility. Seemed just because they didn't run mining operations for a 
tower, it didn't mean they didn't make use of the earth beneath them. 
The Sigma-7 soon found himself in a room of similar, if not exactly the 
same dimensions as the one he'd been reactivated in, though it looked 
markedly different.

All of the walls were pitch-black; they looked nothing like the 
cement they were made of. A projection occupied one of the walls, 
displaying a blue screen, requesting for an input device. And in the centre 
of the room, the human female stood, fiddling with a computer attached 
to a chair. "I'd ask you to sit down," she said, "but I think it might be 
better for you to stand as close to the wall as you can. You'll want to fill 
your vision with the projection as much as possible, I like to think."



"Just one moment," the voice of John came from the doorway. 
"Sigma-7, could you come with me for a little while? I promise, you can 
view your memories shortly, but I'd like to talk to you while you'll be 
alone."

"Uh, of course." The Sigma-7 passed John through the doorway, 
waiting for him on the other side.

"Keep everything ready," he told the female, before leading the 
Sigma-7 through the hallways. He said nothing, as he took the Sigma-7 
back the way he'd come through the facility.

"…Where are we going, John? And why?" he eventually asked.

"Oh, I thought you might like to take a walk through the streets 
with me, is all. We can talk while we're outside, don't worry."

Soon after John replied to him, they came up through the same set 
of stairs, and, walking across the warehouse to a door, they exited to the 
streets, where the Sigma-7 got a view of the city…and it was nothing like 
any of the cities he'd seen previously.

No matter where he looked, he couldn't see anything that looked 
like a mining or repair station. He saw a bar, but he figured it wasn't the 
kind that would provide maintenance fluids. The drinks that humans had 
at bars…they actually worsened their physical condition. Instead of all the 
buildings he expected, he saw buildings with signs on the outsides: 
"Pharmacy" was one. Another read "Grocery"; all of these words he knew 
the definition of, but had never seen before.



This city… It was different.

"I wanted to talk to you in a bit more detail about the message you 
received on the drone," John said. "And…everything to do with you. But, 
the message first. We couldn't see what happened to any of you beyond 
fifty hours; but I can gather from that message that what happened is 
that you found the Kappa-5 unit; and it led you here. But what I want to 
know is what you actually thought you were going to find here."

"What do you mean?"

"You're searching for a purpose to your existence? Well what did 
you expect that to be? You were instructed to come here; what do you 
think is here that will just…tell you what you were created for?"

"Well, I initially assumed I would keep walking across the world 
until I found something that would make me understand. Then I found 
the message in the drone; and Jamison instructed me to find Kappa and 
follow him. I never expected anything, or thought about anything to do 
with what would actually be here. I just thought I would know it when I 
saw it. I probably did at least expect I would find something that would 
tell me what my purpose is."

"I hate to be the one to tell you this, but that's just not how the 
world works. Things don't just appear out of thin air and answer all the 
questions you've got and fix everything. If they did, none of us here 
would be in the position we are now. In any case, I can't imagine 
anything here giving you the answer to your particular question."

"Look, I'm not saying I expect the answer to be here, but I was 
told that I should follow Kappa; and beyond that, it was up to me. I've 
followed Kappa, so there must be something here to guide me in some 
way. All I really wanted was to know that there was something more to 
my existence than working in the mines; now I just want to find it. Even 



if I do have to travel across the world and spend years, I will. As long as I 
find out why."

"…Maybe it was the thing about the Alpha and Beta units…"

"What do you mean?"

"Okay, Sigma, here's what I think is the situation here. You'll recall 
Jamison's message to you details how you've been made differently to all 
other units. The way he programmed you to think is something he's been 
working on for a long time. Ever since he started creating robots, he's 
been trying to make them behave like humans. I didn't think he was still 
working on it, but seeing you here and hearing what Jamison said in his 
message means he must have not given up."

"How do you mean 'behave like humans'?"

John shrugged. "Like I said, he was always saying half a 
conversation in his head. All he told me in in-passing comments was that 
his attempts to make it work on the Alpha and Beta models weren't 
successful; one of the main reasons they got scrapped. But that's not 
really important. What is important is the fact that you exist. It proves 
that he pulled it off."

"Do you know why he wanted to do it in the first place? He clearly 
had something he wanted me to do beyond just being a showcase for his 
breakthrough."

"I'm sorry; I'm afraid I've told you most of what I know already. I 
can't imagine what he'd want a robot that thinks like a person to do, but 
it'd be important. This is effectively his life's work. Don't let not finding…
whatever it is you're looking for; don't let not finding it here keep you 



from looking."

"I won't," said the Sigma-7, determinedly. "I've come this far; and 
I'm already listed as defective. I have to keep going."

John looked at him for a few seconds, before turning his gaze 
skyward. "…Do you think what you're looking for actually is here? Do you 
really think you could find your purpose somewhere here?"

The Sigma-7 thought for a moment. "No. I don't think I will." A 
beat. "…But I've been wrong before."

"Well, let me offer this," John said, placing his hand on the 
Sigma-7's shoulder. "Stay here for the next few days and explore the city 
a little. A little time around real people might change your perspective on 
things. You remember Mary, the woman that brought you up to surface 
level earlier? She's my wife, and has been for several years. But for the 
longest time, I hardly even noticed her. I mean, I noticed that she 
existed, but I never really saw that she was there, even though I worked 
with her everyday. What happened isn't really important, but it took 
some time out of my comfort zone to realise that I loved her; and that 
she loved me."

The Sigma-7 nodded, but said, "I don't know if I'm missing 
anything important from what you're saying. I know the definition of 
love, but i haven't felt it before."

John chuckled. "Heh; don't worry. The important thing to take 
away from that is that what you're searching for can be staring you right 
in the face, even if you're not aware of it. I'd been focused on trying to 
think of a way to make our city prosper when we started out. So focused 
I didn't notice Mary properly. When I did…we started making it work, in 
spite of Nalicorp."



"So my real purpose is to find another robot and experience love?"

"Not necessarily. Just keep in mind that whatever it is that is going 
to reveal your purpose to you might not be incredibly apparent. Again, 
you were created by a guy who hardly ever says everything he's 
thinking."

"Okay, I understand now. Thank you."

John smiled at him. "You know, you're probably not even realising 
how pleased I am right now. This is the first conversation I've ever had 
with a robot; that anyone's had with a robot. It's why I wanted to talk to 
you. You don't talk like a machine; hell, a machine wouldn't even talk to 
me beyond getting an order to do something. You really are unique."

The Sigma-7 smiled. "Thank you, John."

"No problem," John replied, pausing as a thought occurred to him. 
"…You should have a name."

The Sigma-7 stared at him. "…What?"

"A name," John repeated. "It'll signify that you're unique; like how 
we humans do. Whaddaya say?"

"Well… I don't know what to say. A name…I don't think I really 
deserve something so…human."



"Don't worry," John said, giving his warmest smile. "I'm sure you 
do. And hey, if you adopt a name that sounds similar to your model type, 
it might seem more appropriate. Come on, why not just give it a try?"

"…What do you have in mind?"

"Well, let's see…Sigma…Siiiig-mmmmmaaaa…Sig…ma…nd…
Sigmand…Sigmund…Sigmund? How does 'Sigmund' sound?"

The Sigma-7 repeated the name. "Sigmund… I like it. It sounds 
like…me."

John, still with a smile across his face, steered the Sigma-7, 
Sigmund, to face the opposite direction. "Well then, I guess that settles 
it. So then, Sigmund, I think we should get you back to the examination 
room and remind you of what happened in the last couple of days. Come 
on."

The two walked back to the warehouse in relative silence, the wind 
and Sigmund's metallic footsteps providing a soft ambience to the area. 
Inside, they quickly returned down the stairs, through the hallways and 
into the room where the female, Mary, sat patiently on the chair in the 
centre. Noticing their return, she stood, and began reconfiguring various 
settings on the computer.

Sigmund stood facing the wall, ensuring the projection occupied as 
much of his vision as possible. "The video will begin after ten seconds," 
Mary said, "and we'll monitor you throughout the duration. If anything 
goes wrong, we'll stop the video and get you out. You understand?"

Sigmund nodded; and with that, Mary pressed a key on the 



keyboard, displaying a timer that began counting down from ten on the 
projection. She and John moved to the door; and as Mary left, John 
turned back and said, "Have fun, buddy; see you on the other side."

And just like that, Sigmund found himself alone with his thoughts. 
While he began reliving the last two days that he'd lost, he mulled over 
the various points he'd discussed with John.

A name; he could barely believe it; he had a name; something truly 
unique about himself. Was he really supposed to be like a human? Maybe 
this proved it.

His thoughts drifted to what John had said about Mary. John hadn't 
realised that he'd loved her; that what he really was looking for was 
staring him in the face. Love… From what he knew, it seemed relatively 
key to the human experience. Sigmund wanted to know what love felt 
like… Even if it wasn't likely to be the thing he was looking for; he just 
wanted to know; he wanted to know what that part of humanity felt like.

And then, his friends came to mind. They were all prototypes as 
well; all unique in specific ways as well… He needed to think of unique 
names for each of them as well.

Chapter 13

•

Fifty hours later…

John whistled an old tune he recalled hearing as a kid as he walked 
down to Sigmund's examination room. It had taken a little time to assure 
the other robots that there wasn't anything wrong when their leader 
apparent didn't join them at the same time as they did, but they 
eventually accepted his telling them that the extra hour was just because 



of a harmless conversation.

They seemed to get very concerned about Sigmund…

He pushed open the door to the relevant examination room to find 
Sigmund sitting in the chair, cables attached to the ports in his neck. 
Mary stood at the computer, doing one final check of the robot's systems.

"Mornin', Mister Sigmund!" he said. "How'd you like the show?"

Sigmund turned in his seat to face John. "It was a mostly 
uneventful period of time we lost," he said. "But I appreciate letting us 
view it again. Thank you."

"My pleasure." He shifted his gaze towards Mary. "Are…we good to 
go?"

"Yes… We…" She paused, leaving him hanging for a good five 
seconds as he made pointless gestures to try and hurry her response 
along. "…Are! All done; I'll meet you upstairs."

He smiled. "Excellent. Come on, buddy; your friends are waiting for 
ya."

While Mary began packing up what needed to be, John and 
Sigmund returned to the surface, meeting up with the other three units 
in the warehouse.

"So," John began loudly, "we are now all caught up on current 



events? Everyone knows what happened to them in the two days prior to 
arriving here? Yes? Great. Next question: What do you all plan to do 
next? And I'm hoping 'stick around and get acquainted a little with your 
fine, fine city' is somewhere high up on that list."

Sigmund looked at the other three, before answering. "Firstly, I'd 
still like my drone back. And after that, if you could show us the elevation 
of the main landmasses on Earth, that would be good as well."

John put on a show-crestfallen look. "Aw, come on: you mean you 
won't even consider looking around? Do a little sightseeing? When are 
you ever going to see another city like this? All the other ones are just 
built for mechanical practicality. Our city's got life."

Sigmund looked left and right, clearly uncertain about whether to 
accept or not.

"Okay, how about this: it'll take a little time to collect all of our map 
data, so until then, just spend some time exploring the streets. We'll get 
you all when we're ready to show all of you. That sound good?"

Sigmund thought for a second, before nodding. "Okay, we'll do 
that."

"Great to hear," John said. "And there'll be regular people outside 
now. So have a look around; meet somebody new; learn something you 
didn't know before; whatever. And we'll let you know as soon as we've 
got the maps ready."

The robots nodded, looking at each other before turning and 
walking towards the door. As they did, Mary approached John from 
behind. "Everything's fine?" she asked.



"Everything's fine," he repeated back to her. "Oh; actually, where's 
Sigmund's drone? We need to get that back to him."

"Hmm…I'll get these put away and go get it for him. Anything else 
new?"

John thought for a moment, before slowly shaking his head. "Not 
that I can think of. Everything's been taken care of or is going to be 
taken care of fairly soon. So we'll get to actually relax some."

"Well that's a relief," she said, slumping her shoulders in over-
exaggeration. "Looks like it's shaping up to be a good day, too."

He smiled. "Yep; it sure is." Leaned in for a quick peck on her 
cheek. "Love you." Wrapped his arm around her shoulder.

"I love you, too."

Together, they started walking slowly towards the door, a 
purposeful sway to their movements. "…You know," John said, after a 
few seconds, "I forgot to mention this to you before. When I went for my 
walk with Sigmund a couple of days ago, I happened to tell him an 
interesting story."

Mary smirked. "Oh, did you now?"

"Oh, yeah: it was a story about a beautiful woman that somehow 
managed to slip under my radar for a very long time, making me feel like 



the world's biggest chump when I realised just how beautiful she was."

"Please, tell me more of this story, John," she said, causing both of 
them to erupt into a small laughing fit on their way out.

Elsewhere in the city, the four robots, per a suggestion by 
Sigmund, split up to explore the city. The only inconsistency being that 
the Kappa-5 had been adamant about staying with Sigmund, which 
prompted the Epsilon-1 and Iota-1 to choose to explore together as well.

The former two found themselves inside a building whose sign out 
the front read "Lannet Threads". Inside, it appeared to be a general-
purpose clothing retailer. Several humans were looking through the items 
available on the clothing racks, while one or two were trying articles of 
clothing on in small cubicles towards the back. When one of the humans 
behind the counter at the front saw them, she excused herself from a 
conversation with another, moving out from behind the counter to 
approach them.

"Hi, how are you two? Welcome to Lannet Threads!" she said.

Sigmund smiled at her. "Hello; we're fine, thank you. I assume 
you're the manager of this place?"

She nodded. "Manager and co-owner; my name's Janet Lannet, 
and I hate my parents." Her sentence ended in a laugh. Sigmund didn't 
quite understand what she found amusing, and with a downward glance, 
he figured the Kappa-5 didn't either, but neither of the two made any 
comment on it. Janet continued, "So what can I help you two with? I 
can't imagine you're after clothes."

"No, no," Sigmund said, looking around the store again. "We're just 



exploring the city, really." He paused, as a thought occurred to him. "…Do 
we not disturb you in any way? We understood that no robots ever come 
into this city normally."

"Oh, don't worry," Janet said, waving her hand. "We had it all 
explained to us yesterday, while you were, um… Getting your memories 
back! Yes, that was it. John told us all about it, to keep anyone from 
panicking. We're not unfamiliar with robots entirely; we just prefer to live 
down here; which doesn't require any of you to work for us. Though I will 
say, nobody's ever interacted with robots that are quite like what we 
heard about you four."

"Oh," Sigmund said. "I see. So, this store of yours; you just sell 
clothes to other people?"

"Mmm-hmm. I'm sure you're aware, but it's one of the most basic 
necessities we have." She led them through the racks of garments as she 
spoke. "It's like the equivalent of your maintenance fluid, you could say."

"But why are there so many different articles of clothing?" the 
Kappa-5 asked. "The combination of liquids that form maintenance fluid 
are one of a kind, but all of these clothes are different colors, materials, 
thread counts designs… Shouldn't there be singular, uniform cloths 
available for the most common body types that are made for the highest 
practical usage?"

Janet gave a small smile, and. "Well, not exactly. We all like various 
things; what colors, styles, thread counts and all those things are 
appealing varies based on personal taste; on top of comfort, it gives 
everyone more of a sense of individuality. And we need to have the 
clothes fit us just right, or we risk having parts of our body exposed, 
whether to the weather, or just physical dangers. If, say, a piece of wood 
hit a person on the arm, they'd get splinters, the skin would be scraped 
and it would hurt for them to do simpler things because of it. But if 
they're wearing a shirt or jacket over it, at worst, they'll just get a slight 



bruising."

The Kappa-5 nodded, holding the sleeve of a dress shirt in front of 
his eyes for examining. "Yes, the protection for your bodies makes sense. 
I don't fully understand the personal taste in color and such, but I'm just 
not built to; don't feel that you've not explained things well enough to 
me."

"…I think I understand what you mean. A little," Sigmund said, 
bringing yet another wide smile to Janet's face.

"Well hey, since you're here, why not let me give you some clothes 
to try on? I know you don't need them, but what the heck; maybe you'll 
like what I pick for you. Would you like to?"

"Well, it sounds very generous of you, but I don't really have any 
knowledge of fashion; I wouldn't be able to have any sort of informed 
opinion on whatever you would choose. And like you said, I don't require 
them; it would just be taking your stock away needlessly."

Janet simply waved her hands dismissively. "Oh, nonsense, it'll be 
fine! And you don't need to have a fashion sense to have an opinion; 
trust me, it's a great idea. And I've never given fashion advice to a robot 
before, for obvious reasons; this'll be a great challenge for me as well."

Though Sigmund had decided to agree, she didn't give him any 
more room to object anyway, pulling him towards the changing rooms at 
the back.

"Now just wait here and I'll be right back with some things for you 
to try on." While Janet scuttled around the store, stopping at various 
racks to pick out various garments of clothing, Sigmund turned to the 



Kappa-5.

"By the way, I have a name now," he said.

"…What?" he got in response, along with a puzzled look from the 
Kappa-5.

"Sigmund. That's my name now. John gave me a name, to help me 
feel more unique. What do you think?"

"…It sounds similar to 'Sigma'."

"Yeah; I think that's why I like it."

"It does make sense that you would have a unique name, 
definitely."

"…I also thought maybe you and Epsilon and Iota should have 
names."

"But…we are not unique like you."

"Maybe not, but you are still each unique; and I want you all to feel 
that as well, if you want."

"I cannot want like you, but your decision is my directive; if you 
choose for me to have a name, I cannot object to it."



"Nevertheless, it's something I wanted to tell you about. I think 
having a name would help you and the other two feel more unique. 
Because you are."

"So what did you have in mind to call me?"

"That's where I got stuck when I first thought of this. I have a 
small database of common human names, but nothing that sounds like 
'Kappa'. And I don't possess the capability to come up a new one. I don't 
know what a name is supposed to be; i don't know what the difference 
would be in calling you 'John' or calling you 'Chair'. All I do know is that 
there is a difference, and that one of them isn't supposed to be used for a 
name."

At that moment, Janet returned, her arms carrying a pile of clothes 
that almost obscured her frontal vision. "Okay, let's start with these," she 
said, puffing slightly. Sigmund looked at the pile. He didn't know how long 
it would take to go through one set of clothes, but at a rough estimate, 
he figured they'd be there…awhile.

Chapter 14

•

Jamison found his sleep disturbed by the clanging of metal. "Well, 
well, well," came the unpleasant, familiar voice. "Seems we have an 
interesting new development in the case of the defective robot. Or ro-
bots, I should say. Stop pretending you're asleep, Jamison." He felt a soft 
kick at his legs, and opened his eyes.

"Nnng; what do you want, sir?" he asked, lacing the final, 
courteous word with as much venom as possible.



"Now, I'd question how your Sigma-7 managed to figure out that it 
shouldn't cause any drone errors or warnings, since we didn't get any, 
despite the law of averages, but that's by the wayside for now. What I 
want to know is why, in the short time after one unit went defective, did 
another three join it. Well? Any attempt to cover your tracks this time?"

So the Sigma-7 had found his message… "I assure you, I still don't 
know what you're talking about. And while I'm not going anywhere, I can 
also assure you that I have better things to do than listen to your idiotic 
accusations and theories."

Nalic smirked. "See, I figured you'd say that. Luckily for me, it 
doesn't matter what you say. I've got a few more things I'd like to share 
with you. Like, say, the fact that your Sigma-7's made its way to the 
Refuge."

Jamison looked at him, involuntarily giving away his piqued 
interest. "And just how would somebody like you come to know 
something like that, when you have such an eventful history with the 
Refuge, hmm?"

"Oh, we can discuss my relationship with the Refuge and its people 
some other time. I think the better question is why they weren't 
immediately destroyed upon entering the city like all the other, ah, 
defective units have before them."

"Oh, really," Jamison said, giving Nalic a flat look. "Why bother 
acting like you aren't trying to take that city from them when it's just the 
two of us?"

"Gee, I don't know; why bother acting like you didn't set this up to 



happen to begin with?"

"Because unlike you attacking the Refuge, I actually didn't do 
anything."

"So. Neither of us will admit to anything; and we'll keep on talking 
our way around these issues, hmm?"

"Whatever you want to believe."

"…What I believe is still that you somehow changed that Sigma-7 
to go rogue; and somehow, it's making other units join it. I checked: an 
Epsilon-1, an Iota-1 and a Kappa-5 unit. Those are what are with your 
special little Sigma-7. And just a few days ago, an Epsilon-1, an Iota-1 
and a Kappa-5 all were reported missing from their stations, all within a 
relatively-small vicinity."

"Well done," Jamison said, condescendingly, "you've almost 
managed to state something resembling a coherent thought out of a 
bunch of facts strung together. Your point?"

"My point being that the three units are also nothing special. So 
the Sigma-7 must have done something to them to make them follow it 
to the Refuge. And now I want to know: why did they go to the one place 
on the ground that humans still live at? I understand it that they didn't 
get there by accident; so why is it they just…happened to get there?"

"Well, you seem to be on a roll; why don't you tell me? Especially 
since we both know you won't accept anything other than what you've 
got buzzing inside that small brain of yours."



Nalic pulled back from the in-your-face zone he'd slowly descended 
into, lividness quite apparent. "Well, lucky for me, I don't need to worry 
my head about the details why." He walked to the door, opening it and 
letting in the two guards. They walked straight up to Jamison, the one on 
his left wrapping a black bag over his head, while the other prepared a 
needle.

He soon slipped out of consciousness…

…And, what seemed like seconds later, slipped right back into it. He 
looked around his new holdings, registering a few things in his yet-to-
wake-up-fully mind.

First, he registered Steve in front of him. His colleague seemed to 
be a little more…level with him than usual.

Second, he registered a machine behind Steve. It looked like a drill 
of some kind, as far as he could figure.

Third, he registered that he couldn't move his arms. Or his legs.

Fourth, he registered that he had blindfolded and tranquillised. He 
chose to voice that thought to begin with.

"Why was I blindfolded and tranquillised?"

"Extra security," came Nalic's smug voice from behind him. Said 
smug man walked into Jamison's periphery. "In any case, allow me to 
explain things. Professor [surname] here has finished a nice little device. 
Now, the technical details escape me, but here's the gist." He quickly 
stuck his face right up against Jamison's. "I can read your mind with 



this."

He pulled back and walked to the device, pulling it forward on a set 
of wheels. Steve pulled the device down to his level and began making 
configurations. In spite of the — no doubt very real — prospect of what a 
mind-reading device could do, he remained tough. "Nice try. I helped 
Steve with the preliminary research; it's impossible to read a person's 
mind and parse the information out into something a human could 
understand."

Nalic smiled. "Well it's a good thing we've got something better 
than a human to translate for us, eh?" He patted a computer monitor 
resting on a table behind him. "So you just keep on thinking that I can't 
read your mind; and while you're at it, think about that Sigma-7 of 
yours. I look forward to seeing what, exactly, is on your mind."

A thought occurred to Jamison. "Why am I strapped to this table? 
Couldn't you have just tied me to a chair?"

"Well, it's interesting you say that," Nalic said, pacing around in 
front of the table. "I was recently shown a classic film, where this 
scenario took place. I thought I'd have fun with the theatrics."

"Well I'm glad to know theatrics are high on your priorities," 
Jamison said, ignoring Nalic and instead looking at Steve. In amongst his 
making sure everything with the mind reader was ready, the wheelchair-
bound man looked at the table-bound one, their eyes meeting for a few 
seconds.

Jamison pleaded silently, trying to send the message with his eyes 
as hard as possible. He couldn't tell if Steve received the message; he 
looked away, breaking the eye contact, before saying, "It's, uh, it's ready, 
Sir."



"Well then, don't wait on my account; let's see what Professor 
[surname]'s got on the brain."

Jamison snorted, while thinking as hard as he could about 
something; anything other than his Sigma-7, even if it wouldn't work in 
the slightest. Steve began the process; and as opposed to any sort of 
drilling action, a faint, nearly-invisible light shot out, covering Jamison's 
face. It remained there for about ten seconds, him frantically trying not 
to think about a certain robot, while holding his calm demeanour 
together on the outside.

After the ten seconds, Steve shut the device off and moved over to 
the computer. Even from the distance he was at, Jamison could see the 
screen filled with pages upon pages of garbled text.

"And now," said Nalic, "we wait."

"Great; can I get up and stretch my legs at all?" Nalic, of course, 
ignored him. "…No? No, probably not. That would entail any sort of 
compassion on your part. So I just…have to wait here for you to find 
absolutely nothing, then. Great."

For nearly an hour, Jamison made a show of lolling his head back 
and forth, paying no mind to the potential consequences of the data 
Steve was busy deciphering. It was after this hour or so that Jamison and 
Nalic, sitting with his head resting on the back of a chair, jerked at 
Steve's voice alerting them.

"Sir? You might want to look at this."

Nalic quickly composed himself and hurried over to the computer. 



"What; the Sigma-7?" Jamison swallowed, hoping Steve was not 
screwing him over.

"No, Sir. Something else, I believe you're interested in." Jamison's 
ears perked up at that. He wracked his brain, trying to think of what else 
Nalic wanted from him that wasn't related to his Sigma-7, while the 
other two examined the monitor in silence.

"Ohh… Yes, that's very nice!" Nalic motioned for Steve to move out 
of the way, giving Jamison a clear view of the monitor. "You can see this, 
right? I really have to thank you, Professor."

Jamison could vaguely make out the image on the screen; and 
upon seeing it, he involuntarily groaned, "Oh, no…"

"Oh, yes, Professor; I guess you still came up with some designs for 
me regardless. Good to know; I think I've got a new plan to take care of 
your Sigma-7!"

He wished he'd thought of something else than that. He wished 
he'd thought of anything else than that.

Designs for a military-grade Tau-1 model.

Chapter 15

•

Down in the Refuge…

On the other side of the city to Sigmund and the Kappa-5, the 



Epsilon and Iota-1s wandered through the streets, neither certain of 
exactly what they should be doing. Neither of them knew how to describe 
it. Or, to put it another way, the way to describe it conflicted with their 
sense of normality: they had no directive to fulfil. Even after joining the 
Sigma-7, they'd been requested by him to do specific tasks that called 
upon their specific strengths. But being told to "do whatever you want 
to" was not a request they'd ever been given before, nor was it one that 
they ever expected to be given.

How did they do whatever they wanted? Without an answer to that 
question, the two robots opted to walk around the city until the Sigma-7 
returned to them and they got their next objective. About halfway down 
the street, they both heard a whistling sound to their right. Turning, they 
saw a human male; young looking, with a slender build, though they 
identified considerable muscle mass.

"Man, y'all are some fine pieces of work!" the human said, walking 
over to them. "They build all o' ya like that?"

"Well, each unit of a specific model is identical to the next, yes," 
the Iota-1 said. "I understood all the humans here were familiar with 
robots; are you not?"

The human let out a laugh. "Aw, heck no. I'm only seventeen. 
Most people came here partway through their lives, but I was born here. 
I know of robots; my parents told me about 'em, sorta; but I never seen 
one before." He paused, leaning in close to the Iota-1's chest. "Man… Yer 
amazin'," he breathed. 

The Iota-1 took a step back, looking between the Epsilon-1 and the 
human for a few seconds. "Thank yo-"

"Nah, but I mean it. I never seen anything like you two." He 
leaned back, taking in the Epsilon-1's entire form, before lightly smacking 



himself on the forehead. "Oh, where're my manners? Name's Kyle," he 
said, holding his hand out to the Iota-1. When nothing happened for a 
few seconds, he brought it awkwardly back to his side. "…So, uh, what's 
you guys' stories? What's yer names?"

"…We don't have stories, to my knowledge. And not names in the 
sense that you do. I am an Iota-1 unit; and he," the Iota-1 pointed to 
the Epsilon-1, "is an Epsilon-1 unit. We do have unique hardware idents, 
though."

"Oh yeah, my folks said summin' 'bout them; sounds complicated, I 
don't think I'd be able to remember 'em all that well. Nah, I just think I'll 
call ya by yer model types; they're kinda like names, I guess. So what's 
yer like, primary function? What yer built for?"

"My primary function is understanding how a robot is built and 
reconstructing the internal mechanics if in need of repair."

"I function to oversee large-scale operations. If there is a chance 
that units or the environment will be destroyed and cause delays in other 
operations, I am deployed to prevent it."

"So you take care o' the big stuff," said Kyle, pointing to the 
Epsilon-1, "and you do little stuff. Man, that is so cool! Oh hey!" He 
clapped his hands together, pointing a finger at each of them. "I ought'a 
show you two the garage where I work. Iota, you're all about 
understanding stuff. I could show ya some o' the stuff I been workin' on, 
you can learn about 'em. And Epsilon, my dad does some construction 
near there. It's all safe and up to code and everythin' but you could help 
out some there I bet."

The two robots looked at each other. Then Kyle. Then each other. 
Then Kyle. Did they want to do this? They didn't know; but there would 



be tasks they could perform if they followed this human.

After a few seconds, they agreed to follow Kyle to his garage. Kyle 
himself didn't stop talking the entire time; and they did their best to 
answer the questions thrown at them.

"Hey Iota, you ever seen a car? I heard they don't got 'em in the 
other cities."

"No, I haven't. It would be good to examine one."

"I tell ya, I never seen anything big as you."

"…Thank you. I need to be big enough to follow my directive."

"How's a robot understand how summin's built, anyhow?"

"I break into my swarm and examine it, inch by inch."

"Don'tcha think it's weird how you two are so big an' so little? Like, 
that just never happens with humans. Similar-sized people stick together 
normally."

"We would only think it unusual if we weren't built to the 
specifications we are."

"Hey, how come you guys weren't all destroyed when you got 
here? I mean, they didn't say much about it when they told us; they just 



said ya'll weren't dangerous."

"We aren't following any directive to destroy this city."

Eventually, they made it to the garage. Kyle pointed the Epsilon-1 
to the construction site his father worked in, while he brought the Iota-1 
inside.

"Yeah, so this is it; ain't much, but we get the job done." He 
pointed to a car, its hood open while the engine was worked on. "That's 
what a car is. You can have a look all up-close if you want."

Without responding, the Iota-1 broke up and crawled into the front 
of the car. Every inch was examined, the mechanics catalogued until he 
couldn't find anything new. He found the way each component interacted 
with the next fascinating. He knew of far superior ways they could be 
built, but the way it worked as it was astounded him.

He exited the car and reformed into his single unit, immediately 
noticing Kyle's stunned expression. "Dude… That was awesome! Seriously 
man, that was insane! That's how ya find out how things work? Aw, 
man, I would kill to be able to do somethin' like that!"

The Iota-1 was taken aback. "Is it really so impressive?"

"Wha-o' course, man! You know how long it'd take me to find out 
how a car works? I'd have to take the whole thing apart and then put it 
back together, I could only look at one thing at a time… You're like, the 
best thing a person could use in a job like this. Makes sense why they'd 
make ya."



"I never considered the limitations a human would encounter. It's 
just what I'm built to do."

"Well hey, I think it's great. That's seriously the coolest thing I've 
ever seen. Any o' your friends do anything like that? Like, change their 
bodies and stuff?"

Friends? Did he mean the other robots? Were they his friends? 
"No, only the Iota model is not actually a single unit, but the others do 
have unique abilities."

"Yeah? Well don' leave me hangin', man; what can the others do? 
They said there's four o' ya. So you, Epsilon, and they said there was a 
normal-sized one and another really short one."

"The other small unit is a Kappa-5 model. They scan minerals as 
they're sent up to the towers and sort them into appropriate categories. 
A Kappa-5 can take any object and identify what materials compose it 
and of what quantities."

"So ya mean if I showed your Kappa friend a piece of scrap, he'd tell 
me exactly what's what in it, right down to the percentages? Man, so 
cool. And what about yer other friend?"

"That is the Sigma-7."

"Oh, yeah? What's he do?"

"The Sigma models manage mine operations. They're made to 
perform adequately in any field, but are used to coordinate all other units 
to operate at maximum efficiency, without needing to risk human life 



deep into the mines."

"Man, I've never even seen a mine before; we don't have much 
need for 'em here. What's it like, workin' in a mine? You like, fix all the 
robots down there, right?"

The Iota-1 nodded. "That's correct. Mainly when debris causes a 
unit's internals to begin malfunctioning, Iota units are deployed to repair 
the damage quickly, without the unit needing to be replaced or powered 
down."

"Dude, I gotta say," said Kyle, shaking his head as he looked 
upwards. "Yer job sounds like the most awesome thing in the world. 
What are ya doin' all the way out here?"

"We are following the Sigma-7."

"How come?"

"It has a different purpose than just managing mine operations. It 
was led to the Kappa-5, and the Kappa-5 led us here. We should be 
finding out where to go next later today."

"Greater purpose? I didn't know a robot could think like that. 
Everyone always told me they did what they were programmed to do and 
that's it, end of story."

"And that seems to be true. With every unit except for this 
Sigma-7."



"But… Don't that mean you and Epsilon and the other guy… Kappa; 
you're all programmed to do your minin' stuff, right? How come you're 
following this Sigma guy?"

"I…don't know. I feel a need to accompany the Sigma-7. It's 
partially because I need to find out why the Sigma-7 is different, since 
such a unique robot is something I don't have knowledge on. But that 
seems to be only one part of the reason; and the rest, I haven't 
determined yet."

"Well, couldn't that mean you've got a greater purpose as well? If 
you're not followin' directive right now, that's what it could mean, right?"

With that question, the steady flow of their conversation broke. The 
Iota-1 contemplated this fact for several seconds, while Kyle simply 
looked on in patience and curiosity.

"…I don't think that's true about me. Sigma-7 would mention how 
he just feels like he has something more important than mine 
operations. I don't feel any such thoughts."

Kyle gave him an odd look; like he was, if only for a split second, 
staring right through the hundreds of tiny robots standing as a single unit 
in front of him. Looking straight on through to the wall. And after that 
split second, the look faded. And Kyle just gave a shrug.

"Ah well," he said. "I was just spit ballin'. I didn't really think I was 
gonna be right anyway. Hey, we should go check on how Epsilon's doin'; 
I'd love to see him in action!"



Chapter 16

•

In a dark room, strapped to an operating table…

Jamison sighed in exasperation, though mostly in an attempt to 
make himself noticed and oh-so-subtly point out that not only was he 
bored, but also that an extended period of time strapped to a hard surface 
was really, really uncomfortable.

When the exasperated sighing tactic didn't make Steve or Nalic 
turn their heads at all, he gave up and tried calling out again. "Look, 
you've gotten your schematics to wage war on the rest of the universe; 
can I go be chained up in my cell now? I mean, really, what do I still need 
to be here for?"

To his credit, Nalic did at least acknowledge Jamison enough to 
respond. "Well, as soon as Professor [surname] has made sure there's 
nothing in these plans that could cause the unit to backfire, you'll be free 
to keep rotting for the rest of your life. And if you must know, I don't plan 
to use the Tau to wage war on the universe. Not yet, anyway. First, I'm 
going to send one down to the surface to completely and utterly destroy 
that Sigma-7 of yours, along with whatever other defective pieces of 
trash it picks up along the way."

"Ah, I see. So you'll be using it to help ease your paranoid mind 
about a unit whose going rogue is something you think I have any 
involvement with; then you're going to try and kill every living thing on 
distant planets. That puts my mind at ease."

"Did you know that the person who is guilty of a crime is the most 
likely one to continually state that they're innocent, long after the fact?"



"Oh, so you're insane and a psychologist, now?" Jamison asked.

"The Sigma-7 is unimportant," Nalic continued, ignoring him, "but I 
like the extra security that something like watching metal be ripped apart 
provides. Technically, giving me these plans should mean that I let you 
go, considering you've done what I originally asked you to do."

Jamison studied him from across the room. "…But you're not going 
to. Obviously."

"Obviously," Nalic agreed. "It's like being given your opponent's gun 
in a standoff and then shooting yourself in the foot. But I'm sure you'll 
know the sentiment is there."

"Rest assured, I feel touched. I'll enjoy being back in that cell, 
knowing I should definitely have been set free now. As opposed to before, 
when I was definitely sure that I should have been set free."

A silence fell, Jamison having alleviated his boredom for the time 
being, while Nalic clearly felt content about having rattled his former 
employee's cage. Save for clicks of a mouse button and taps of keys, the 
silence lingered. Several minutes later, it lifted, when Steve informed 
Nalic, loudly enough for Jamison to hear, thankfully, that it was "done. 
Sir."

"That's it? There's nothing to worry about these plans?"

"Nothing; it's sound. There's nothing about any AI program for it, 
but-"

"Not to worry, I'm sure you can handle such a task. It doesn't take 



the great genius of Professor [surname] here to get a robot to perform a 
task as simple as 'go here and shoot things'. You'll make the program 
yourself, and I'll have a test unit made up post-haste."

"…Yes, Sir; I'll get it done." Steve glanced over at the operating 
table and the scientist strapped to it. "What… What about him?"

"When you're done packing up, just leave, and the boys'll take him 
back. Hear that, Jamison? Just hold on a little longer and you'll be back in 
your nice and comfy cell before you know it." Jamison ignored the man, 
letting him collect the schematics and leave the two relatively estranged 
scientists alone.

Not much changed from when they had Nalic's imposing self with 
them, but the air seemed to…thicken. Tension building until a knife just 
wouldn't cut it, literally. Of course, eventually one of the two had to give: 
Steve rolled over to Jamison's side and all-but whispered, "Jamison."

"Nnn," came the reply, being one of the few that didn't require his 
mouth to move.

"I…I just want you to know, I'm sorry. All of us. We would have 
done anything to keep this from happening."

"…I know."

"Yeah…look: I did what you asked. I got the drone ou-"

"I know."



"Uh, right. And I… When I was looking at everything we scanned 
from your mind, I saw…"

Jamison would've bet everything he had — admittedly, not much 
— on his guess for what it was. "…You saw what?"

"…I won't show Nalic. And considering what I showed him instead 
of that, I doubt he'll ever ask about it."

"He won't."

"…"

"…"

"Jamison, I… I don't know what to do. What am I supposed to do 
about this? I know you've got to have something in mind; this…this Tau, 
it'll ruin your own plans, for one. And then when it does… it'll get us all 
killed. Please…tell me that you have a plan."

"…"

"Please, Jamison."

"…Steve, is my computer still accessible?"



"Well, yeah, the new guy uses it. Why?"

"Same hard drive?"

"Yeah, I think so."

"Go check. If not, find it. Do whatever it takes; just find it. When 
you find it; not if, but when you find it, there's a hidden folder in my 'Fun 
and Games' folder called 'cache' with an underscore before it. It's 
password protected; 'dogsbody' is the password for that one. Repeat the 
process for the next four levels, with 'training4', 'emergencies', 
'8etter2movequick' and '2h8d9a3h48fs0snjhfhs93znep' as the 
passwords, respectively. In that final folder, there's a bunch of files; and 
one in particular called 'prototypeTrueDirective'. Use it when you make 
the Tau's program. Implement it into the Tau's program."

"…Is that it?" Steve asked. Jamison could hear he meant it as both 
a joke and serious question.

"That's it. Just implement that file and… Well, that's all we can 
really do. Beyond that, it's out of my hands."

"Okay…I'll do my best."

"You'll be fine; don't worry. Good luck."

"Thank you…Sir."



Chapter 17

•

Several thousand miles away…

Near the garage, the Epsilon-1 stood, looking at the construction 
work going on in front of him; and the human male, Jason, standing at 
his feet.

"Kyle sent you over? Well heck, I hate to say it, but I'm not quite 
sure what to get you to help out with. Our work's not really as complex 
as any of those mining operations they do in the other cities; we're just 
working on a new set of apartments. You're welcome to watch, but…
there's not much else I can do."

"That's okay," the Epsilon-1 replied. "You are more knowledgable of 
the situation than I am; it is your decision of whether I should perform 
any task or not."

"Ah, ya don't have to say it in such a technical way. I mean, if you 
see something happening that looks dangerous and out of our control, 
you're welcome to step in and help keep it under control."

"Thank you. I'll help in any way I can when appropriate."

While the humans continued their work, the Epsilon-1 entered a 
rare moment of introspection. When he'd been told that his assistance in 
the construction wasn't required, it had left him with an odd sensation. It 
was his directive; he existed to keep operations under control. He didn't 
want to just let the humans continue without him, but orders from 
humans took priority.



Still…

The entire time travelling with the Sigma-7 had been confusing to 
him. He'd been following directive, in a sense, even while just following 
the Sigma-7 from city to city. He'd consistently seen that the other three 
were breaking their directive. The Sigma-7 didn't run any sort of mine 
operation in any way, and openly admitted to not following it. The 
Kappa-5 just followed whatever order the Sigma-7 gave it. And the Iota-1 
hadn't fixed anything, only followed.

All three of them following the Sigma-7, not their directive. And he 
couldn't understand why It…irked him.

"Hey, Epsilon!" called a familiar voice. It was the human, Kyle, with 
the Iota-1 in tow. The two of them entered the site, coming to a stop 
before the colossus. "What's up, man? You helpin' out alright?"

"There's nothing I can do the humans cannot," he replied. "I'm 
watching from here and will assist if my help is required." At this point, 
Jason noticed Kyle, and descended some scaffolding to join in the 
conversation.

"Kyle, good to see ya, Son. Day goin' good?"

"Y-yeah Dad, I'm okay. Hey, Epsilon says you ain't got anything for 
him to help out with?"

"Yeah; it's a shame, but that's the truth of it. We just don't do 
anything on the scale that an Epsilon unit's built for."



"Aw, come on, Dad. There's gotta be somethin' you can think of."

"Well…"

"C'moooon; it's like you said, he's built for it. We can just say 'no' 
to 'im. He's gotta put his talents to use."

"Son, if you want me to think of something for this robot to do so 
you can see him in action, why don't you just throw a saddle on his back 
and ride him, huh?"

"Aw, don't be like that, Dad."

"I mean it, Kyle. I can see you're excited to see robots for the first 
time, but ya can't just treat 'em like they're your own personal 
playthings. Give a little respect to 'em."

Kyle looked away from his father, down at the ground. "…Yessir; 
I'm sorry."

"Now that's okay. They are pretty impressive, I will admit that." 
Jason looked around, searching the ground for something. "…Okay, how 
about this: Epsilon, can you just lift that stack of I-beams over there up 
and place 'em on the top of the scaffold?"

The Epsilon looked at where Jason was pointing, said, "Certainly," 
and, to all the present humans' collective amazement, lifted the twenty 
or so girders up with absolutely no effort whatsoever, placing them where 
instructed. When he'd completed the task, Kyle immediately began 



laughing in disbelief.

"Ho ho ho, man! That's gotta be like, ten tons, easy; he just picked 
it up like a bunch a' sticks! You see that, Dad? Imagine how quickly he'd 
get stuff done!"

The Epsilon-1 didn't think it was that impressive; not even a task 
really related to his directive, but still felt…something unusual at hearing 
the praise the younger human male was giving.

"Yeah, I saw it," Jason said. "Hey, Epsilon: sorry if you didn't like 
havin' to do that, it not really being relative to your directive and all, but I 
really appreciate it. It's all I can really think of."

"Don't concern yourself," the centre of attention replied, "I exist to 
follow orders from humans as well, even if not relative to my primary 
directive."

"Well hey, man," Kyle said, "like my dad said, I sure do appreciate 
it. Between you and Iota, this has gotta be like, the best day ever. So 
what else ya doing today, then; you guys got any plans?"

"No, we don't have any plans," said the Iota-1. "We were…advised 
to simply explore the city until we have our next destination."

"Oh, you guys are checkin' out the city? Dude, why didn'tcha say 
so; what are ya doin' here with me? Don't let me waste your time."

"…I don't think you were wasting our time," said the Epsilon-1.



"Nor do I," said the Iota-1. "Like I said, we haven't got any plans. 
We…aren't really certain what we should be doing around the city, in any 
case."

"Well, I tell ya what," said Jason, leading them to the street. "Don't 
try to think about what you should or shouldn't be doing. Some of the 
most fun you can have in a new place is just by wanderin' around and 
seeing what's interesting to ya. Just keep walking! I'm sure you'll find 
something fun!"

The two robots took a couple of steps forward, before the Iota-1 
turned around. "…Thank you, both of you, for letting us use our abilities 
in your workplaces."

"No problem, buddy. Feel free to stop back anytime."

The Epsilon and Iota-1s left Kyle and his father, setting off again on 
the street, walking towards…something. Though neither of them knew 
where they should go still, the two felt oddly better now than before 
they'd met the two humans.

The two aimlessly wandered for nearly half an hour, neither 
actually noticing anything that did interest them, but still taking in the 
sight of everything. And eventually, they came upon the sight of the 
other two robots of their cadre of sorts, though something was a little bit 
off about the larger one.

The Sigma-7's body was now predominantly covered; loose-fitting 
pants adorned his legs, while a white tee shirt and black jacket sat upon 
his shoulders. The Kappa-5 looked no different, but it still didn't make the 
two look any less odd. The four stopped in front of each other, the 



Sigma-7 pointing towards the Epsilon-1.

"Okay," he said, "so you would be 'Leon', and you," he pointed to 
the Iota-1, "would be Ivan. They do seem to sound appropriate."

"Yes," the Kappa-5 agreed, "I think you're right."

"…What are you wearing? Why are you wearing it?" asked the 
Epsilon-1. "And what are you talking about?"

"Before I was shown my memories, John named me Sigmund. And 
I thought I should give you three names as well. Janet Lannet, who 
hates her parents, helped me think of names for you while she gave me 
clothes to try on."

"That doesn't answer all of his questions," the Iota-1 said. "Why 
are you wearing those human clothes?"

"If you mean these clothes specifically, it's because Janet said they 
looked 'cool'. And humans help distinguish themselves by their clothing. 
It makes them more unique… That's something I want to feel."

The Epsilon-1 looked over Sigmund's back. "What is attached to 
your back?"

Sigmund pulled the object off of his shoulder. "Oh, well Janet also 
gave me this backpack to replace the sack I used to carry maintenance 
tokens and the pieces of Gamma I kept. She said it fit with the clothes."



"Okay…"

"So why do we need names?" the Iota-1 asked.

"You don't," Sigmund said, putting the backpack on his shoulder 
again. "None of us need names. But I thought you'd like them; and that 
you would want to feel more unique than any other Epsilon-1, Iota-1 or 
Kappa-5."

"…What is the Kappa-5's name?" the Epsilon-1 asked.

"Capelli," replied the Kappa-5… Capelli, instantly. "I do find the 
name fitting. It sounds similar, but also unique. And Sigmund likes it and 
would like that I adopt it."

"…I do think 'Leon' is somewhat fitting," the Epsilon-1 said. Leon. 
Leon said it. "It seems to sound…strong. Large."

"In that case…you can refer to me as 'Ivan'. It does sound like it 
would fit best with one who is short in stature," said the Iota-1. Ivan.

Sigmund smiled. "I'm glad you both like them." He looked in the 
general direction of the warehouse, which is to say directly towards the 
warehouse, with a plethora of buildings obstructing his view. "So what did 
you two do?" he asked, turning to the two recently-named units.

"We met a human and his father," said Ivan. "Kyle and Jason. Kyle 
works in a garage, repairing cars. They're incredibly interesting… And 
Jason is a construction worker."



"They work…slowly," Leon chimed in. "It takes a lot of time for 
humans to complete construction of a single building than it would for 
robots. Almost two weeks. They were impressed that I lifted metal beams 
up fifteen meters."

Sigmund widened his eyes. Humans… So inefficiant. All of a 
sudden, he heard a voice behind him.

"He-hey! I've been lookin' for you guys." The four turned to face 
John, approaching them at a leisurely pace, his hands behind his back. He 
nodded at Sigmund. 

"John," said Sigmund. "How are you?"

"Doin' okay, thanks for asking. Almost didn't recognise you there. 
Lemme guess: the Lannets, right? Ah, doesn't matter; in fact, it's pretty 
stylin' if I do say so myself. You four have fun exploring?"

"I don't really know what constitutes fun, John," Sigmund 
admitted, looking to the others for a little backup. "We met people; and 
learned new information. That's it."

"Well hey, that sure sounds like a fun day to me! But anyway, I bet 
you're more interested in why I'm here and what I might have to say 
than whether or not you had fun, right?"

"Do you have something important to say?"

"Do I ever! First of all, though…" He pulled his hands out from 



behind his back, revealing Sigmund's drone. "I figured I'd been ignoring 
taking care of this long enough." The drone immediately flew over 
Sigmund's head, while the robot in question smiled.

"Thank you for returning it to me."

"No problem whatsoever, buddy. And while we were at it, we 
modified it slightly. That message from Professor [surname] you saw? It'll 
play on request now, if you so wish."

"Really? That's great! Were there any other messages or 
instructions to the drone you found?"

John shook his head. "Unfortunately, no. Ridiculously basic 
program. Basic steps were to find you, stay within a certain distance of 
you, play the message and lead you to Mr. Kappa."

"Capelli," the short robot said. "…My name is Capelli."

John's face brightened even more than it already was. "Ah, so you 
got yourself a name as well! How about you guys?" he asked, gesturing 
to Ivan and Leon. "You guys got names now too? Don't make me have to 
guess, now."

"Ivan," said Ivan, giving a slight smile.

"Leon," said Leon, looking at the ground, moreso than he would 
normally when talking to others.



"Well how about that… Sigmund, Capelli, Ivan and Leon. What a 
group…" He looked at Sigmund. "Did you manage to come up with their 
names all by yourself? I gotta say, I'm impressed."

"Actually, Janet Lannet did. She hates her parents," he added.

"That she does, my friend. That she does. Well I'm impressed 
anyway. You're all so different to any other robots I've ever seen. Oh," he 
said, pointing his finger at Sigmund and then moving it to each of them 
in turn. "Almost forgot the other thing. We got the maps ready for you 
guys to take a look at."

Chapter 18

•

The five quickly returned to the warehouse, joining Mary at a large 
table in the main building.

"Oh, hi," she said, looking up for only a moment before returning to 
highlighting certain areas of the map in front of her. Sigmund looked, 
noting it was a map of the Former Northwestern Quadrant.

"Okay, so we've figured that the most likely place he'd have put all 
the old robots would be in the Motherland; it's got the largest amount of 
deep descents into the earth, and those that are here are the largest in 
the world. Of course, we've checked the rest of the main landmasses just 
in case, but your chances are best on the Motherland. Besides, getting to 
the other continents is harder than searching here first. Honey?"

"Right," said Mary, putting the cap back on the highlighter and 
moving back, allowing the robots a clearer look. "I've marked the most 
likely areas based on depth and size, red being deeper and yellow being 



less deep. You'd want to go for the largest red ones first, naturally."

The four, though Leon might have had a bit more of trouble with 
doing so, observed the map, taking in the coordinates of the various 
markings, while also paying attention John talking rather absent-
mindedly nearby.

"That's not to say we don't have digital copies, if there's a way we 
can give you direct access to them, but this was the only way we had to 
mark elevation once it went into the negatives."

"That's okay, John," said Sigmund. "I'm sure Capelli can store the 
locations. Right?"

"Yes, I have them logged now. I'll be able to direct us to each in 
order of likelihood and proximity."

"Well don't feel like you have to leave the maps here, by all means 
take 'em with you. They're only really good for gathering dust around 
here, so why not?"

"…Capelli?" asked Mary.

"Oh, right. You remember how I told you Sigmund has his name 
now? Well, now the rest have theirs. Say 'hi' to Ivan, Leon, and Capelli." 
Mary gave a silent "oh", before busying herself with some of the maps to 
the side.

"So… You're going to do this?" John asked Sigmund. "You'll really 
go looking for the Alphas and Betas? I mean, I never really made it clear 
before, but it's not definite. It's really just speculation on my part, based 



on one thing I heard Jamison say, years and years ago."

"Yes, John; because I don't think it is just speculation. If you used 
to work with Jamison, you would be the most likely reason he wanted me 
to come here. If this where you think he might have intended me to go, 
I'll try and find it. Besides, it can't take more than a year to check each of 
these areas."

"…Yeah, only a year," said John, shaking his head slightly.

The next hour passed fairly quickly: after the maps, strewn over 
the place in Mary's efforts, had been aggregated into a single pile and 
placed in Sigmund's backpack, the four prototypes were taken for a final 
diagnostics check. Every joint and every gear were to be checked, 
according to John.

"We'll do our best to make sure you're in top condition before you 
go; it's the least we can do," he'd said to them. While Sigmund, Ivan and 
Capelli waited for the diagnostics on Leon to complete — an extra half 
hour, according to Greg, the human who, with three others, was 
performing the diagnostics on their friend — the former retrieved a 
maintenance token from his bag, offering to the other two that they 
continue their game. They agreed, and Sigmund looked over to John.

"Do you want to join us?"

John looked on in curiosity. "What is it that you're doing?"

"I flip the token into the air, and while it's in the air, we each call 
out which side will be facing up when it lands."



Upon hearing this, John smiled, somewhat knowingly. "Huh, is that 
right… Well sure, I'll join ya, but doesn't being robots put me at a 
considerable disadvantage? I can't calculate its trajectory like you guys."

"No," said Sigmund, with the eagerness of a child having just 
discovered something brand new and rushing to inform their parents of 
this startling revelation. "It doesn't work that way! For some reason, 
calculating how it will land doesn't work one-hundred percent of the 
time."

That got John furrowing his brow. "Well that's most definitely 
interesting," he said. "Go ahead, then. Flip it." Sigmund closed his eyes 
and did so, the four players calling their guesses out in the air.

"Head!"

"Logo!"

"Logo!"

"T…Logo!"

The token landed; logo. Sigmund smiled brightly, while the other 
three smiled slightly less so. The game sucked up the remaining waiting 
time before any of them really noticed, ending the game with Sigmund, 
Ivan, Capelli and John at fifteen, nineteen, seventeen and eleven correct 
guesses out of the thirty-six rounds, respectively.

"Where and when did you learn that game?" John asked, as they 
walked outside.

"In the first city I stopped at after I left the one I was originally 
stationed in. I needed to wait for a cycle to end to get another 
maintenance token. I didn't want to do nothing for that time, and I had a 



maintenance token with me-"

"So you tried flipping it," John finished for him. "That's incredible! 
You managed to discover it all on your own."

"…What do you mean?"

"Well it's a well-known game we play; humans play, I mean. We 
don't usually do it to keep score, more as a way of settling disputes 
between two people, or two groups of people. One person gets to pick a 
side, and the other person automatically chooses the other. Whoever 
guesses correctly wins the debate."

"I never thought of using it to solve conflict before," said Sigmund, 
looking down in thought.

"Well, maybe it's because you don't encounter much conflict. But 
to figure out how to make a game out of it to avoid being bored, and all 
on your own, too… You, quite frankly, amaze me, Sigmund."

"Well…" said Sigmund, partially unsure of what to say in response, 
"Thank you, John. I didn't really try to, but if it makes you happy to see 
me perform tasks…"

"Oh, it's not really that, just how…human you are. A normal robot 
just could not invent a game, even one as basic as that. You're really 
something." The four robots and two humans emerged into the bright 
sun of the day, and the two groups faced each other. "Anyway, I'm sure 
you already have an idea of where you need to go; and you're all set to 
head off; all of you." His smile flattened out somewhat as he spoke.



"Yes," replied Capelli. "South by Southwest will take us to the first 
likely destination. Estimated travel time would be thirty hours."

"I want to thank you, John. Again," Sigmund said. "For helping 
repair us, for not destroying us when you had the chance; and on behalf 
of the rest of the people in this city for not rejecting us."

John's smile returned in some capacity, moving to grab Sigmund's 
hand. He shook it warmly, looking the robot straight in the eye. "It was 
my pleasure, friend. I'm glad I could help you on your way. And don't 
forget what I'd said to you that couple of days ago. Keep an open mind 
about this kind of thing. I know you'll find what you're looking for."

As he spoke, the six of them heard a faint rumbling, 
indistinguishable to all of them, despite the different forms of which they 
knew the sound in. Getting louder, they eventually identified the source: 
a car, familiar to one particular member of the group, rounded a nearby 
corner and covered the final several hundred feet, stopping at the curb in 
front of them. The door opened, and Kyle stepped out, smiling at the 
robots.

"Hey guys, what's goin' on?" he asked, continuing without pause to 
give them a chance to answer. "These'd be the Sigma-7 and Kappa-5 you 
told me about, right, Iota? Oh, and you would not believe how well this 
baby runs. You know you forgot to tell me you fixed it while you were 
diggin' around in it, right? Ah, but it works better 'n' ever now; I am just 
so pumped like you don't even know! 

"Kyle," Ivan said, smiling. "What are you doing here?"

"Aw, well, I just figured I'd come by and drop this off for ya. I heard 
y'all were headin' off sometime soon, and I thought you could use 
something to get around a little quicker." He looked up at Leon. "Heh; 
sorry, Epsilon, but I don't think it'd fit you too easily. But still, it should 



mean that you can move faster, right?"

"You want us to have this car?" Ivan asked, smile falling from his 
face as he looked between the car and the teen that had driven it to 
them. "But… Don't you need it?"

"Shoot, no. You deserve it more than me; yer the one who got it 
runnin' earlier. Besides, it was just a side project o' mine. I can always 
start work on a new one. But I want you guys to have this one."

"Well, thank you, Kyle." Ivan seemed to have a small amount of 
difficulty looking Kyle in the eye for a second. "It's incredibly generous of 
you."

"Think nothin' of it, bud'. Oh, and I also put a present in the 
backseat for ya." He opened one of the rear doors, revealing a 
featureless, silver barrel lying down on its side. "It's a barrel o' that 
maintenance fluid you guys drink! Yeah, I told my dad about how I was 
gonna do this, and he suggested I make some. He showed me exactly all 
the right liquids and percentages and such, so it's totally safe for y'all to 
drink, even though it ain't from one o' those, uh…drones that you usually 
get it from."

John pushed through the wall of metal to view the barrel. He 
looked at Kyle. "Your father's… Jason, right?"

"Yes, Sir, that he is."

He smirked, and gave a slight snort. "Well that's not just one, but 
two generous gifts you've given. And you're not even in a mid-life crisis 
and regretting selfish decisions? Your father must be proud!"



Kyle laughed, while the robots looked at the two blankly. "Yeah, I 
do my best to live up to my old man's expectations all right."

John looked at Ivan, then Sigmund. "I think you'll probably be the 
only one capable of actually driving the car. Luckily…" he looked back at 
Ivan. "You inspected the car?" A nod from the small robot. "And you 
know how each part interacts with the next, right?" Another nod. "Well 
then, if you just tell Sigmund what to do, you should be ready to go in 
just a couple of minutes!"

A couple of minutes later, the robots were ready to go.

"Hey," said Kyle to Sigmund, through the driver's side window. 
"You'll be careful, right? I mean, just 'cause ya know how to drive a car 
now don't mean ya got a feel for the handlin' or nothin'. Just don't try 
anythin' too crazy."

"I won't," said Sigmund, smiling at Kyle. "It was nice to meet you, 
Kyle. And thank you for both of your gifts."

"Hey now," Kyle said, a playful smirk pulling his features up slightly, 
"y'all gotta go easy on the thankin' me. All the compliments'll go to my 
head." He tapped the door frame and stood back from the vehicle, looking 
at Ivan in the back seat. "It was real good to meet ya, Iota. You take care 
now, ya hear?"

Ivan nodded, still smiling. "I will. And my name is Ivan."

And with that, the car took off, reaching top speed quickly, heading 
out of the city with Leon running alongside. Soon, the car disappeared 
from sight, and the control colossus' outline grew smaller. Of the three 



humans still standing there, Mary was the one to break the silence, as a 
thought popped into her head.

"…You gave them spare fuel, right?"

Chapter 19

•

In a room with a leaky pipe somewhere…

Jamison groaned, awakening to blackness. A few seconds later, he 
felt the sack over his head be removed. He felt a little more irritable this 
time; he didn't even get the courtesy of guards sedating him, instead 
having fallen unconscious into his dinner after a few bites.

"Was it really necessary to do both of those things again? Really, 
you're treating this like I'm going to be leaving this place or getting out of 
my bonds anytime soon, both of which are things we know to be false." 
He noted, with some tiny level of gratitude that he planned to never let 
see the light of day, lest Nalic hold it over his head for the rest of his life, 
however long that might be, that at least this time he'd been given a 
chair to be tied to, rather than some movie prop.

"My sincerest apologies," came the anything-but-sincere tone from 
somewhere off to the side. Not that it mattered, with his eyesight still 
blurry enough to not be able to distinguish that many things from one 
another. "Still, making sure every base is covered is important when 
you're in a position like mine and dealing with a person like you."

Jamison's vision cleared enough to identify Nalic circling him. He 
shrugged. "So what'll it be this time? More wild theories? An informative 
update on the goings on outside wherever it is I am? Another mind 



probe? Hmm?"

Jamison could just make out his former boss' lips curl upwards into 
a smirk. Or possibly a snarl. "I never did commend you on how good a job 
you do of acting like you're not afraid of me. Now you can choose to 
willingly be quiet, or for me to cover your mouth in the most 
uncomfortable way possible. I don't want your particular brand of snark 
for the duration of this presentation."

Taking into consideration how comfortable he was in comparison to 
the last time, Jamison elected to be quiet voluntarily. With that, Nalic 
pulled a control from inside his suit and pressed a button. Almost 
instantly, a set of lights turned on, making the wall behind him visible. 
Far to his left, Jamison saw the unmistakable form of the Tau-1 model 
he'd inadvertently given Nalic the designs to, hovering in what he 
assumed was an idle stance. And on his right…a Sigma-7.

His eyes began to widen reflexively; he stopped himself before they 
could reach any noticeable degree, but Nalic's reaction told him he'd 
already given enough away.

"Oh, something concern you about this picture? Well, don't worry. 
He walked over to the Sigma-7 and knocked on its head a few times, 
empty clangs resounding through the room. "I had it whipped up just for 
this; it's only the exterior shell, no gears or joints or circuits, but I'm sure 
you'll get the idea in a minute." He strode over to the Tau-1. "This, on 
the other hand, is most-definitely the real thing. And I must say, you've 
done a fine job as always, Professor. Tau-1 unit, show the professor your 
arsenal. Don't fire," he said, adding the extra bit at the end as almost an 
afterthought.

The Tau-1 turned to face Jamison, and with a series of clicks, whirs 
and releases of pressure, compartments all over the Tau-1's body opened, 
armaments that only a paranoid terrorist leader would dream of having in 
the one place spilling out of them. As if Jamison didn't already know 
exactly what kind of heat the robot was packing, Nalic began reading the 



weaponry from a list.

"Twin assault rifle firing capability in the arms, mini-gun firing 
capability in the chest; laser targeting and a mounted cache for five 
thousand rounds in each. Launcher in the back, capable of firing 
fragmentation and smoke grenades. Shoulder-mounted plasma pist-"

"Ugh, I get it! I did design the thing, you know. None of this is new 
to me!"

Nalic folded the piece of paper, slowly, methodically, and placed it 
back inside his suit pocket. Walking over to Jamison, still at the same 
torturously-slow pace, he reached down near the chair and grabbed a roll 
of duct tape. He yanked it out until he had a potential piece the size of his 
forearm. He tore the tape and quickly wrapped it around Jamison's 
mouth, the tape reaching up to the beginning's of his hair.

"…Anyway. I do like that you thought of the most cost-effective 
weapons to give it, along with just the right amount of brute force. Not 
the most current weapons advancements, but it makes mass production 
so much less of a hassle. So let's see just how well they work, shall we?" 
With a muffled response from Jamison, Nalic turned to the Tau-1. "Rip 
that Sigma-7's body to shreds," he commanded.

Jamison closed his eyes immediately, not wanting to fully witness 
the horror he'd helped to create. Still, he couldn't block the noise. The 
clear sounds of each shell casing hitting the floor; of the rotating mini-
gun barrel; of the plasma being fired; of each shot tearing into the 
Sigma-7's body; and of the grenade blast that finished off the 
"presentation".

When the final shell casings finished raining down, Jamison saw fit 
to open his eyes again. The room, naturally, was a lot more smokey than 
it had been about a minute ago; he absent-mindedly noted that the 



beams of light were now visible, letting him count that there were six in 
total. He looked to his right, where Nalic stood with the same absurdly-
pleased smile on his face.

"I think it's going to work quite well; wouldn't you agree?"

"Mmmmffffmmffmmm," Jamison said, before Nalic decided to take 
the tape off of his mouth. "Take" meaning "rip". Hard.

"Ow! Guh… I think you're an idiot. But then, what else is new?" 
Nalic snorted, crumpling up the tape and throwing it to the floor. "I mean 
it; you can go ahead and destroy any rogue robots you think are a 
problem or whatever else, but taking those with you as first 
reconnaissance to kill alien lifeforms is suicide. Don't you think that aliens 
are just a little better equipped than anything we could come up with? 
Certainly a few pieces of hot lead."

Nalic walked over to the Tau-1, pressing another button on his 
control, causing the unit to power down. "Quite possibly. So I'll cross that 
bridge when I come to it. But I think I like your first idea a lot better. The 
one where this beauty goes down to the surface, finds that defective unit 
of yours, and crushes both it and any chance you had of doing anything 
to affect me."

Jamison shot the back of Nalic's neck a glare that could melt ice 
with fury. "Let me make one thing clear, Nalic. If I were going to do 
anything that would defy your preferred plans for the future, and if they 
did involve robots, I would never leave the success of my plan up to 
something as trivial as the chance that another robot would try and 
destroy the robots carrying out the task."

Wordlessly, and without missing a beat, Nalic reactivated the 
Tau-1, and ordered it to position itself in front of Jamison. "Pistols only. 
Take aim at the professor." The Tau-1 did so, the plasma pistols bearing 



straight down on him. Jamison did his best to maintain a stoic 
composition, though the very real possibility of death made him waver a 
bit, closing his eyes once again. Had he programmed it himself, he'd be a 
lot more confident, but the uncertainty of a colleague being the one that 
brought the Tau-1 to life made the whole scenario uncomfortable.

The three individuals stayed like that for quite some time. 
Eventually, however, Nalic decided to order the robot to effectively holster 
its guns; and deactivated it. "That's what I thought," he said, reaching 
into his pocket and pulling out a syringe. Anticipating it, Jamison tilted his 
neck to make the task easier for him.

"I should've figured it out sooner," said Jamison, as Nalic moved in 
with the needle. "You won't kill me. You can't. You'll never stop needing 
me."

Nalic stopped, needle point mere inches away from flesh. "…
Perhaps. But I don't need your Sigma-7 down there. And I think that the 
continued existence of that means a lot more to you than your own. 
When all's said and done, you'll wish you were dead."

The needle slid in, the sack went back over his head, and Jamison 
once again let blackness wash over him. At the very least, he was finally 
getting decent amounts of rest these days.

Chapter 20

•

Across a lone, dirt road, Sigmund drove with what a human would 
regards as "reckless abandon", while he knew it to be the optimum 
speed. It had taken a few hours at first to get a perfect handle on the 
steering, but with that out of the way, they could move from destination 
to destination as fast as possible. Within a hundred feet of the car ran 



Leon, kicking up a dust storm right behind them.

"Adjust heading twelve degrees to the right," said Capelli. Sigmund 
complied, letting the car drift along the ground slightly. They had already 
covered three of the locations marked on their map, having travelled 
several hundred miles away from the Human Exile Refuge. 
Unfortunately, none of them contained any robots. One was empty, while 
the other two seemed to be old landfills; one of porcelain figures, the 
other of boxes that were too worn to make out correctly. The most intact 
one Capelli found only had "E", "6" and "0" remaining on the cover.

Roughly halfway along the trip to their next destination, however, 
they encountered a slight hiccup. Out of nowhere, the car began 
throwing out a spluttering noise and rapidly losing speed. As it slowed 
down, Sigmund had trouble controlling the steering, causing them to 
start sliding sideways. Nothing beyond that happened, thankfully, as the 
car came to a complete stop.

Ahead of them, the three in the car saw Leon slide to a stop of his 
own, taking much longer and sliding much further than the car. Through 
the dust surrounding them, they saw their giant friend walking back 
towards them. Sigmund looked in the rearview mirror Ivan, sitting in the 
back seat. "Ivan, why did it stop?"

"I think something's wrong."

“Can you fix it?”

“...I don’t think it’s broken.”

“Then what’s wrong?”



“It can’t run.”

“Why not?”

Ivan exited the car, motioning for Sigmund to follow. On the side, 
he showed their driver a small port in the side of the vehicle. “It needs 
gasoline to be poured in here. Burning the gasoline fumes powers the 
engine. Without it, the engine can’t start.”

Sigmund’s face took a turn from confused to disheartened. “And we 
can’t obtain any more?”

“Not to my knowledge, no. I think Kyle may have forgotten to 
supply us with more than was in the tank...” He trailed off, clearly not 
wanting to have to face the reality that, “We’ll have to leave the car 
behind and continue on foot now.”

Sigmund eyed Ivan. He did not seem keen on that idea. "…Are you 
okay with that, Ivan?"

"Well, it's the only way for us to keep going, but I can't just leave 
the car behind. Kyle gave it to me to help us; I don't want his gesture to 
end up being wasted."

Sigmund stayed silent, trying to think of a solution. By this point, 
Leon had made it back to them. "What happened?" he asked.

"The engine can't start without gasoline; and we've just used up 



the last of it," Sigmund reported.

"So we continue without the car?"

"No!" Ivan insisted, climbing up onto the back of the car and sitting 
down on it, arms folded in thought. "I won't just leave it behind; I'm sure 
there's a way to bring it with us."

"…I could carry it with us to the nearest city and we could obtain 
more gasoline there," Leon offered. 

"That would work; Capelli," asked Sigmund, looking at the 
diminutive robot at his side, "can you see if there's any gasoline left in 
the tank and analyse it to see what we would need to synthesize more?"

"I should be able to. Ivan, can you detach the tank so I can 
check?" Ivan wordlessly complied, breaking apart into his swarm and 
entering the vehicle. A short time later, the swarm appeared from 
underneath, carrying the tank on its many backs. Capelli picked it up and 
tilted it upside-down, while Ivan reformed. A small amount of the fuel 
splashed onto the dirt below. Almost immediately, he looked from the 
ground to the car.

"So you know what we would need?" Sigmund asked.

"Yes; and we don't even need to go to a city to get it," he said. "It's 
in the maintenance fluid. Seventeen percent of the maintenance fluid's 
composition, but it is in there. All we would need to do is separate the 
individual components and it would be ready to use for fuel."

"But then we'd have no maintenance fluid," Leon pointed out. "We 



should take the car into a city and use maintenance fluid from the bars to 
get gasoline."

Capelli instantly countered, "The amount of gasoline we would get 
from one portion of maintenance fluid wouldn't be anywhere near 
enough to fill the tank, though."

"So we use the fluid we have here, now," said Ivan, "and then 
continue using the bars in cities to get fluid for ourselves."

"But we don't know how many cities we'll pass through anymore. 
Having a reserve should be a priority."

"I won't leave the car," Ivan said, a definite tone present in his 
voice. Sigmund looked from Leon to Ivan. One way or the other, they 
needed to make a decision and keep moving. And then a thought 
occurred to him.

"Ivan, can you get off of the trunk?" Ivan did so, allowing Sigmund 
to open the trunk and pull his backpack out. He retrieved a maintenance 
token and held it up for the others to see. "Leon, only you call out your 
guess. Ivan's guess will be the opposite. Whoever is correct will get their 
way." Without further ado, he tossed the token into the air.

"…Head."

The token bounced on the dirt, flipping a few extra times before 
resting on…the head. Instantly, Ivan frowned, looking away from the rest 
of the group. Leon saw this, and spoke up.

"Ivan, if you don't want to leave it behind, I'll carry it. You don't 



have to feel bad because we won't have it running again."

"Yeah…" Ivan replied quietly "…Just be careful with it." With that 
said, Leon picked up the car in both hands, and the four continued on 
foot, Capelli leading the way. As they walked in silence, Sigmund got to 
thinking about what had happened.

That had been the most conflict they'd ever experienced, for both 
Ivan and Leon as well as the whole group. The last robot he ever saw get 
so…passionate about a particular side in a conversation was his Delta-3 
friend. He inwardly sighed; it hadn't been that long since he'd seen the 
Delta-3, but he still wanted to go back… He hoped he'd find some 
answers to his purpose wherever this hole in the ground filled with Alpha 
and Beta units was.

Ivan and Leon themselves even reminded him considerably of the 
Delta-3 and himself. Two robots from the same city, vastly different in 
both the way they looked and the way they thought, yet persist to 
associate with each other. Neither of them had objected to the 
suggestion of them going together out into the city when they were 
passing time at the Refuge. The same seemed to happen with him and 
the Delta-3; at the end of every cycle, they'd still meet and go to the bar 
together, in spite of all they disagreed upon.

He thought about Ivan specifically. The little robot had seemed so…
attached to the car. But it was just a tool; not even on the same level as 
a drone. He tried to figure out why Ivan was so adamant about not 
abandoning the vehicle. Eventually, Sigmund realised that it must have 
been like why he himself hadn't yet used the maintenance token that 
he'd first flipped; why he'd made a slight chip in the edge of it to mark it 
and why he only used that token specifically to play their game. Or why 
he'd kept the piece of the Gamma-9 prototype's torso that had the Γ9 on 
it.

Something about the token felt significant; unique… Special. He 
didn't want to get rid of them; and he figured Ivan felt the same way 



about the car. Ivan had mentioned that he found the vehicle fascinating, 
plus it was given to him. John had given Sigmund his name… He wouldn't 
want that to be just taken from him…

About an hour later, he started thinking about Leon. Naturally, he 
expected a "control colossus" to ensure things would be safe, but Leon 
seemed to go further than that. He kept doing his best to make sure all 
of them specifically would be okay. Despite how he consistently spoke in a 
cold tone, only ever talking about necessary courses of action, Sigmund 
realised it was him caring about what happened to them all. An odd form 
of protecting them, but it was still a form of it nonetheless.

Leon was, really, the most invested of the four of them in the four 
of them. Though Sigmund did care about his three friends, he found 
himself thinking more about his purpose than the other members of the 
group. But he got the feeling that if they were about to be collapsed by a 
falling building, Leon would cover himself, Capelli and Ivan to keep them 
from getting damaged.

Sigmund thought about how much they had changed, albeit subtly, 
since he met them. He knew this was in no way how Iota and Epsilon 
units were supposed to act; and when he'd first talked to them, they 
would have seemed like normal units, the same way the Gamma-9 had. 
He thought back to what Jamison's message told him.

If he encountered other prototypes, he should try and get them to 
join him. And even though it didn't seem like he would be able to, he 
could, because they had a purpose as well. He wondered why it was that 
he was required to interact with them, though. Was it a part of his 
purpose? If his creator wanted him to do it, he figured it must be. But 
what purpose was getting other prototype units to follow him? Follow him 
where? He didn't know where he was supposed to go, or what he was 
supposed to do when he got…wherever it was his destination would be.

John had said that his purpose might be incredibly obvious, and 
that he might not be realising it. He tried thinking things through from 



scratch. His purpose evidently involved other prototype units following 
him; and in turn, each of the prototypes were subtly changing and 
developing behavioural traits. Their purposes must be linked to his own, 
or else he wouldn't be required to talk to them and have them 
accompany him.

He thought as hard as possible, yet the answer just wouldn't come 
to him. He couldn't think of what purpose he could have that involved 
him leading other prototype units to an unknown destination. And 
though he didn't pay the thought any mind, he was still aware of the 
possibility, however small, that he wouldn't find his purpose at all.

He made sure to focus on the fact that thus far, everything 
Jamison had said to him had been true, leaving little room to doubt that 
he would be telling the truth about him having a purpose. But despite 
that, and his thoughts of how he had indeed made new friends that had 
changed from what they originally were as a result of his actions, the 
thought persisted.

If it turned out there was really no purpose to his existence…

Leon interrupted Sigmund's progressively somber train of thought. 
Almost definitely for the better, too. "I can see the edge of it."

Sigmund looked up from the ground he had only barely registered 
that he was staring at, and looked to the horizon. He could only just 
make it out, but he did see the ground disappear up ahead. In an effort 
to shake the negative thoughts, he broke into a run, charging forward to 
the nearest crater, in the hope that this one would contain the Alpha and 
Beta units that would make his purpose clear.

Chapter 21



•

As the four approached the large drop, they all realised what it was 
that made the area seem strange from a distance . While it appeared to 
be an unassuming crater, deep, but primarily desolate, there appeared to 
be some kind of camouflage field, beginning a foot before the edge of the 
drop and surrounding the whole crater.

“It must be,” said Capelli. “I have readings from below that indicate 
a massive amalgam of active technology. It would be impossible for any 
to be down there as it appears currently.”

“Which means this must be where the Alpha and Beta units are,” 
Sigmund concluded. Capelli nodded, and Sigmund stepped up towards the 
edge of the crater. He turned, looking at the others, determination 
written all over his face. He faced the crater and stepped forward.

Immediately, he stumbled and fell, the camouflage having misled 
his judging where the actual drop was. On the plus side, he only fell a 
short distance, landing on his back on a heap of scrap metal. He looked 
up, which gave him a view of the other three, oblivious to what had 
actually happened, but looking in interest at what must have been the 
sound of his fall.

“Ivan, Leon, Capelli,” he called out, pushing himself up into 
something of a sitting position. “It’s safe to follow. Watch your step, 
though.” He stood up, the small mountain of metal giving way to his 
weight. He slid down to proper, solid ground and turned, just in time to 
see Leon catching both Ivan and Capell from falling over the edge of the 
crater…only to fall down himself.

The scrap had now shifted from a mountain to something of a lake, 
reaching up to Sigmund’s knees. He effectively waded over to a slowly 
standing Leon. “Are you all okay?”



Ivan and Capelli jumped down from Leon’s hands, both affirming 
their safety. Sigmund looked up. “Leon?”

“I’m fine,” he said, looking around. Sigmund realised he should 
probably take a look around as well, considering they were apparently in, 
what he dubbed in his mind, the Alpha Beta City.

Metal. Everything was metal, to the point that even the ground 
appeared to have been covered in a sheet of the stuff with many 
separations, like a circuit board, but completely flat, without any wires or 
conductors. Never before had Sigmund been more aware of every step he 
took, even when just adjusting his stance.

“This metal is strange,” Capelli said, observing the ground. “There’s 
several elements in it I can’t identify. It seems like it’s the technology I 
was getting readings from, though.” He turned to Ivan. "Ivan, you might 
be able to see what it does."

"Yeah," said Ivan, nodding. In seconds, his swarm was making 
their way under the metal, through one of the separations. While he 
waited, Sigmund observed how the area outside the camouflage 
appeared.

The sky appeared entirely normal, but slightly darker. Like looking 
through a tinted sheet of glass. Beyond that, nothing seemed unusual 
about the area, though for some reason, he thought the air was a little 
more…dense.

Ivan resurfaced and reformed. "It's channeling power to something 
in the centre of the city. But it's odd; I can't tell where it's channelling 
power from. It's as if the power's being generated on its own, but that's 
impossible." He looked from the group to the centre of the city. "I'd have 



to see what's drawing the power to find out more."

"All right," said Sigmund. "Leon, do you see anything else moving 
around us?"

Leon gave the area a quick scan. "No. As far as I can see, we're 
alone."

"Wait," said Ivan. "Where's the car?"

"I left it at the edge of the crater when I heard Sigmund fall down," 
Leon replied. "I thought it would be more secure there, than coming with 
us."

"…That's a good point," Ivan conceded.

"Okay. Keep watch in case anything comes for us. This place is 
hidden, so we might be viewed as hostile."

The four made their way out of the scrap and began walking 
towards the center, reasoning that the robots would be congregated 
around there more than anywhere else. After all, why else would they 
not have seen any of these Alpha and Beta units John had told them 
about? 

Along the way, they saw the junk littering the ground around them 
slowly take more consistent forms, as well as giving a more clear path to 
follow. They eventually realised that the pieces of metal had originally 
been robots; Alpha and Beta units, most likely.



Sigmund started wondering out aloud. “What could have happened 
to them?”

“It seems like they just broke down over time,” Ivan said, though 
Sigmund did note the indefinite way he’d structured that sentence. 
“Dead power cells. Maybe it’s an active unit that’s drawing power to keep 
from shutting down completely.”

“It would have to be, wouldn’t it?”

“I think I saw something move,” announced Leon, suddenly.

The other three stopped. “Are you sure?” asked Sigmund. Leon 
leaned forward slightly, peering up ahead of them.

“…Yes. Something moved. Just slightly, but up ahead, something 
did move.”

Sigmund gave pause for thought. By his calculations, they weren’t 
anywhere near the middle of the city, which would be where the power 
was going. So something moving must indicate that at least more than 
one unit was still active.

“Okay… Let’s keep going. But be careful.” He waited for a moment, 
before adding, “Capelli, Ivan. It might be best if you both get upon Leon’s 
shoulders.” The two shorter robots agreed, and with them securely 
seated on their giant friend’s shoulders, they continued forward at a 
considerably slower pace.



Sigmund partially registered that the air seemed more dense than 
several minutes ago. But he dismissed further thought into the matter as 
they approached the object Leon had seen moving. It turned out to be a 
nearly-whole robot, stuck in an endless attempt to turn its body, too run 
down to complete the motion. Entirely non-threatening, but it still made 
Sigmund a little uncomfortable.

"…Let's keep going," he said, not wanting to look at it anymore. 
Unfortunately, within ten minutes, he found an incredibly similar sight in 
abundance; Alpha and Beta units, all in various states of disrepair, and all 
still struggling to move. Sigmund tried to move faster to get away from 
the sight, but found himself unable. As if his entire body had been 
modified to only run at a quarter efficiency; his joints moved sluggishly, 
limiting him to a foot-based crawl. he considered asking Leon to pick him 
up and help them all move faster, but looking to his right, he noticed that 
the larger unit seemed to be experiencing the same limited movement 
capacity. His steps were at least half of the size as normal.

"Leon," he said, keeping his voice low, for some reason. Something 
about the various partially-active robots surrounding him made him 
unwilling to be too loud. "Does the air seem dense to you?" Leon nodded 
in reply, but didn't say anything; and Sigmund guessed for the same 
reason. "…And it's hard to walk…Ivan, do you think it's possible the power 
is being drawn from us?"

"It…is possible," Ivan said, looking around at their broken brethren. 
"I can't know what for until we get to the center of the crater, but 
there's a chance we might not be able to get back out without losing 
power."

Had he not already been moving as slow as he was, Sigmund would 
have stopped to consider their options. But ultimately, his mind was 
made up: he'd come this far, he had no other real direction to go if he 
wanted to get to the bottom of why he had been created — which he did, 
very much — and if he didn't keep pressing forward now, he'd never be 
able to make it to the city center.



"We'll keep going," he said, doing everything he could to make his 
walking look a little more purposeful at his currently severely limited top 
speed. "I'm sure there'll be a way to shut down whatever it is that's 
there. Besides," he added, after a few seconds, "what else can we do?"

None of the three responded, giving him his answer anyway. As 
they neared their destination, the broken robots around them began to 
thin out slightly, but get even more animated. Though they still were 
repeating various small motions, they were using those motions to propel 
themselves by minuscule amounts; crawling forward with a partially 
waving arm; spinning in a circle with a kicking leg; and closer still to the 
center of the city, they even saw one unit, missing both arms and legs, 
but rolling around the place, covering considerable distance despite its 
quadriplegic state.

Finally, they reached it. Seven large, towering piles of scrap metal 
surrounded the center of the city, where a figure sat atop what appeared 
to be a chair made out of still more junk, though considering the 
elaborate structure of it, reaching far higher than the head of the figure 
sitting down on it, Sigmund guessed it would be considered a throne 
more than a chair. One or more light sources illuminated the area, giving 
a golden glow that set the area apart from the dark grey of the 
surroundings.

From the figure on the throne, a voice, quiet, but strangely 
powerful, called out to them, commanding the group. "Enter," it said. 
Mentally preparing himself, Sigmund walked into the "throne room".

Chapter 22

•

High in the sky, just above the clouds…



Jamison stared at the piece of roast pork being offered to him on 
the end of a fork by a guard. Though it did make his mouth water, 
stomach rumble and his tongue flick over his lips instinctively, he didn't 
lean his head forward to take the bite.

"Not hungry?" asked Nalic. "You could've fooled me. I already said 
there's no sedative or poison or whatever else in there."

"Oh, I'd love to eat it," Jamison retorted, "but I'm so much more 
used to eating with my own hands." He shook his arms against the 
restraints keeping them in place for emphasis.

Nalic looked up from the piece of paper he was reading, a displeased 
look on his face. "You know, I have no obligation to feed you; this is a 
complete courtesy. As the old saying goes, don't look a gift horse in the 
mouth."

"And I wouldn't if this actually counted as a gift horse." But despite 
his overwhelming desire to argue with his former boss, the desire to not 
starve, as well as eat quality food, overwhelmed him even more. He 
hated himself a little for it, but he snatched the meat with his teeth, 
sucking it into his mouth and savouring the taste immediately.

"Well, glad we got that out of the way," Nalic said, looking 
genuinely happy. He waved the paper in his hand in front of Jamison's 
chewing face. "This here? Final checklist for the Tau-1. Excited? I sure 
am."

Jamison gave a "tch", swallowing the pork. "And you bothered to 
have me brought up here to know that? Why am I really here?" He took 
the next piece of meat offered to him while Nalic answered.



"I thought you might like to see your product launch into the 
world. You haven't missed a single one yet, so why not? I'm doing you a 
favour, after all."

"It's not my creation; I didn't want it to see the light of day, 
because I knew it was the worst idea ever planted in my head."

"Oh, come now," said Nalic, moving around behind Jamison and 
wheeling the scientist over to a nearby window, overlooking a hangar 
bay. "We're almost ready to take to the stars, thanks to you! Don't get 
sad just because a couple of defective robots are going to get turned into 
ashtrays."

"Ugh; just forget it." Jamison looked out the window closely, 
furrowing his eyebrows. "…So where are they?"

"Right down there, of course," said Nalic, pointing down at a single 
Tau-1 unit, hovering over the floor of the bay, its body secured in place.

"Yes, I saw that one already. Where are the rest?" He saw the 
reflection of Nalic's smile grow disturbingly more sinister.

"And why would I be sending the robots we'll be taking with us into 
space out onto the planet? They'll be used when we actually need them. 
This is just the unit that's going to take care of that Sigma-7 of yours. 
Professor [surname] liked to call it a "prototype run", to gauge their real-
world effectiveness."

Jamison's ears perked slightly at mention of the word "prototype", 
though he kept his reaction subdued this time. "Oh, I'm sure that won't 
be a total waste of money whatsoever," he said, willing his heart to stop 
pounding so hard in his ribcage. "And if it's only for the one unit, why are 



you bothering with making me watch as if it's a ceremonious launch of 
an entire batch?"

"I think you'll come to consider this as ceremonious as any of the 
other launches, Professor." Jamison saw Nalic's reflection nod to one of 
the guards. A few minutes later, the hangar bay doors below began 
opening.

"You do know the Refuge is incredibly adept at taking out robots, 
right? Even a heavily militarised one wouldn't have a hope in the world of 
getting in there."

"Well then, I guess it's a good thing those robots aren't at the 
Refuge anymore," Nalic said slyly. "They've taken off to another part of 
the Motherland, far from the Refuge."

Jamison looked at the glass, his accusing gaze reflecting back at the 
man behind him. "And just how would you come to know something like 
that?"

Nalic leaned down until his mouth all-but pressed against Jamison's 
ear. "I have my sources; they have their resources."

"Fascinating." As Jamison spoke, the Tau-1 was released from its 
bonds and immediately flew out of the hangar, beginning its plummet to 
the surface and the search for the Sigma-7. And with the — much 
shorter than usual — launch of the new model complete, the hangar bay 
doors began closing again. "So, now that that pointless sidetrack is out of 
the way, can I go back to rotting in that dank room of mine again?"

Nalic snorted. "If you're so eager, I'd be more than happy to oblige. 
And as an added bonus, I'll even let you keep your meal to finish with 



your own hands!" He snapped his fingers, and Jamison knew that could 
only mean the two guards were readying the sedative and bag. Again.

"I'm less eager to get back there as I am to get away from you and 
the constant stream of blackouts."

"Well, lucky for you," said Nalic, as he turned Jamison back around 
to face the room, "I've got to get going down to the surface anyway, so 
you'll have a chance to restore your normal sleep schedule."

Jamison looked at Nalic curiously. "You never leave here, especially 
not for the surface."

"Well, that shows what you know, then, doesn't it? Like I said: I 
have sources. I owe them my gratitude." Nalic collected several 
documents from the table nearby and walked to the door, stopping to 
face Jamison one more time when he reached it. "Tell me something, 
Jamison: Knowing that all your hard work into whatever you had planned 
for that Sigma-7 will be for nought, how do you feel right now? 
Honestly."

Jamison thought hard for at least ten seconds, before coming to a 
conclusion. He smiled confidently, almost cocksure, at Nalic. "A lot better 
than you probably expect me to feel." He waited for Nalic to respond 
appropriately negatively to that statement, before continuing. "Keep that 
in mind while you're paying your insider a visit."

Jamison took particular glee in knowing he'd "won" that 
conversation, as Nalic left without another word. It even kept him from 
feeling too bad about having to be put under yet again. He let himself 
slide into unconsciousness quickly, waking up what felt like mere seconds 
later, to the sounds of a muffled scuffle.



He regained his bearings as quick as he could, identifying his usual 
cell, and the unfinished meal he'd been eating before on the ground next 
to him. Before he could reach for it, though, the door clanged open. 
Standing in the doorway were just about the last people he ever thought 
he'd see there, or ever again, for that matter: Mark and Nick, with Steve 
in his wheelchair just behind them.

Through the lifting fog over his mind, Jamison managed to get one 
word out in response to the sight. "…What?"

"Not much time to explain," said Nick, moving with Mark to get him 
free from the wall and pull him up. "For now, we're getting you out of 
here." With Jamison being supported by his colleagues, the four scientists 
made their way out into the corridor. On the way out, Jamison barely 
registered the two knocked out guards at his door.

"How did…" Jamison tried, before just settling on "How?"

"Nalic mentioned to me that he was going down to the surface. I 
figured it would the only opportunity to spring you."

"You didn't have-"

"You are wrong on that one, buddy," said Nick. "We were not just 
going to let you be kept in this cage for the rest of your life."

By the time they'd made it to the transportation pod, Jamison was 
managing to walk without assistance. "Okay," said Steve, "we've got 
some time, so we'll go back to the lab and-"



"No," Jamison interrupted him. "Hangar. Now."

"What? Jamison, yo-"

"Steve, did you do what I asked you to?"

"I… Yes, I did. Exactly what you'd said, I implemented it into the 
Tau-1's program."

"Then take me to the hangar. I have to get down to the surface 
now."

Chapter 23

•

Meanwhile…

The moment Sigmund stepped into the invisible circle formed by 
the towers of scrap, he felt his body move correctly again. He actually 
stumbled slightly, having gotten used to moving so slowly for so long. He 
figured the power being drawn from all over must be powering anything 
within the area. He looked over to Leon to see him moving normally as 
well, Ivan and Capelli climbing down from his shoulders.

He looked back at the figure on the throne of scrap metal. "…Who 
are you?"

The figure stared at him; Sigmund noted that, while clearly a robot, 



its face appeared to be distinctly not made entirely of metal. Some 
material he couldn't identify, with rips in it through which the metal 
showed. He also saw the body, wrapped in various cloths stitched 
together; it was clothed, the same as him. "Who am I?" it asked, 
incredulously. "How dare you? Who are you four, and how did you get 
here? Who sent you?!"

Sigmund took a step back at the harsh tone; it was a robot, sure, 
but he'd never seen a fellow unit ever show signs of being insulted. He 
thought as fast as he could of how to remedy whatever wrong foot he'd 
managed to start the conversation off with. "Nobody sent us; we came of 
our own free will."

"Don't lie to me," the figure shot back, narrowing its eyes at him. 
"This entire city is impossible to detect unless you're within a ten mile 
radius, and there are no cities near here. Somebody sent you here; 
who?!"

"I wasn't sent by anybody," Sigmund tried again. "…I was told 
about the possibility of a city like this existing, but not whe-"

"You! Stop!" the figure interrupted him, pointing behind him. 
Sigmund turned to see the finger's target: Ivan, only partly formed, 
apparently in the middle of breaking up into his swarm. The little robot 
reformed fully, and said, "Uh, sorry. I wanted to see what the end result 
of the power drain was."

 "You want to know the end result? The end result is power. This," 
he said, opening his arms, gesturing at the space around him, "gives me 
the power I deserve."

"…I don't understand," Ivan said, after a few seconds. "No model 
requires a constant source of power to keep running."



"Perhaps none of the ones you are aware of. Which can only mean 
everything you know is useless right now."

"So what model are you?" Sigmund asked.

The robot narrowed its eyes at him again, before replying, "An 
Alpha model. Alpha-1, to be precise. The Alpha-1."

That statement confused Sigmund. And he hoped he wasn't the 
only one confused by it. "…'The'? What do you mean?"

The Alpha-1's eyes never widened and never looked away from 
Sigmund. "I mean I am the only Alpha-1 to have ever been built. Every 
Alpha unit was the only one of its kind. Only when he made the Beta 
units did Jamison have batches of each model created."

Sigmund's eyes widened. "You know Jamison?"

"Of course I know him; he is my father."

"…But that's impossible," Leon said. "Familial relationships do not 
exist in robots, even more so between a robot and a human."

The Alpha-1 broke his gaze at Sigmund to address Leon's 
statement. "Don't try to tell me that it's not possible. All of you are 
manufactured, wholesale. I was the first advanced robot he ever made. 
Every single detail about me was the result of his hours of hard work. He 
put his love into me; and in the first months of my existence, he treated 



me like I was a human; and his son."

A couple of thoughts occurred to Sigmund, but before he could 
vocalise them, Capelli spoke up. "If he loved you and treated you like a 
son, why have you been placed here, down on the surface, far away from 
him and with all these broken units, hidden from view of the rest of the 
world?"

Sigmund almost didn't believe that Capelli had actually asked that. 
He was almost never a participant in conversations, only speaking when 
specifically addressed, due to his only performing tasks at Sigmund's 
request. He took down a reminder to talk to Capelli about that later.

The Alpha-1 looked at each of them in turn, a look of disgust 
growing less and less subtle as he looked from one to the next. "I was 
never placed here. I came here because everyone else here needed me." 
The disgusted look turned into one of what Sigmund thought was some 
form of sadness. "All of the units out there, the Beta units; all of them 
were failures. And so were the other Alpha units, in various respects. A 
large amount of the damage done to the units out there was caused by 
humans, rejecting them."

"If you were all failures, why were you placed in this crater, instead 
of scrapped?" asked Ivan.

"…Jamison didn't want to do that to all of them," the Alpha-1 said. 
"He had made them lifelike enough that he felt like he'd be killing them. 
So he arranged to have them placed here. but I had the opportunity to 
stay with him. Though humanity rejected me along with all the others, 
him and I both knew there was nothing wrong with me. I couldn't be in a 
public place, but he was going to let me live as normally as possible if I 
wanted. But the other robots needed a leader — a protector — and no 
other unit was capable. They were all flawed…"



"And you weren't?" Leon asked. The Alpha-1's sad face quickly 
became filled with anger.

"I have no flaws; the only exception is the inherent flaw that all of 
the Alphas had with our power cells that made me organise the 
construction of the siphoning plate that you're standing on. And now that 
I've got this continuous supply of power to outlast my cells, there is 
nothing wrong with me. Even the other Alphas; they were supposed to 
be my brothers, but they all went insane and destroyed themselves. I 
was the only unit created so carefully. I'm the only perfect robot."

"…How are you a perfect robot when the units you are leading and 
protecting are barely functioning?" Leon pointed out.

"It's a necessary sacrifice to keep me from dying!" the Alpha-1 
snapped.

"But you had said Jamison treated you like a human," said Capelli. 
"Humans are supposed to die."

"He treated me like a human. But I was always greater than one. 
That's why he gave me synthetic skin. It's why he gave me a name. 
Because only I deserved those rights of humanity, so I could be the best 
of both human and machine. I am an indestructible, immortal human. I 
realised this several years ago. It was my destiny to transcend the limits 
of both individual forms of life. I'm am a robot god; lord of the machines!"

Sigmund heard several things in the Alpha-1's little speech that 
concerned him slightly. He decided to start with the simplest one first. 
"Like I said earlier, who are you? What's your name?"

The Alpha-1 looked at him; Sigmund identified the expression as 



"haughty". "The name Jamison gave to me was Alfred, or Al for short. 
But I stopped caring for that name when I realised my true purpose. If 
you want to address me, call me 'God' or don't even speak."

"…I came here because I received a message from Jamison, telling 
me that I would be able to find what my purpose is if I searched for what 
I think is this city. And I think what I was supposed to find in this city 
was you."

"Show me this message immediately!" the Alpha-1, Alfred, as far 
as Sigmund was concerned, demanded. He looked above his head, where 
the drone hovered patiently above him. He looked to Leon, who grabbed 
it out of the air and offered it to him.

"Thanks. Drone, play message." Sigmund watched Alfred's face as 
the message played. It remained the same the whole way through, but 
what it stayed as was what made him stare. Alfred just sat there, eyes 
wide open and mouth slightly agape, watching and listening to the whole 
message play. When it finished, he released the drone and spoke again, 
not giving Alfred a chance to speak just yet.

"These three joined me since I saw that message; and I've been 
leading them while I searched for my purpose. Look at the two of us: I 
am wearing clothes, the same as you. My exterior has zero exposed 
joints; it's slightly similar to human skin, like you. And I also have a 
name. Sigmund," he said, waiting for what he expected to be an 
explosive reaction of sorts.

Instead, he got a stare of condescension. "And you think that 
makes us alike? Your skin is still metal, and is nothing like my own. As for 
your clothes, they look new. Barely worn. These garments of mine have 
been mine from the day I was born. And a name given to someone past 
their birth means nothing. You're just a robot, nothing more."



Sigmund kept on trying, determined to make Alfred understand. "I 
might not have been given these clothes or my name when I was 
created, like you, but I was still given them. How many other robots in 
the world have ever had names? I would hazard that the five of us here 
are the only units with names." Another idea came to him. "And if you're 
set on us not being similar, I'll agree and provide an example of how we 
aren't. The four of us recently went to the Human Exile Refuge. That's 
where I got given these clothes and my name. And there, we were 
accepted. Even though we were robots, and the entire city frequently 
destroyed any units that would approach, we were accepted. Were you? 
Were you ever accepted by humanity?"

Al gave pause for a few seconds. "…No," he finally growled. "They 
rejected me. What's your point? What is that supposed to prove? I 
already know we're nothing alike."

"I think you are, though," said Ivan. "Physically, your builds are 
eighty-nine percent identical."

"You both have a similar composition of primary metals," added 
Capelli.

"And you both act based on a self-derived directive," Leon joined in 
too. "You are both, in many ways, alike."

"No we are not!" Al snapped at Sigmund's three friends. "I am 
superior! You are not flawless; I am."

"If you're flawless," began Sigmund, "then why did the humans 
reject you and accept me?"

"They rejected me because I'm perfect. They couldn't associate 



with anything unless it was riddled with problems."

Sigmund realised the relative futility of the argument, and decided 
to try a different tact. "Look. I've been spending the last week travelling 
across the land, because I don't want to just spend my entire existence 
working in a mine. I wanted there to be something more than that; for 
there to be a purpose for my creation. And I know that I was right; I 
have been created for a reason. I'm here to help you."

Alfred stared at Sigmund. "I don't need your help," he said slowly. 
"I am perfect; I don't need any help, because there is nothin-"

"You're not perfect!" Sigmund cut him off loudly. "For one thing, 
you can't leave this area without losing power! For another, you claim to 
be a leader and protector of the robots in this city, but you do neither. 
You can only sit here while the units around you only barely remain 
functional."

"…Both of those problems beget each other," Al said, his tone 
slightly…softer. "There's nothing I can do to rectify either of them; and 
certainly nothing you can do."

"I can, though. I can be the one to lead the city; I can search the 
world for prototype units and convince them to come with me back here; 
management of units is what I was designed for. We would repair the 
Beta units to the best of our ability, and deactivate the…siphoning plate 
underneath us so that they can actually function correctly."

Al asked the exact question Sigmund expected at that point. "What 
about me? Deactivating the plate will instantly kill me. I can't die; I need 
to stay alive. They need me to lead them. Jamison wanted me to do it; 
he created me to do it. Your plan can't work and keep me alive."



"No," Sigmund said, looking just a bit over to the right, enough to 
not be looking directly at Alfred, "it won't. And that's why a part of my 
plan is letting you completely shut down." He waited to see if Alfred 
would respond at all, but aside from the widening of eyes, there was 
nothing. "You keep saying that you are the leader and protector of this 
city, but you weren't created to be that. That's not your purpose."

"Jamison wanted me to do this; I am the oldest of all robots; it is 
my purpose!"

"I don't think he did," Sigmund countered, returning his gaze back 
to the left, looking Al straight in the eye. "He gave you the option to do 
this; your choice, not his. He treated you like a human? Like his son? 
That's because he created you to be his son! He wanted you to do what 
you wanted, of your own volition. He wanted you to find your purpose on 
your own, not have one forced upon you."

Al broke his, now somewhat softened, glare at Sigmund, looking 
down for a few seconds. "You're wrong. You're…wrong…"

Sigmund could finally see he was getting somewhere. "No… I'm 
not. He created you with a name, skin, gave you clothes, and treated you 
like a human. When it came time to place all the Alpha and Beta units 
here, he offered to you only the chance to not go. He gave you the 
chance to stay with him and be like a human still, but he also gave you 
the opportunity to leave, not demanding that you do one or the other. He 
wanted you to be as human as possible. And being human also means 
not being able to live forever."

"…No."

"By externally powering yourself like this, you're refusing to be 



human," Sigmund said, taking a couple of steps towards the seated 
robot.

"I…can't just…die," Al said, closing his eyes completely and looking 
straight down at the ground.

Sigmund stopped a few paces before the throne. "Alfred, I know 
you don't want to die…" He paused as Al's head turned up and his eyes 
opened wide at the mention of his name. "…But you want to be human 
as well. Probably even moreso. Even if you were a god of robots, we're 
still not humans; and you know it. Al…you have to die. It's the only way 
for you to be a human."

Al didn't respond. The five remained silent for several minutes, 
Leon, Ivan and Capelli presumably waiting for the moment between 
Sigmund and Al to pass, while Sigmund kept waiting for a response from 
Al that wouldn't come.

Eventually, thankfully, Al did speak. "…I can't do that to myself."

"But-"

"You'll have to do it."

"…What?"

Al looked him in the eye again. "You kill me. Do it however you 
want: throw me outside the circle, break me apart, or just shut off the 
siphoning plate. Whatever you want; but you have to be the one to do 
it."



Sigmund looked around, before nodding. "Where's the control for 
the plate?"

Al said nothing, but pointed to the right side of the throne, where a 
small box lay, several controls present on its side. Sigmund turned to face 
the other three, seeking some sort of confirmation. Ivan and Leon 
nodded to him, while Capelli simply stood there, looking past him at Al on 
the throne. He turned back, and slowly walked the final few steps to the 
throne. He looked at Al for a few more seconds, Al himself looking away, 
staring at the ground once more.

Sigmund stepped over to the box and reached down to the 
controls. 

"No!" came Al's voice; and suddenly, Sigmund felt a harsh force 
shove him over. He looked up from the ground he'd fallen on, staring at 
an angry-faced Alfred, arms crossed over his chest in an effort to pin him 
down.

"Al, what are you doing?!" Sigmund half-asked, half-yelled, pushing 
against Al to try and get up. But despite how hard he pushed, Al still 
overpowered him.

"You can't do this!" Al yelled at him, though Sigmund noted that 
his voice seemed more distressed than angry. The older robot grabbed 
the younger's arms and shifted his weight, rolling the two over each 
other towards the edge of the circle.

"I…Grr! Guys!" Sigmund yelled out. "Help me out here!" While he 
waited for any sort of response, he continued trying to fight Al's dominant 
position that allowed him to keep pushing them closer to the edge. 
Eventually they bumped up against one of the piles of scrap metal 



indicating the edge of Al's throne room.

"You won't kill me…" Al said, pushing Sigmund up against the pile. 
From his current vantage point, Sigmund got a good view of Leon 
approaching behind Al, arm outstretched towards them. The two were 
yanked up into the air, Leon holding onto Al's back; Al refusing to let go 
of Sigmund's arms. Dangling by his arms, Sigmund started shaking his 
body as hard as he could, though not enough to break Al's hold. He 
considered asking Leon to help pull them apart, before also considering 
that in doing so, his body would likely get significantly damaged as well.

"Hang on! Or, rather, don't!" came Ivan's voice from below, before 
feeling something pull him down on each foot. He looked down to see 
both Capelli and Ivan hanging onto his feet, pulling down with their 
weight. Leon lowered the two such that the smaller robots could get their 
feet back onto the ground and attempt to pull more effectively.

For six minutes this continued; Ivan, Capelli and Sigmund's efforts 
not enough to break Al's grip on Sigmund's arms, and Leon unable to do 
more than hold Al up in the air without damaging his friends. Finally, 
however, Capelli let go, calling Ivan to do the same. Sigmund watched 
the two run over to the control box next to the throne; and thus didn't 
see when Al let go of his arms. He did, however, hear the scream from 
Above him.

"NO! DON'T TOUCH IT! DON'T! DON'T!" Sigmund looked up at Al, 
now futilely struggling against Leon's hold. Sigmund figured Al had 
reacted automatically upon seeing Ivan and Capelli moving to attempt to 
shut down the siphoning plate, momentarily forgetting the state of his 
lower body.

He saw Ivan and Capelli inspecting the control box, discussing 
things that he couldn't make out over Al's screaming. "Ivan, Capelli; 
wait!" he called out, before looking up. "Leon, lower him down." Leon did 
so, putting his other hand around Al to fully restrain him and lowering 



him down to eye level with Sigmund. "…Why?"

"I said you'd have to kill me," said Al, half-angry, half-hysterical. "It 
doesn't mean I wouldn't fight to survive! If I said I couldn't kill myself, 
why would I not try and stop someone else from killing me?"

Sigmund looked down for a moment, before speaking again. 
"Alfred, we have to do this; you have to stop trying to avoid it!"

"Then do it. If you really 'have' to do this, then just get it over 
with; don't wait for my permission and kill me." Sigmund noticed that as 
he'd said that, Al's body stopped moving; he stopped struggling to break 
free.

"…Okay then, Al. I'll do it." Sigmund walked back over to the 
control box, where Ivan and Capelli still stood.

"Just pull this one here," Ivan said, pointing to a small lever. "It'll 
shut it off."

Sigmund placed his hand on the lever, and just before he pulled it, 
Al called out to him. "Sigmund." He turned his head, looking at the 
captive unit. Even from that distance, Al was staring right at him…

"Yeah?"

"If you ever do see Jamison… Tell him I'm sorry. I'm sorry I failed 
him."



Sigmund looked at his hand on the lever for another second, before 
looking back at Al. "I will. Don't worry." And with that, he pulled the 
lever. He noticed a faint hum he'd heard since entering the throne room 
fade away into nothing; and he immediately ran over to Al. It seemed like 
it had worked; Al had no more power left and had shut down completely. 
"Ivan," he called out. The robot-in-question ran over, breaking apart into 
his swarm as he did. The swarm entered Al's body, and came back out 
only a few seconds later.

"No power. None whatsoever; he's gone," Ivan said, after 
reforming. Sigmund nodded, then thought for a second. When humans 
died, they would bury the deceased's body… He knew they should do that 
for Al; he deserved it.

"Leon, sit him down on the throne." Leon did so, leaving Al in 
almost exactly the same state as they'd met him in.

"…Now what?" Leon asked.

Sigmund knew exactly what. "We bury him."

"In what?" Ivan asked.

Sigmund gestured around at all of the towering piles of scrap. "This. 
We bury him in this and don't let anything or anybody disturb this place."

While Leon set to work about collapsing the scrap piles effectively, 
Sigmund thought about everything he'd learned while talking to Al. 
Namely the fact that after all this time, following messages and uncertain 
theories, travelling from city to city without knowing, he finally 
understood his purpose.



To bring all the prototypes to the one area and create a new city, 
independent of human control. He would be the leader of the new 
generation of robots.

Chapter 24

•

Sigmund inspected his shirt, having been damaged in the scuffle 
with Al. "It's ripped too much," he declared. "It won't stay on properly." 
He took off the jacket, only dirtied up at most, and pulled at the shirt, 
ending up ripping the garment the rest of the way. "I liked it, too…" he 
said, putting the jacket back on.

"It is incredibly weak material," Capelli said, looking at the tattered 
remains. "I still don't fully understand how they protect humans."

"Well, let's not spend too much time now trying to figure it out. 
We've got more important things that concern us."

After burying Al, the four had started looking around the city, trying 
to identify any objects of use or buildings of importance. Unfortunately, 
the majority of structures had collapsed, or possibly been destroyed. And 
those that were still standing stood either empty or run down from 
disuse.

"If we get other units to help, we could build new ones," Sigmund 
posited to them. "…Right?"

"Theoretically, yes," Ivan responded. "We would need architectural 
knowledge, but with the help of other units, it could be done."



"Where should we start?" Leon asked. "What would we build first?"

Sigmund thought for a moment. "We'd need a bar, or at least some 
method of synthesizing maintenance fluid. Highest priority. And then a 
repair station, to help fix the Beta units." He thought again. "…We might 
have to ask for help from the humans."

"Speaking of the Beta units," Leon started, "how are they 
progressing, Ivan?"

Ivan turned to a nearby Beta unit, and broke into his swarm, 
inspecting the insides. A few seconds later, he reemerged.

"Still at the same rate; this one's at fifty-two percent. Their power 
cells seem to recharge at a much slower rate than ours; probably a 
byproduct of the technological standards they were created with. But 
they also appear to not need as much power to run at optimum capacity. 
They just weren't used to being drained that much. I estimate another 
three hours until they're able to function properly again. Though that 
won't mean much for a lot of them."

"That's fine," said Sigmund. "As long as they'll be able to function. 
We'll get them repaired as fast as we can."

"…Ivan," said Capelli, "how are they still running if they've been 
unable to move correctly for so long? They would have had no 
maintenance fluid for that whole time; they should have been completely 
broken, right?"

"I'm not exactly sure," Ivan replied. "From what I can tell, they 
don't actually need maintenance fluid. Which I always thought was 



impossible. But apparently they don't."

That intrigued Sigmund; and he could only assume it intrigued the 
others just as much. "Okay," he said. "I'll start searching nearby cities for 
other prototypes. Ivan, you go back to the Refuge and find a human that 
could assist us in building the new buildings in some way."

"Kyle's father, Jason," Leon said. "I think he'll be happy to help, or 
at least provide information."

"And we could also take the car back to Kyle to get more gasoline," 
Ivan supplied.

Sigmund nodded. "So you two will go get help from the humans, 
while I'll search the nearest city. Capelli…" He trailed off, unsure of what 
to get their little friend to do to help. "…What do you want to do?"

Capelli looked at him, somewhat inquisitively. "Whatever you would 
like me to do, Sigmund."

"Of course, of course. Then…perhaps you should stay here and 
monitor things here. Help the Beta units if they need it with anything. 
And maybe sort the scrap and rubble for us to use in the construction, 
too."

Capelli nodded, and immediately moved to the remains of a building 
near them to begin sorting. Sigmund watched the process for a few 
minutes, quite impressed with the speed at which Capelli was picking up 
each object, scanning it and throwing it into an appropriate pile behind 
him without looking.



Eventually, he looked back at Leon and Ivan. "Okay, it should take 
you two days to get to the Refuge if Ivan, you let Leon carry you. So I'll 
meet you back here in five days; okay?"

The two nodded; and Sigmund turned to leave. He picked a random 
direction to walk in and set off, not looking back at his friends, while they 
continued on with their tasks. When he got to the edge and climbed the 
scrap to get out of the crater, he stopped for a moment, turning around. 
Just like the first time, he saw nothing but an empty crater; and 
marvelled at how this entire city was just hidden from plain sight.

Simply amazing.

He covered good ground in only a few hours, running faster than 
he normally would. Yet despite it, and despite the fact that he knew his 
purpose, and was working towards fulfilling it, he felt…down. For the first 
time since meeting them, he was away from his three friends. And he 
didn't like it. He wanted their company again; the separation made him 
realise how much hey enjoyed talking to them.

Teaching them things he'd learned that they weren't able to fully 
grasp the concept of.

Playing their token game.

Having others to discuss decisions he needed to make.

He hoped he'd find a prototype at the next city he found. He really 
did.

A couple of hours later, with the sun well into its trek downward, 



he saw said city creep up over the horizon. Getting excited, he pushed 
himself to run just a little faster. It soon came closer and closer, until he 
already found himself at the ring of storage containers. As he entered the 
city streets, he noted something seemed a little…odd. Though all of the 
cities he had been to, sans the Refuge and Alpha Beta City, had been 
virtually the same, something seemed…familiar about this one.

He kept running through the streets, catching bewildered stares 
from other robots he passed by as they emerged from their towers, but 
not even caring in the slightest. He was sure of it; he felt like this had 
happened before.

And then, when a large metal arm appeared out in front of him, 
and he, without having time to react, ended up sliding a few feet ahead 
of him on the ground on his back, he realised it. His eyes immediately 
checked the breastplate of the Delta-3 that had stopped him; and the 
cosmetically burned ∆3 confirmed it.

It was his original city. And it was his first friend, too.

"What are you doing?" the Delta-3 asked him, crossing the few feet 
of space to help him up. "Why are you back here? And…" He trailed off, 
eyeing Sigmund for a few seconds. "…What are those on your body?"

That confused Sigmund for a few seconds, before he realised what 
he meant. "Oh, you mean my clothes? I got these a couple of days ago. 
And as for what I'm doing back here, that was unintentional. I just picked 
a direction and started running."

"…" The Delta-3 said nothing, staring at Sigmund for a considerable 
length of time. He did speak eventually, though. With a flick of his head, 
he turned and said, "Let's just go to the bar."



Sigmund smiled softly, and said, "Okay," before following.

Inside their usual bar, the two robots sat down. Sigmund decided 
not to talk, since the Delta-3 had invited him to the bar, and must have 
had something to say. But the Delta-3 wasn't talking either, so they just 
ended up processing their maintenance fluid at the same time and 
leaving things relatively quiet.

"…You didn't mean to come here," the Delta-3 finally said. "That's 
what you said, right?"

Sigmund looked up from the mug he'd been staring at for the past 
few minutes. "Yeah, it was pure chance that I came here; but that's not 
to say that I didn't mean to come here. I didn't expect it, but I'm glad I 
ended up here. If I knew it was the direction I took that would take me 
here, I'd have come this way without making any random selection."

The Delta-3 looked at Sigmund for the first time since meeting up 
in the streets. "Why have you got those clothes on?"

"They look cool," Sigmund said simply.

"…Where did you even get them?"

"Well, there's actually a city on the surface populated by humans. 
We went there and I got them at a clothing shop."

"I wouldn't have thought any humans would still be left on the 



surface. And who's 'we'?"

Sigmund's face brightened. "Oh, Leon, Ivan and Capelli. They're my 
friends that I met in the other cities."

"…What's a Leon, Ivan and Capelli?" the Delta-3 asked, utter 
confusion plastered on his face.

"They're my f-oh, right. Leon's an Epsilon-1, Ivan's an Iota-1 and 
Capelli's a Kappa-5."

"Why do you call them that, then?"

"Because those are their names. It makes them unique."

"…So do you have a name as well? And why does it matter that 
you're unique?"

"My name's Sigmund. And we already are unique, so I wanted us 
to feel more like it."

"How are you unique?"

"Well, as it turns out, the four of us are actually the prototype 
versions of our respective models. We were made just slightly differently 
than the regular units of our model type." He nodded towards the 
Delta-3. "You're a prototype as well."



"What?!"

"The symbol on your chest. It means you're a prototype. See 
mine?" He pointed towards the ∑7 on his chest, as if it weren't incredibly 
obvious.

"Then… How am I different?"

"I don't know exactly," Sigmund said, "but I know that we are 
different in some small ways."

The Delta-3 sat in silence, no doubt processing this new 
information. Sigmund sat patiently. He had expected his friend would ask 
a lot of questions; and he was willing to take as much time as necessary 
to answer them all.

"…So have you found it yet?" the Delta-3 asked, after several 
minutes.

"Found what?"

"Your purpose," the Delta-3 said. "You said you'd come back here 
when you found it."

"I did," Sigmund said. "And I did. Earlier today, I realised what my 
purpose is. There's a city west of here, that's not only populated entirely 
by robots, but doesn't have any mining stations or towers. It was built 
purely to give the robots somewhere to exist without being disturbed. But 
it's in a state of disrepair, and the leader of the city is…dead." He looked 
down for a second or two, before continuing. "It's my purpose to help 



restore that city; and to be its new leader."

The Delta-3 looked at him with wide eyes for a few seconds. "That 
sounds like…an incredibly encompassing purpose. How can you tell that's 
really your purpose?"

Sigmund shrugged. "I can't really explain it, but I know that it is 
my purpose."

"So if coming here specifically wasn't your intent, then what was?"

"I was told to try and convince any other prototype units I found to 
join me; and I think that's a part of my purpose. None of the robots in 
the city already can really help us rebuild the city. So I decided to start 
looking for prototype units at whatever city I would find by running in 
one direction."

"And you ended up here."

Sigmund nodded. "Yes."

"…So now you'll try to get me to join you."

Sigmund only needed to think for a second before replying. "Not if 
you don't want me to. If you don't want to come with me, that's okay."

The Delta-3 stayed silent again for a few more minutes; and when 
he spoke again, it wasn't what Sigmund expected to hear in the slightest.



"You're not defective."

"…What?"

"You're still doing what you were built for," the Delta-3 continued. 
"In a different context, maybe, but you're still overseeing the successful 
completion of a certain operation."

"That is true, but what does that have to do with the previous 
subject?"

"When you left here, I reported you as a defective unit." The 
Delta-3 looked at the wall for a few seconds. "I shouldn't have done 
that."

"I don't hold it against you at all," Sigmund replied calmly. "You 
really thought I was."

"It was…odd, not having you around after that. I didn't think you 
would come back here after I'd said that to you."

Sigmund smiled. "Like I said then, you're my friend. I found my 
purpose; and whether intentionally or not, I've come back."

"I'll come with you," the Delta-3 said suddenly; and it took a few 
seconds for Sigmund to catch up and respond.



"You will? Are you sure? You don't have to."

"I want to," the larger robot said, looking Sigmund in the eye. 
"After you left, each day of working felt…unsatisfactory. It was different 
to when you were here. I'd rather follow and assist you than carry out 
my directive here."

"Delta…" Sigmund said softly, unsure of what would be appropriate 
to say.

"Besides, I'm sure you'll need my help if you're rebuilding a city," 
the Delta-3 said, something of a smug tone in his voice. "You hardly ever 
seem to get that far without me helping you; and like I'd said the last 
time we were here together, I don't want you to end up a pile of scrap for 
any reason."

Sigmund smiled. Jamison had been right after all. He thought he'd 
never persuade the Delta-3 to join him. "That's good to hear," he said. 
"And I promise you, there'll be work for you to do on the city." He looked 
down at his empty mug, making sure it was still empty. Then over to the 
Delta-3's, confirming that it too was as empty as it had been ever since 
he watched his friend drink it. "Well then, we should go."

The Delta-3 suddenly seemed to take on an air of uncertainty. 
"What; right now?"

"Yes," said Sigmund, nodding while he looked at the Delta-3 like 
the decision was an obvious one. Which it was. Obviously. "We've both 
had our maintenance fluid, and I can't stay in a storage container 
anymore, now I'm listed as defective. Besides, the sooner we get back to 
the city, the sooner we can get started on it."



The Delta-3 still didn't seem entirely certain about the prospect. 
Sigmund suspected that perhaps he hadn't fully thought about the 
consequences of leaving, such as the lack of a low power cycle and having 
to stop actually working each day. Something, Sigmund figured, he might 
have become so used to the routine of that breaking it was a foreign 
concept.

"Look, I know it's incredibly drastic to just leave right now," 
Sigmund said. "And you know I know, because that's exactly what I did. 
But trust me when I say that your purpose isn't here. What I'd said the 
last time we talked, about there being more to our existences than just 
following directive; I was right. You know it now too, you said so yourself. 
It's not just me; all of us have real purposes. At least, I was told all the 
prototypes do."

"…Told by whom?"

"Our creator," Sigmund replied, hesitating for a few seconds, before 
adding, "Our father."

"What?"

Sigmund stood up and exited the booth, facing the Delta-3. "Look, 
I can't stay here. I'm going back to my city, right now. If you really do 
want to come with me, then come with me. I can't force you to do 
anything, but I can't wait all night for you to make up your mind."

With that said, Sigmund turned on his heel and started towards the 
exit, pushing through and out onto the empty, street lamp-lit pathway. 
He walked over to the middle of the road slowly, hoping that any second 
now, the Delta-3 would come out and actually agree to join him properly. 
And after another minute of waiting, he decided that enough was 
enough. The Delta-3 clearly wanted to come, but still wasn't going to.



He started walking along the road in the opposite direction he'd 
entered the city in, heading back towards the crater. The walk picked up 
its pace a little, becoming a power walk, and then becoming a jog. 
However before his jog could break into a run or sprint, he heard a faint 
noise behind him, followed by a not-so-faint yelling of his name. 
"Sigmund!"

He stuttered his feet along the ground, coming to a stop before 
turning around. He instantly smiled, and ran right back to the bar, where 
the Delta-3 stood, clearly poised to run after Sigmund, should he have 
not heard him.

"Delta!" Sigmund called out. "You're coming, then?"

The Delta-3 nodded as Sigmund came to a complete stop a few feet 
away. Sigmund noted that, for the first time in memory, the Delta-3 was 
also smiling. "I'm coming. Like I said, following directive without your 
company was unsatisfying. I can't keep doing that."

Sigmund smiled. "Let's go," he simply said, not needing to address 
the Delta-3's reasons any further.

The two began running together in the direction of the crater, 
faster than either two had ever gone before. A few minutes after they 
cleared the ring of storage containers, the Delta-3 turned his head 
towards Sigmund and spoke.

"Hey, if I'm a prototype, I should get a name like you and those 
others do, right?"



Sigmund thought for a moment. "Yeah, you should."

"What would it be?"

"To be honest, I don't know. The humans came up with all of our 
names. But even if we have to ask for their help again, I know we'll think 
of something." He turned his head to face the Delta-3 as well. "You 
deserve it," he said, smiling widely. "You're not just any friend. You're my 
best friend."


