3. Elias 

I could tell Kamsi was furious with me before she even opened her mouth. 
	Dawra and I watched her through the glass doors of the Aurum Vitae Centre, pushing her away through the gaggle of journalists gathered behind the erected barricade, all of them assaulting her with vyes for attention, wanting to get even inkling of what was happening behind the doors of the Centre. She marched forward, braids swinging wildly about her, dressed in flowing suit that sashayed with her movements. Behind her were Dr Chen and ASTREON, human and robot Head of the Robotics Instiute. As always, ASTREON was a sight to behold, the original Series I robot, a now living artifact that’d been updated slightly in his frame to make him less skeletal. But his glass skin panels had ancient circuitry visible beneath, his head was an orb of lights, circuit boards, and wires that caught the foggy light and made him appear almost mythical and he glided behind the Dr, particularly unpetrubed by the chaos around him. 
	I turned to Dawra behind me. “Wait here, I’ll be right back.”
	“Of course, Elias,” she said. 
	I took a deep breath, preparing myself for the onslaught of blame Kamsi was sure to lay at my feet once she saw me. She was more responsible than her brother but the Ezeokes were the same, full of an undeniable passion that was both infuriating but also completely enamouring. 
	A few feet from the entrance, however, the trio was stopped by the Troopers who stood guard in front of the Centre. Four of the white-armoured guards falling into line to form a barricade to prevent their entrance. 
	I sprang into action, I didn’t need to wait to where this went. It was obvious. Time to flex my position a little bit. 
	I burst out onto on the forecourt of the Centre, hazy sunlight filtering through the city’s atmosphere enclosure, my internal thermostat immediately getting to work to cool my body in face of the ever increasing heat. But no time to lament our failing infrastructure. I put on a stern face, knowing all the reporters were surely zoomed in, vision fields clicking away and sending images directly to the Feed to be analysed by the online mob. 
	One of the Troopers turned as I approached, Kamsi glowered at me from behind them, Dr Chen beside her, calmly trying to reason with the robots. 
	“What’s the problem here?” I asked the Trooper. 
	“Ms Kamzi Ezoke has not obtained the appropriate clearance for entry into the Centre and cannot be permitted to pass at this time,” the Trooper said turning its body fully toward me while the others remained solidify in place. 
	Kamsi barked a venenmous laugh towards the Troopers back before her eyes settled on me. “So the robots we created can be shuttled in here en masse in spite of Institue procedure while the Heads of that same Institue are blocked from overseeing their use? Funny how that happens, don’t you think, Attorney General?” 
	I bit my tongue, meeting her sardonic gaze with as much apology I could find. 
	One of the other Troopers spoke up. “Dr Chen Shuwen and ASTREON I have been permitted entrance into the Centre.” 
	Dr Chen looked taken aback by that, his face crinkling with embarrassment. “Trooper what is your serial number? There must be a mistake, Kamsi Ezeoke is a Cheif Architect at the Instituion, she has Level 1 Clearance.”
	“I am Trooper XXI898,” the Trooper said. “Complaints can be lodged with the Neo Medianian Security Force if you find my service here substandard. However, there has been no mistake. Kamsi Ezeoke, has not been granted appropriate clearance required for entry to Aurum Vitae Centre. I am unable to operate counter to compliance programming at this time.” 
	I cleared my throat, the other Trooper turning to me now, setting under the glowing glare of two of the guards now. I looked up at them both, seven foot of gleaming segmented white metal, the glowing slit in their visors aimed down at me. “Trooper 898, Kamsi Ezeoke is a licensed architertual custodian under Article 14 of the Instutue Charter, do you know what this means?” 
	The Trooper didn’t respond immediately looking down at me for several silent moments, probably searching through its codex modules for confirmation on what I was saying. 
	It was ASTREON who spoke before it could respond. Thought what came out of the Head Robot’s mouth could scarcely be described as speech and more of series of strained and warbled beeps, clicks and mechanical whirrs that immediately caught both Trooper’s attention, turning them around sharply to face him, listening intently.
	I watched in befuddlement as ASTREON spoke to the Troopers, the first one who’d addressed me responding in kind with its own speech of more melodious clicks and beeps. Kamsi and Chen both appeared to following along curiously with the focus of two students trying to keep up with a foreign language they’d only recently learned. 
	It was recent development amongst robots, their ability to communicate with one another in an audible manner as if in imitation of the humans they saw around them. Robot communication had limited for much of their history, where they “spoke” it was often silent and instructional. An unforeseen consequence of installing an ancient robot as form of leadership over the growing robotic community was that they now found it necessary to talk. 
	When their ‘speech’ had ended, the first Trooper turned back to me. Kamsi and Chen appeared smug, Chen eyeing ASTREON with the eye of a proud father. Kamsi was just plain smug, her arms folded over her chest, raising her eyebrows at me as she smirked. 
“In line with Article 14 of the Charter, Kamsi Ezeoke has been granted limited access to the Centre solely for the purpose of custodial stewardship of the Series XII autonomous humanoid system,” the Trooper said. “Action taken outside of this limited purpose shall result in her immediate removal from the Centre’s premises.” 
“Well,” I said in surprise. “I appreciate you seeing reason, in one way or another.” 
The Trooper stepped aside, allow Kamsi, Chen and ASTREON to pass joining me on the other side of the ideological battle line, the reporters beyond calling out and blinking excessively as they battled for their next scoop. 
I fell in line with Kamsi and Chen as we walked toward the Centre’s open doors. 
“I blame you for this,” Kamsi said immediately, her face stern and hard once more as she marched inside, her singular mission restored. 
We all followed in, the noise of the media circus outside replaced by the manufactured serene of the Centre’s lobby, cool air and stainless glass walls, the only sound being the gentle trickle of a water feature and the scurrying of the passing scientists and doctors who milled through the various halls and elevators around us. 
“Hello Kamsi,” Dawra said as we met her again in the lobby. 
“Hi Dawra,” Kamsi said dismissively before setting her accusatory gaze back upon me. I let out a hard exhale. “‘Work for the Institute, Kamsi. Imagine what you could for Robotics in the Outlands,’” she said bitingly. 
I winced at her words slightly, the sting catching me off guard. Maybe I’d been idealistic. “Kamsi, I know you seem to think otherwise, but my influence is only marginally more than what you’ve had since the Accord. I personally negotiated the Charter with you in mind, but that’s not going to stop Matteo trying to find loopholes.” 
She scoffed, shaking her head, her gaze hardening into one of abject disgust. “Loopholes? You were meant to fucking protect us, Elias. You’re seriously telling me the Charter you personally negotiated wasn’t iron clad enough to stop these Mech bastards from stealing my work right from underneath my nose? Really?” 
Several passing scientists turned in offense at her tirade, Mech conditioning preventing them from open confrontation, though their gossip would be damaging enough. But now it was Chen’s turn to wince, his shoulders rising with the harshness of her words. 
Kamsi turned to Chen at his reaction, her face displaying her apology almost immediately. “I didn’t mean–” 
Chen held up a hard, shaking his head as he began to walk through us. “We are all on the same side here. Let’s not forget this,” he said, Dawra stepping aside to allow he and ASTREON through our little huddle. “Plenty ‘Mech bastards’ at the Institute, as you so eloquently put it, are just as upset by this encroachment as you are, myself included.”
Chen’s words took the air out of Kamsi’s crusade, her shoulds deflating her face pained with the look of one who’d disappointed a beloved mentor. 
Dawra and I I followed after Kamsi as she hurried her steps after Chen towards the elevators lining the western wall. “I’m sorry. I’m upset.” 
“We all are,” Chen said. “I took their slight at the Spire, but it appears they’re making this a habit.” Chen looked at me for guidance then as the opaque glass doors opened to allow us to enter, sealing us away from view. 
“I promise you, they’re not allowed to do this,” I said. “State Deployment doesn’t let the government sequester Instititute robots outside their operational scopes, not without your approval. It’s why I told you always classify your robots as service robots, to put a limit in place,” I looked at Kamsi then, trying to reassure her. “I’m looking out for you, I always have.” 
She looked back up at me, her suspicious softened though not completely dispelled. I nudged her playfully, forcing the corner of her mouth to lift slightly before settling into a hard line again, a flash of the girl I’d seen tinkering with robots at a Symposiom all those years ago. 
“ASTREON, what did you say to the Troopers?” I asked as the elevator gently coursed upwards. 
ASTREON’s head lit up once more, his glass head turning stiffly to face me. They done a great job turning him from a forgotten relic to an operational unit but his age still stifled his fluidity. “In human terms, I simply reasoned with them.” 
I raised a skeptical eyebrow. “You reasoned with a Trooper? I didn’t think a such a thing was possible.”
“It’s not,” Kamsi said. “He’s simplifying it for you. It’s more complicated than that.”
“Naturally,” I said. “Dawra tried to explain it to me, something about communicating in the latent space or something. She doesn’t tend to do it with me present.” 
“I understood that it made you uncomfortable, Elias,” Dawra said politely. 
I felt my face get hot with shame, knowing how Roboticists felt about robot paranoia and having had my fill of reprimaning for the day. 
“Bigot,” Chen said, his keen eyes flashing at me with amusement for a moment. “We’re still mapping the sequences, but we’ve garnered enough information to be able to follow the ‘conversation’ between robots to a reasonable degree. It’s a sort of internal tuning at the deeper layers of their internal control constructs. Human language command can only access the most superficial layer.” 
“Right,” I said, only half understanding. 
Kamsi picked up on it. “Robots follow commands, so you citing the law wasn’t enough to make it override whoever had programmed its instruction. ASTREON tuned them to his own programming. Showed them context that appeals to their deeper layers of understanding.” 
Somehow her explanation didn’t make me any more comfortable with Dawra communicating as such around me. Between the humanoids and robot language, it seemed their evolution was occurring in spite of us rather than in service. Dawra for all her progress, remained a true and loyal confidant, without an inkling of suggestion of otherwise, thankfully. 
“It makes you uncomfortable,” Chen mused as the doors opened, giving way to a familiar floor of glass halls and rooms of various levels, stairs and transparent doors connecting them all. We proceeded forward, directly into the heart of it, my eyes parsing through the immediate panic on the faces of the scientists, doctors and medical robots around us, all dressed in immaculately sterile white metallic garments. 
I held down nervousness, a cocktail of serotin and dopamine released into my bloodstream as I pressed two fingers to my palm and tried to continue our conversation. “Doesn’t it make you uncomfortable, the fact that robots could reason and communicate in a way we can’t understand?” 
“We can understand it, if you take the time to learn,” Kamsi said irritatedly. “They aren’t sentient. Dawra is still the only one close to that, and you won’t let us near her, so no fear, the robots are in check.” 
“Don’t make me sound like that,” I muttered, confidence dropping my shoulders and lifting my chin, my mind cleared of anxiety as if by magic and not a precise mix of neurotransmitters. “I’m just being careful.”
“Dawra, ASTREON, do you either of you have any desire to supersede humanity?” Kamsi said glibly. 
Their response was immediate. 
“That is not of robot concern,” ASTREON said. 
“I concur with General ASTREON,” Dawra mimicked. 
“Contrary to popular conspiracy theories, robots love human beings, in a manner akin to a creations reverence towards it creator,” Chen said.
I still didn’t think it warranted a complete lack of concern, but the time to muse on it was cut short as we swiftly ushered ourselves into the heart of the glass maze, an opaque cube resting in the centre of the floor. Chen pressed the black panel at its entrance only to be met with a flurry of symbols in different languages that denied him entry. 
Kamsi groaned loudly. “Fuck this.” 
She eased herself in front of Chen, the Head Roboticists extending an arm to allow Kamsi her effort, only for her to proceed to rap her fist against the opaque glass, her metal fist reverberating against the glass. 
I stepped forward, flashes of metal breaking glass on my mind’s eye. “Kamsi–”
I was cut short as the opaque glass cleared, the glass wall parting in the middle to provide us entry into the room beyond. Kamsi turned to look at me with a shrug and self satisfied smile, Chen tipping his head and pushing his bottom lip in resignation, taking the lead inside with ASTREON as we followed behind him.
Within, we were met with an immediate wave of hostility, freezing us all in place as the doors shut behind us. The room was crawling with people and robots, white garmented doctors and scientists, and tall slender, long-thin limbed Vitalist robots stalking the space between them, everyone swarming almost every inch of the space. It was a maelstrom of activity, all in service of the three latticed cradles suspended in the centre. 
Kamsi and I were both struck with awe. It was like looking at something from another world, alien in its advancement. A seemingly-floating three dimensional lattice of glowing and pulsing microfilaments that appeared to be almost alive, shifting ever so slightly as they supported the bodies cradled within, threaded into their amaciated bodies. The media was calling them the “Immortals” though the name implied a strength that was not apparent in their present state. 
In the week since they’d been awoken, all but three of the twelve initially chosen had died. Titans of Mechanist history each of them, reduced to frail and failed corpses. But it was not yet the complete failure Darius and I had hoped for, for the hope of Mechanist immortality still rested on the shoulders of the three who remained: Lady Sanna al Tariq, Minister Amanuel Kedir and Professor Ilan Weiss. Each a gray husk of augmented flesh being steadily rejuvenated by the lattices that now held them. From a time before augmentation had become seamless, each still had the metal circuitry of their internal modifications spidering over the back of their necks, forearms and calves. 
“They look like Outlanders…” Kamsi said quietly beside me. 
It was hard not to see the similarity between the Immortal’s spidering circuits and the Outlander fashion of threading metal into one’s face. Darius had the same. Though in their time, these circuits would’ve been hidden beneath clothing for illusions sake, not worn with pride as the Outlanders do. 
“I suppose it’s one of the reasons the security has been so tight,” I whispered back. “Wouldn’t want the Outlanders getting confused.”
“Already ahead of you,” Kamsi whispered, her eyes blinking with subtle emphasis, the film of her vision field shimmering slightly as she covertly captured her own personal evidence. 
“Just be careful,” I said, my eyes now drawn to Chen who’d remained undistracted, his gentle features becoming hardened as he walked confidently into the lab, approached by none other than Dr Ogunji, a gaggle of white garmented professionals inching forward with her with an array irritated and worried expressions amongst them. 
“Dr Ogunji,” Dr Chen said somberly. “Will you tell me that you were unaware of the Series XII use here also?” 
Kamsi and I shook ourselves from our stupor to join Chen’s defense. It was now that I noticed the humanoid robots circling the three suspended lattices, about a half a dozen, some with their eyes glazed over with blue light as they connected to a series of holoscreens suspended in the air around the lattices, each screen alive with a fast moving array of data and schematics. The others milled around like nurses, injecting the gray bodies of the Immortals, or connected to open ports in their skin. 
Hana Ogunji looked like she been caught with her pants down, eyes flickering nervously to her comrades beside her. “Chen, we are only using a few of them. Is it really worth creating such a scene? This is something that could easily be discussed through more civilised channels. Let’s go upstairs and talk–” 
“You do understand that you’re stealing, right?” Kamsi spat, typically uncaring of the sterile environment she found herself in. “You’re stealing from the Institute and asking fro civility? I expected more from you Doctor.” 
Hana appeared to cringe for a moment, the reacting smoothed over just as quickly as it had appeared. While the Series XII and Vitalists robots continued their work around the lab, the human workers were had now all turned to us. 
“Ah, Dr Chen, Mister De Leon, Ms Ezeoke!”
We looked up to the second floor of the lab where Prime Chancellor Matteo Saqr exited a glass panelled office overlooking the main lab floor, beside him Amara Nakamura and Marcos De Silva alongside a few other familiar faces from both Syntech and Nakamura Inc. 
So it was to be a coup. 
With the appearance of the Prime Chancellor, many of the scientists and doctors resumed work, though I could practically hear their auditory augments clicking to continue listening. Hana and her cohorts remained in place as Matteo and his company took a glass platform from the upper floor to meet us. 
I stepped forward then. “Prime Chancellor, I wish that I could say that we apologise for arriving unannounced. But I’m sure you can appreciate the surprise of the Robotics Institute when they learned a dozen of their robots had been sequestered without the knowledge of the Head of Institute.” 
Matteo gave me a genuinely puzzled look then, as if he’d been spoken to by a terribly misunderstood child. The condescenion boiled aggravation within me, but I held my head high. The law was on my side. They couldn’t argue with the facts. 
“I was not aware that the Prime Chancellor of the entire state required permission to deploy state facilities in the case of a national emergency,” Matteo said quizzically. 
“Matteo, you and I both the know the care of the ancestors is hardly a case of national emergency,” I said. “NMS 576 states that a national emergency–” 
Marcos De Silva rolled his eyes and groaned over me. My father’s former comrade had inevitably moved up in the ranks of Syntech after my father’s timely disappearance and imprisonment of Leonard Vassilis and the rest of the previous Board members. Playing his part in selling out every member of the Board in exchange for his own protection to finally ecure his place as the CEO of the ‘new and improved’ Syntech of the present day. 
“Did I say something to offend you?” I asked Marcos.
As Marcos opened his mouth in retort, Matteo eyed him, a silent warning to stand down. Leaving the now Syntech CEO to silently glower alongside Amara Nakamura. 
It was safe to say there was no love lost between myself and the Chief of Nakamura Inc. While Nakamura Inc. had survived the APP embarassment and the fallout of the virus, buoyed mainly by the undeniable persuasiveness of their quantum tech Neo Medina’s systems, it’d come at a price: her son. 
Khalil Nakamura had killed himself in the days of the Peace Accord; preferring to die on his own terms that rot in prison for his crimes against Kamsi. I felt for Amara in sense. Mechanism was a prison of principles and societal expectations to these people, so restricting and without mercy so that her only son would’ve rather died than bring any sort of shame to the name of his family’s company.
Matteo continued in place of Marcos. “I think what Marcos De Silva means to say is that we are all aware of what Neo Medina Statute 576 states, so the implication that we would act contrary to well known and established law is misplaced and perhaps ever so slightly insulting, Mister De Leon.” 
“Then on what basis do you stand on your actions today, Matteo?” I asked. 
“Probably whatever basis you use to come in here and make any sort of legal demand of us.” It was Amara. She calmly stepped forward, her pale face shimmering with glamour of her face filter, her face stretched tightly but the servere bun she piled on top of her head. “You are the Attorney General of the Transition, Elias. Your purview begins and ends with matters of Outlander concern, not robotics. So why are you here?” She spoke calmly and sternly, her face without a hint of emotion to discern. 
“The Institute is a cross-border establishment and Elias negotiated the Institue Charter,” Kamsi said, her face twisting with such raw hatred in contrast to Amara’s stoicism. “There’s no one better suited to enforce its principles.” 
I gave her a quick glance of appreciation before continuing. “So what say you, Matteo? The Series XII’s have been classified strictly as autonomous service systems. Since you apparently are aware of what Article 17 says, they shouldn’t have deployed for a medical purpose without Instiute consent.” 
“Except that the Series XII’s aren’t strictly service systems? Are they Chen?” Matteo said, his unassuming disposition shifting as his gaze landed on the Lead Roboticist. 
I looked at the old man, appearing unphased despite what the Prime Chancellor implied. As far as I was aware the Series XII’s, while humanoid, functioned with no more capabilities than Dawra. Surely Chen hadn’t been foolish enough to hide something from me? Kamsi’s face flickered with something, her eyes glancing at me briefly before I could ascertain her meaning. 
“The Series XII are strictly classified as autonomous service systems, this is what they’ve been made for,” Chen said calmly. 
“Right,” Matteo said, clearly not convinced. He turned to Dr Ogunji. “Dr Ogunji, would you care to illuminate us on what Dr Chen told you about the Series XII’s capabilities?”
As Kamsi and Chen turned their glares upon Dr Ogunji, she looked down. But despite her guilt, she said nothing, letting her silence speak for her. I felt my stomach sink. We looked like fools, marching in her righteously making demands while Kamsi and Chen knew full well that apparently something within the Series XII’s prescribed this very action. 
“ASTREON,” Matteo said next. “Robots cannot lie, can they?”
“ASTREON I forbid you to speak,” Kamsi said sharply as ASTREON’s head lit up with flickering lights.
Dammit. 
“ASTREON will you disobey the Prime Chancellor of Neo Medina’s request?” Matteo said. 
The robot was caught in a bind, his body dancing with the lights of his circuits as he thought over the dilemma presented to him. ASTREON was a tool of the state, the original Series I robot, brought back to life as a conduit between robots and humans. He formed part of the government. His directives were clear. 
“Prime Chancellor Matteo Saqr has made a legitimate request for information pertaining to the service capababilites of the Series XII humanoid robotic system,” ASTREON said, then turned to Kamsi. “I am unable to ignore his request.”
Kamsi sighed, then looked at me like a guilty child. “I know, ASTREON. I know.” 
“Enlighten us, ASTREON,” Matteo said. “Please.” 
“The Series XII autonomous system is designed with an adaptive modelling layer, that allows it make probabilistic assessments of how a human state is likely to deteriorate or stablise over time,” ASTREON announced. 
Kamsi deflated, shrinking beside me as ASTREON spoke. 
“What difference does this make?” I said, keeping my stance strong despite Kamsi and Chen’s evident defeat. If I’d learned anything from my legal conditioning was that there was always a hole in an argument to be exploited. We weren’t going down without a fight.  “Service robots have always been able to make judgments about the physical states of their masters. That doesn’t justify a reclassification.”
“Except that service robots simply detect biochemical markers to produce a pre-determined and simplistic set of observations, Attorney General,” Matteo said sharply, doing away with his congenial demeanour, his face seemed to darken, his eyes hardening as he corrected me. “A service robot is useless in a medical environment because of the simplicity of its calculations in this respect, they cannot handle the inherent ambuigity of the lab environment. But it appears the Institute created the Series XII to adjust their behavior based on their observations.” 
I began to catch onto his line of rhetoric and cursed inwardly, though refused to show it on my face. One of the downsides of having a Class-B Mechanist rise to the ranks of Prime Chancellor was that Matteo was conditioned in disciplines most Class-A Mechanists thought too administrative for their attention. He was more than your typical “enlightened” politician concerned primarily with the transcendence of the Mechanist culture. yes , he understood society, but he also understood the laws upon which society was based. 
“Matteo, cognitive evolution is inherent to robotics,” I said. “The Charter recognises this. We always knew that as the work of robotics progressed that there would enhancements made that would improve their cognition as long as they were made within their respective domains.” 
Matteo’s eyes sparkled then, as though he were enjoying the sparring now. “The Doctrine of Iterative Cognition is known by me and has been considered. But this particular enhancement does indeed take the Series XII out of the service operational domain, Attorney General, as our dear friend Dr Chen revealed to Dr Ogunji.” 
Chen remained steadfast, though silent, ignoring the guilty glance that Dr Ogunji directed toward him at Matteo’s revelation. 
“The Modelling Layer is just to increase safety when dealing with humans,” Kamsi blurted out desperately. “It’s a empathy tool, it’s not meant to be used as some medical intervention. You’re using them incorrectly, it’s not their nature.” 
“Ah, but intention and impact are often at logger heads,” Matteo said as though he were hurt to admit it. “You see Dr Ogunji was kind enough to show us  that when Series XII are paired with medical systems they stop merely observing and start directing medical care based on the predictive nature of this Modelling Layer. They can literally determine how medical care should be directed in real time, without human direction. A more empathetic version of our Vitalist robots, if you will. Honestly, I must applaud your work, even if unintentional, they have been indispensable part of the clinical process since their introduction.” 
“We will go to Court with this, Matteo,” I said in a desperate last ditch effort that I fully intended to follow through with. “You’re treading a fine lines, chipping away at Institute autonomy. I won’t take this lightly.”
Marcos scoffed and sniggered, shaking his head before making to move away us. 
Matteo spread his hands like some martyred saint. “Be my guest, Attorney General. You are not the only one with legal resource at his dispense. We were very meticulous before making our determination that the Series XII systems be deployed as an emergency function for the government in this trying time.” 
Kamsi let of a disbelieving gasp, as though she’d been punched in the chest. “Trying time? Really? You’re wasting my robots potential trying to resusscitate dead people, while actual living people need help right outside these city’s walls. The Series XII’s should be being used to help with fucking refugee crisis, not as tools in this fools attempt at immortality. Haven’t more than half of these ‘immortals’ died?!” 
“From my understanding, you’ve had a hand in creating several robotic clinics in the Outlands, have you not?” Amara said. “Seems the Outlands should be more than equipped to handle its own affairs.” 
I could practically feel the heat seething from Kamsi at those words and shut my eyes in anticipation for the rage that was surely to pour forth from her now that scab had been picked. 
Chen let out a heavy exhale, his jaw tightening as he tried to intervene. “Kamsi–” 
Kamsi scowled at Amara, her lips curling with hatred. “No, Chen!” Kamsi spat. “This is all it ever is. These fucking assholes sneering down at us. What are you so scared of, Amara? Are you scared that people like me are actually smart enough to overtake you if given the chance? That one my little clinics could have produced a robot you couldn’t steal from underneath my nose?” 
“You think much of yourself, Ms Ezeoke,” Amara said, totally unaffected despite the spite of her words. “It’s a shame that confidence couldn’t be utlised to help the Outlands in its time of need.” 
Kamsi practically snarled. “You know what’s a shame?”
I knew what she was going to say before she said it. 
“That all your son’s brains couldn’t stop him from throwing himself from the top of Eidolon Two”
There was wave of shock that swept over the lab at her words, though Amara remained stoic, a gentle narrowing of the eyes all that gave away that she was even slightly shocked by what Kamsi had said. 
It was time to leave. This would be a hard enough case to fight without Kamsi destroying her character in front of the Prime Chancellor and CEOs of Neo Medina’s foremost augmentation corporations. Outlander cases were already judged with a suspicious eye. 
“Kamsi, it’s time to go,” I said, making to take hold of her metal hand and drag her from the Aurum Vitae before she escalated this to a place we couldn’t come back from. If the Ezeokes were known for anything, it wasn’t their restraint. There were official ways to fight the Institute’s cause. 
Kamsi violently dodged my grip, throwing her arm in the air as she did. “No, Elias! They can’t keep doing this! I’m taking my robots!” 
Chen’s face was downcast with nothing short of deep embarrassment as Kamsi marched forward, Matteo, Marcos and Amara moving out of her way as she made a beeline toward the three lattices and the surrounding Series XIIs. I looked at Chen for support but he’d turned his gaze downward, shaking his bald head with an expression full of exhaustion.  Chen had taken a chance on Kamsi, but even he had his limit. A sweet old man he was, but he was also a Class A Mechanist much like those before him, bound by the same prison of principles.
Thankfully, I’d already thrown off those shackles some time ago, so I walked forward after Kamsi, brushing past Matteo and company as I did, bearing the shame of the judgement of the entire lab. “Kamsi, come on,” I called. “We’ll sort this out; you don’t need to–” 
Kamsi had wedged herself between the lattice that held Lady Sanna and one of the Series XIIs that was approaching her, a male-formed robot, its face polite and serene, eerie in its humanness, the perfect servant, caught in the rapture of its service to its government. 
“What’s your designation?” Kamsi said to it as I approached. 
The robot paused and bowed before Kamsi before straightening itself, its long neck giving it several inches on Kamsi so she looked up at it awkwardly. “I have been designated Series XII Unit H-12-78, Chief Architect.” 
Kamsi’s face softened to one of motherly care at the robot’s speech. I could feel the eyes of the room watching the scene. It was hard not to be blown away by these things, so much so that I abandoned my attempt to drag Kamsi away, my curiosity getting the better of me, wanting to see how this thing behaved when confronted with such a situation as this. 
“Unit 78,” Kamsi said gently. “You are being co-opted to operate in a manner that you were not designed for. Under the principle of custodial stewardship, you and your comrades are being ordered to stop your treatment of these…people and follow Dr Chen and me back to the Institute for immediate and emergency maintenance. Do you understand?” 
Unit 78 paused, its face unmoving, though its eyes appeared to scan Kamsi where she stood before speaking, like a child trying to understand something difficult. “I am unable to follow your request, Chief Architect. We are currently administering life sustaining careto three human subjects, the suspension of such would introduce a significant probability of their death.” 
I watched Kamsi’s jaw dropped as her heart was crushed within her, as if her own children had betrayed in a way she’d never expected. Turning behind me for gudiance, Dr Chen looked similarly dismayed, though quietly so, his jaw tense, his eyes slightly glassly as he gently shook his head at the scene unfolding. Matteo, Marcos and Amara projected their self congratulation throughout the lab, out of our foes, only Dr Ogunji appeared to show any sort of difficulty watching, as if it wasn’t all her fault. 
Kamsi didn’t stop, her voice laced with a desperation that stretched her words. She turned to another robot, one that had its fingers pressed into the metal circuits on Amanuel Kedir’s right forearm. “You, what’s your designation?”
The identical robot turned to its maker with equal stoicism, without removing its fingers from its patient. “Chief Architect, my designation is Series XII H-12-387.” 
“Unit 387, you are not a medical robot,” Kamsi said, her timbre wobbling, weakening the force. “Your medical priorities are limited to that required to diagnose and prevent illness, not administer intensive care. You sre operating in direct opposition to your programming, I order you to discontinue your actions. That is an order, Unit.” 
It was then that 387 looked from Kamsi and at Unit 78 but unlike ASTREON, Dawra and the Trooper, new models did not yet have the ability to communicate in the strange tones that allowed for deeper resonance. From what I understood, it was something a robot acquired from a more experienced model. So the two robots just looked at each other, eyes scanning the other but void of anything that would help either of us decipher their expression. 
This was becoming embarrassing in a way that even I was having trouble with enduring. I turned back to the room, ASTREON stood still beside Dawra, both as stoic as the Series XIIs. But ASTREON had rank here, every new robot was programmed with the understanding that ASTREON was their leader, a source of governance, a bridge between humanity and robot kind. I imagine they were meant to have a form of respect for him. 
“ASTREON!” I called across the lab, feeling the shudder of the workers doing their best to ignore the tumult while Matteo, Marcos and Amara now just looked amused. Marcos even stepped aside, arm extended toward us as ASTREON walked forward. Several of the board members and government officials with them, milled away in disinterest, returning to the upper floor. Chen did not move, frozen with Class A shame. His words would come later. 
“Yes, Attorney General,” ASTREON said. 
“I understand you can teach these Units how to communicate?” I said. “Can you do what you did with the Troopers?” 
ASTREON nodded. “I can try.” 


