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Praise for Patrick Quinlan:“A shocking, violent read, jam-packed with action and a cast of

incredible characters”-- Independent Weekly (Australia)“A superb debut. A great crime novel.

Brilliant is the word” -- Independent on Sunday* * *Susan Jones is dead, and yet alive.Susan is

a former robotics scientist for Suncoast Cybernetics, who was murdered by the company. Her

awareness is inside Number Nine, the incredible ninth generation prototype of Suncoast’s

immensely successful Sexbot line of robotic companions - which Susan herself

invented.Number Nine is on the run with Mr. Blue, the corporate assassin who killed Susan

Jones. After a blood-soaked confrontation with militarized Suncoast security forces on the

docks in Key West, Blue and Nine escape to Cuba.Suncoast CEO Howard Neale believes

mind downloading confers immortality, and will be worth hundreds of billions of dollars to the

company. Meanwhile company Chairman James Walsh is dying of cancer and wants to use the

technology to save himself. They both need Number Nine to come back, and will stop at

nothing to make her do so - including kidnapping her mother.Suncoast scientist Ravi Kapoor

has invented the ultimate artificially intelligent home companion - a device he calls God.

Howard wants Ravi to take over the mind downloading project in Susan’s absence - rushing

straight to human trials with violent convicts at a secret maximum security prison in the remote

scrub desert of southwest Texas.Ravi just wants to spend his time developing God. But God

has other plans.Mr. Blue and Number Nine are on a collision course with Howard, Suncoast

Cybernetics and now Eris - a Sexbot with the downloaded mind of a white supremacist

previously on Death Row.A high-tech corporation becoming a law unto itself. Killer robots

designed to look and act like small children. A sociopathic artificial intelligence who believes

the time of humans is reaching its end. And a Sexbot harboring the awareness of an amoral

killer set loose to run amok.Nine Lives is the sequel to Sexbot, by Patrick Quinlan. It’s a fast-

paced, sexy, dystopian adventure, with twists, turns and shocking surprises.* * *Praise for

Patrick Quinlan:“A turbo-charged tour de force.” -- Port City Life“A fast-paced thriller...the story

moves at warp speed, capped by a cinematic chase...before ending in spectacular fashion.” --

Los Angeles Times“Tightly plotted, confidently written and very hip” -- Sunday Observer
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reservedPraise for Patrick Quinlan’s novels:"A fast-paced thriller...the story moves at warp

speed, capped by a cinematic chase...before ending in spectacular fashion." -- Los Angeles

Times"A sizzling crime caper paced at NASCAR-style velocity. A turbo-charged tour de force."

-- Port City Life"What makes [SMOKED] so wonderful is an author who can write great prose,

great set-ups, great dialogue, and create characters that jump off the page. Can’t recommend

this enough for those of you who like your thrillers on the very dark side." -- Bookaholic"[A]

strong cross between Elmore Leonard and Quentin Tarantino doing Elmore Leonard. The

result is tightly plotted, confidently written and very hip."-- The Sunday Observer

(UK)"Quinlan's prose is as smooth as his character's dialogue and when the action hots up, its

hard not to find yourself grinning with pure joy. Quinlan… does it with an infectious enthusiasm

and a confidence that makes SMOKED a pleasure to read." -- Crime Scene Scotland"One hell

of an exhilarating ride. Certainly one of the better thrillers I’ve read this year."-- Shotsmag

(UK)"Cue kidnappings, explosions, beatings, murders and car chases aplenty. Pacey, Punchy

and raw, this is one self-assured debut." - - In the Air – inflight magazine of Qantas Airlines

(Australia)"[A] thrilling ride that will keep you hanging on the edge of your seat. It will make you

curse the fact that you need sleep." -- Bullz-Eye.com"The story combines vicious villainy with

threadbare morality to produce a bang that movie producers and script-writers would be sorry

to miss. Once you've picked it up, it's hard to put it down." -- Channel NewsAsia

(Singapore)“THIS is the stuff – violent, pacy, stylish and funny.” -- The Daily Mirror“Quinlan

delights in wrong-footing the reader. A fast-moving, hugely entertaining thriller.” -- The

Observer on Sunday“[A] Leonardesque thriller. For this top-notch noir entertainment, think

Coen Brothers (Blood Simple) in print.” -- Mystery Scene Magazine“Quinlan brings to glorious

life several offbeat, deviant characters from roads less traveled. [THE FALLING MAN] hurtles

along like an express train to its smashing climax.” -- Publisher’s WeeklyTable of Contents“The

ever accelerating progress of technology…January 10January 11January 12January

13January 14January 16Year 1January 17January 18January 19January 20January 22About

the Author“The ever accelerating progress of technology…gives the appearance of

approaching some essential singularity in the history of the race beyond which human affairs,

as we know them, could not continue.”- John von Neumann, 1958January 103:15 am Eastern

Standard TimeKey West, Florida“Watch it!” Blue said quietly. “Stay alert! We need to be very

careful here.”Mr. Blue, a name that was not a name. It had been a long time since anyone

called him by his real name.He piloted the boat slowly through the No Wake zone toward the

empty docks. Its engines made a low rumble beneath the water’s surface. The hour was late,

and the night was nearly silent. There were small wooden warehouses along the docks, but no

one seemed to be around.The boat was shaped like a giant wedge. It was narrow, with a very

long bow. At the stern, there were five big outboard engines all in a line. It was a go-fast boat,

built for open water racing, and it could go very fast indeed. Its color was deep shiny black,

obsidian, with an image of an all-seeing eye on either side - an eye designed to resemble the

red and orange setting sun of southwest Florida.The logo of Suncoast Cybernetics. Blue was

wearing a white t-shirt and dark blue running shorts. His shirt was ripped and stained with

blood. Everything about him was big. He was tall, and his shoulders were broad. His face was

angular and chiseled, as if from stone. But he was older now. He had survived gunshots, and

stabbings, and explosions, even a helicopter crash once upon a time. Each one had taken a

little something away from him. Year followed year. The whiskers came out of his face gray



and white now. The close calls were getting closer and closer. He wasn’t given to long hours of

introspection, but the thought did occur to him from time to time:I’m not the man I used to

be.He pulled the boat up along a dock and killed the engine. The boat rode the tiny swells, just

barely rocking. Blue jumped across to the dock. He quickly tied a line, just one. They might

need to leave here in a hurry. A woman stood in the boat, near the engines. Her face was

beautiful, with big blue eyes. The body was like a cartoon version of a sexy woman. High

breasts, wide hips, long shapely legs. She wore a sheer body stocking that clung to her

curves, and a bright orange pair of sneakers on her feet. The woman’s breasts pressed

against the fabric of her body stocking, the erect nipples nearly poking through. Her legs were

strong. They seemed a third longer than the legs of a normal woman. She was the sexiest

woman Blue thought he had ever seen. Despite the circumstances, despite everything that

had happened, and despite the danger they were in, he was a little bit turned on just looking at

her. He had been eager to sample her charms for the past 24 hours, but there simply hadn’t

been time. “Why are we stopping here?” she said.The voice cut through him to his core. It was

a perfect simulation of a human voice, but better. It was a deep, sexy voice, like a female radio

disc jockey. But even deeper, and sexier.This was a machine. Physically, the machine was

perfect in every way, but even more than perfect. Like a human female, but better. They had

even gotten the voice right. Better than right. “We need to ditch this boat,” Blue said. That was

an understatement. It was Howard Neale’s boat, it had probably been reported missing, and it

probably had a tracking device somewhere aboard. In fact, the company probably knew

exactly where he and the Sexbot were. If the cops came, that would be bad. If the company

came…Worse, they might be here already.He was giving her as little information as he could.

For all he knew, not only did Suncoast track them here, they were also listening to everything

he said. She could have a built-in microphone. When he spoke to her, he could be speaking

directly to Howard.Blue looked out at the silent, darkened buildings crowding the docks.

Suppose the company had already put a shooter in one of those blank windows. Suppose that

shooter was targeting him right this second. This might be a very brief stopover.“I’m going to

have a look around,” he said. “You stay here, and keep out of sight.”“Shouldn’t I come with

you?”If a sultry robot voice could have a note of fear in it, this one did.He shook his head. “No.

I’m going to be gone exactly two minutes, I’ll find the boat we need, and then I’ll come back

and get you.”“You have to communicate better,” she said. “I’m not the enemy. You’re barely

speaking to me. You can’t keep me in the dark like this. It’s counterproductive.”“When you

need to know something, I will inform you of it.”“They can’t listen to me. They can’t track me.

Don’t you understand? I disabled all the network connections on this machine before I…

before I…”Before you died?Blue wouldn’t say it. She had been a robotics scientist named

Susan Jones a little over 24 hours ago. She was one of the developers of the world famous

Sexbot, the flagship product of Suncoast Cybernetics. Her reward for that? The company

marked her for death. Blue and a robot assassin named Mr. Green had murdered her. But not

before she somehow downloaded herself into this robot. Number Nine.That was when Blue

was still working for Howard. A lot had changed in a day.“Before you killed me,” she said

now.He sighed. “Yeah, look. I’m sorry about that. I’ve mentioned it before. How sorry I am.

And I have saved your life since then.”She gestured at herself. “Whatever this life is.” “I don’t

want to debate with you,” Blue said. “Not now, not ever. Right now, I’m the only thing keeping

you alive. You won’t last another hour without me. Bet on it. So for the moment, do what I say,

when I say it, and leave the big questions about what life and death are for later.”She bit her

bottom lip. Could robots cry? If so, she would do it now.“Okay?” Blue said.She nodded, but

didn’t speak.He was about to go, but he stopped. He was carrying five guns. The guns were



strapped to him in belts and holsters, every which way - across his chest, around his waist and

right thigh. He took a matte black Glock nine-millimeter from a holster on his waist, and handed

it across the gap to her. She took it in her tiny hand. He knew that every part of her body was

much stronger than it appeared.“You know what to do with that, don’t you?”She nodded.

“Yes.”“And you know how to use it?”“Of course.”He nodded. “Because your father…”She

smiled. There was a faraway look on her face for just a second, as if she was remembering

something. “Yes. My father taught me to shoot guns.”“Well, don’t shoot anyone unless

absolutely necessary.”She gave him a long look. “I didn’t know you were against killing.”He

shook his head. “We’re trying not to call attention to ourselves.”He glanced back at her before

he left. The sheer bodysuit stretched and hugged her curves. His hands wanted to roam that

body. His hands seemed to have a mind of their own. It was a trick. And a dangerous one.

The machine could trick his body, short circuit his mind. A million years of evolution demanded

that he…Then she ducked down and was gone, out of sight. Just like that, the spell was

broken. Blue moved up the docks and away from the boat.Man, he hoped they both lived

through this night.* * *“Michael! You with us, buddy?”Michael Simms was groggy, half-awake.

He resisted waking up fully. All he wanted to do was sleep, and escape from this.“Please,” he

said. “Please.”Then a strong hand slapped him.“Open those eyes,” the voice said.There was

no resisting. Michael did as he was told. His right eye was swollen and wouldn’t open all the

way. But he could see well enough, more than he wanted to. He was sitting on a hard floor

somewhere. It was a dark place. There were helmeted men around him. They were big men,

with hard eyes. Their helmet visors were up. Black masks covered their noses and mouths, so

all Michael could see were the eyes. The eyes were dumb, remorseless, the eyes of sharks.

The eyes had humor, though, and cruelty. The two went hand in hand. These eyes were

laughing at Michael. They enjoyed what was happening to him.He was in a lot of pain. His

head hurt. His face hurt. His neck and back hurt. His legs hurt. His tongue moved around in

his mouth, feeling for what he already knew it would find - gaps where there had been none

before. He had lost some teeth.He was dizzy and he felt sick, like he might vomit. These men

had beaten him. They had taunted him. You could say they had tortured him. They had been

doing it since… he wasn’t sure when. Earlier this evening? Yesterday? He had lost all track of

time. Ever since they had come to his house and found him hiding. That’s when it started. At

first it seemed like they were beating him to get information. Later, it became clear that they

didn’t care what he told them. They were beating him because they enjoyed it. It was fun.He

had never lived through anything like this before. It was too much to bear. The beatings were

bad enough. The mockery was somehow worse. He was less than human to them. He had

lived a lifetime, and never knew that people like this existed. Yesterday, maybe, he had been

driving his Mustang home in the early morning, and he had come across a beautiful hitchhiker

by the side of the road. He had stopped to pick her up, and she had pulled a gun on him.

That’s how all of this had started - the simple, foolish act of stopping for a hitchhiker. “You

ready, yoga man?” a voice said.Michael had been wearing a YOGA MAN t-shirt when the

stormtroopers came to his home and took him prisoner. He had no idea if he was still wearing

the shirt or not. He seemed to have some kind of heavy vest on, or maybe a straightjacket. He

couldn’t see it clearly in the darkness. He did know that his arms were secured tightly behind

his back. He had the sense that he had traveled a long distance to be here, but how and when

that had happened, he didn’t know.“What am I doing?” he said. “You’re doing whatever we tell

you to do.”The men around him laughed. They really were animals. They just didn’t care about

him. They didn’t care about anything. There was something heartbreaking about it. They had

probably killed stray cats when they were children. He could be a plastic toy that they were



having fun breaking. She had warned him. She had said they would be like this.“What are you

telling me to do?” he said.He didn’t like the sound of his voice with missing teeth. It made a

sort of whistle when he spoke. He also didn’t like the sound of fear he heard in it. He was

afraid. He knew it, and they knew it. He didn’t want to die, and he didn’t want them to hurt him

anymore. He just wanted to go home. He didn’t know where the Sexbot was. He didn’t know

anything.“In a moment, we are going to let you out of the truck.”Ah! They were in a truck. That

made sense. They had taken him somewhere. He had been right about that.“We are going to

point you in a direction along some waterfront docks. You are going to walk in the direction we

send you, toward a big speedboat with two people on board. One of them is a woman you

know rather well. The other is a man you probably don’t know at all. He’s a big man, but don’t

let that bother you. Your job is to distract the woman and separate her from the man. That

way, we can take care of him. That’s all you need to do. Do you understand?”“Is it…” He

nearly asked if it was Rachel. But he didn’t want to call her that in front of them. During his

interrogation, they had mocked him for giving her a human name. They had laughed about it.

He had no idea if these were the same men, but they might as well be. They thought of Rachel

as the Sexbot. Number Nine. He knew the whole story by now. The expensive prototype that

had escaped, and which they wanted back. He nodded. She should be expensive. If she cost

ten million dollars, she’d be worth every penny.“Yes. It is.”One of the men took Michael’s jaw in

his strong hand. Michael’s jaw already ached from where they had hit him. The man

squeezed, his fingers like a vise, ramping up the pain until tears came from Michael’s eyes,

and he saw what seemed like a white light.“I want you to know something,” the man said. “The

vest you’re wearing is what people call a suicide vest. It’s strapped with explosives. There is a

detonator attached to you, which we control. If you try anything at all, if you warn them away, if

you start to run… fill in the blanks, Michael. Whatever you can imagine in that pretty little head

of yours. If you do something we don’t like, we will blow you up. Your life means nothing to us.

We’re just here to get the robot back. Is that understood?”Michael nodded through the

pain. “Good,” the man said. “Now, are you ready for your big acting debut? Pretend you’re

frightened, and you need her to help you. Can you do that?”Michael nodded again.“I need to

hear it from you, Michael. Straight from the horse’s mouth.”“Yeth,” Michael said, teeth missing,

his jaw wedged between the man’s powerful thumb and forefinger. The man nodded, and

looked at the men around him. “He’s ready. Let’s get him out of here.”* * *“That looks

promising.”There was a 24-foot day sailor tied up just down the dock. It would fit the bill. The

mast was up. The sails were attached. Someone was using that thing regularly. Blue could

putter it out of here on engine power, then set sail when they reached open water. The boat

would have a little cabin downstairs, not much, but enough to hide a Sexbot. There might even

be something to eat in there. Tuna fish, sardines, Spam - anything would be good.The Coast

Guard didn’t care about tourist sailboats headed to Cuba. Drug traffickers used speedboats,

and they smuggled the drugs into the United States, not out of it. It would be a long sail -

probably all night and the following day, but Blue had done long days and nights before.He took

three steps toward the sailboat before he saw the man. The man stood directly beneath an

overhead lamp. The yellow light beamed down on him in the gloom. He was a thin man, his

face badly beaten, one eye half-closed. He wore a heavy, tan leather vest cinched tight around

his upper body, held in place by straps over his shoulders. His hands were not visible. He

staggered one step up the dock toward Blue.“Can I help you?” Blue said. Everything was

suddenly alive. Blue’s senses - on red alert before - kicked into overdrive. He stood completely

still. He listened for the slightest sound. The warehouses around them seemed to watch with

malevolent intent. But it was just this man. One man, stumbling along.They were here. They



had to be. What else could this mean? But Blue was calm. If they wanted a fight, they were

going to get one. The beaten man came forward. One step. Another. He watched his feet. It

was like he was learning to walk again.Blue reached with his right hand, and unsnapped the

holster on his thigh. He pulled the heavy gun out. Its weight was reassuring in his hand. He

pointed it at the man. They were about 30 feet apart.“Far enough.”Footsteps came up behind

Blue on the dock. The steps were light, more like a cat than a human. It was Number Nine.

He could feel her there, without looking. He didn’t even turn around. “I said stay in the boat.

And keep out of sight.”It was too late. She was here already. She was on the dock, easily

visible, and by now they had seen her. They were definitely here, and they were watching.

She was going to have to start listening to him, or this little partnership would be over before it

started. “I know this man,” Nine said. “You know him? How do you know him? You’ve only

been alive for a day.”“Michael?” she said.The man looked up, suddenly more alert than before.

“Rachel?”“Michael, what are you wearing?”Now Blue did look back at Nine. “Rachel?”“Rachel,

you have to get away. Run!” “Who is this guy?”“He’s my friend. I stayed at his house when I

was hiding. When the company was looking for me. When you were trying to kill me.”The man

sank to his knees. “They put a bomb on me. I can’t get it off. It’s going to explode.”Blue turned

around and pushed Nine toward the speedboat. “Get back in the boat! Get back in that

boat!”Reluctantly, she backed away, her eyes and mouth wide open. When Blue looked at the

man in the vest again, at least half a dozen other men had appeared behind him. They were

far away, but coming quickly. They wore black jumpsuits, body armor, and they were helmeted,

visors down. They moved up the wharf. And they wouldn’t be the only ones. The dock shook

from their heavy footfalls. “Ah, God.”There was nothing else to do. Blue didn’t think about it.

He went toward them. When in doubt, go right at the enemy. He’d done it before, many times.

Sometimes it worked. Sometimes…He put the gun in his weak hand, his left, and pointed it

ahead of him. He reached the man on his knees. His strong right hand grasped the man’s

vest by the straps. “Get up.”In one fast move, he yanked the man to his feet. Now the man was

a human shield. A human shield strapped with bombs. Who he was, and how he had come to

be there didn’t matter. He was doomed. And Blue had a shield. He looked up and the

company stormtroopers were running now, coming this way. BOOM, BOOM, BOOM…Their

boots pounded on the docks. Blue held the man ahead of him, pushing him forward. “Wait,” the

man said. He was gasping. “Wait. Please wait.”The storm troopers started firing. BAM! BAM!

BAM!Blue crouched behind his shield. The muzzle flashes were bright in the darkness, nearly

blinding. The sounds were loud. Bullets hit the man Blue was holding. The man absorbed the

gunfire, his body jittering and dancing.The troopers were packed together on the narrow dock.

It was bad spacing. Bad tactics. It was everything bad, all at once. They were fish in a barrel.

They were pigs in a blanket. This was how entire squads died in combat. Blue gripped the man

by the leather vest. Now he charged forward. He ducked low as he ran, pushing the man

before him. The man stumble stepped, his feet barely touching the dock. He was still alive.

His one open eye was wide, terrified, helpless.“Wait!” he screamed. “Wait!”There was no time

to wait.Blue pulled the trigger, and the gun bucked in his hand.BANG!One of the storm

troopers dove into the water, then another. They knew what was coming. BANG! BANG!

BANG!Now the sounds were deafening. Blue fired into the crowd on the dock, hitting them

chest high, the impacts on their body armor driving them backwards.BANG!He hit one in the

helmet. The helmet’s hard casing cracked apart, and a mist of bright blood sprayed upwards.

The man collapsed to the dock like a rag doll.The others were in disarray, falling back. Blue

was coming right at them, pushing a human bomb.And he was going to deliver it. Right. Down.

Their. Throats.* * *“Detonate!” Howard Neale shouted. “Detonate the vest!”Howard, the chief



executive officer of Suncoast Cybernetics, sat wearing a bathrobe in the darkness of a large

bedroom, staring into a screen. The screen was a large holographic projection, not really a

physical screen at all. The screen rendered outside events in exquisite detail, as though they

were happening in the room with him. Howard’s oceanfront estate had blown up and burned to

ashes earlier tonight. Two security guards, Suncoast Cybernetics employees, were found

murdered on the beach. There may have been other deaths as well. No one was quite sure,

because the house was still on fire. Howard was wanted for questioning about these

events. And worst of all, a very expensive piece of company equipment, the Sexbot Number

Nine, had been stolen. There wasn’t much Howard could do about the house at this moment,

or the police, but if Number Nine could be returned, if that little crime could be remedied, it

would go a long way toward salvaging Howard’s night.Number Nine appeared to have inside of

it the mind, or the essence, or maybe the living soul, of the dead robotics scientist Susan

Jones. Susan and her former partner Martin Wacker, also deceased, were probably

geniuses.Their breakthrough was staggering. Was it worth a billion dollars? Howard doubted

it. A trillion dollars sounded more accurate.Howard was already rich, and growing richer by the

minute. It wasn’t the money that interested Howard, or at least, not only the money. It was the

technical… Howard couldn’t put a word on it. Ecstasy, perhaps. The technical ecstasy of the

thing. A new age was coming, the age of intelligent living machines, the age of immortal

beings, and Howard was the one chosen to usher it in.On Howard’s flickering screen, several

images played. One was an image of Howard’s new head of security Max. Max Load.

Jesus. Q: What kind of man decided to go by the name Max Load?A: Someone who thought

he could take on a lot.Max was a large, middle-aged man with big shoulders. He had a

perfectly bald head, and a sharp, jutting jaw line. It looked like he could slice tin cans with that

jaw. He looked a lot like the old cartoon Mr. Clean from long ago, who sold some sort of

cleaning chemical for your home. Max had headphones on and a small black communicator in

one hand. Another image showed the inside of a company truck parked on the street in Key

West. It was basically a glorified bread truck packed with surveillance equipment. There were

two men inside of it, sitting at a bank of monitors. Max could speak directly with the men. Two

more images were bodycam footage of Suncoast security operatives on the docks. The

cameras were mounted on the chests of their uniforms. One of those images was maximized,

and all the other points of view were minimized.In here, in Howard’s world, the action on the

docks was close. It was almost too close, appearing in explicit, full color glory.“Mobile One,”

Max said. “Do you read?”“Copy,” came the voice of one of the men in the van.“Detonate,” Max

said. “What’s the hold up?”“Uh, Roger that. We are communicating with the detonator.

There’s some kind of delay. It’s a wireless connection. We’re having a problem…”On the

screen, Max shook his head silently.Howard reflected that it wasn’t often you could fail

dramatically in front of your boss, and see it happen on TV, live and in real time. In the largest

image, Mr. Blue crouched behind the prisoner in the suicide vest and made a mad kamikaze

dash with him. It was Blue in a nutshell. He was coming right at the screen.Howard had seen

this movie before. Blue was going to kill every one of those men. Then he was going to set fire

to the city and burn it to the ground. Then he was going to cause a nuclear holocaust that

consumed the entire world.Mr. Blue would derail the coming golden age, and destroy it if he

could. Howard hadn’t noticed this about Blue before, but recent events had made it clear. Blue

was an enemy of progress. He was becoming obsolete, and he knew it. He was an artifact of

a previous time.Besides having Number Nine in his possession, Blue knew things about

Howard, things that made Howard vulnerable. Blue was also a very violent man, and a

compendium of dirty tricks. As far as Howard was concerned, Blue might be the most



dangerous man on Earth.If he escaped, there was no telling what he might do. He might

publicly accuse Howard of ordering murders, not just of Suncoast rivals, but also of Suncoast

employees. That would look bad. But even worse, he might just decide to kill Howard, if he

could. The thought sent a chill along Howard’s spine.A different image of Blue came to

Howard’s mind then - Blue as a colossus, Blue as Godzilla, torching skyscrapers, batting down

fighter jets, destroying everything in his path, impossible to stop, crushing the dream of a high-

tech utopia.“Kill him!” Howard shouted. “Detonate!”Then Blue was here, right up against the

screen, practically in the room with Howard. There was a mad scrum, shouting, pushing and

shoving, and Howard was in the middle of it. Blue’s gun went off.Pop! Pop! Pop!Blue was

using the man in the suicide vest like a weapon, like a bludgeon, and firing the gun at the same

time. A Suncoast security man’s helmet broke apart. His head jerked back in a spritz of

blood. Howard saw all of it. It was RIGHT HERE. Too close. The man right behind the dead

man had filmed it.“Unh,” Howard said, and sighed.It was disgusting.Two men were in the water,

now three.Blue shot a man in the throat. The man disappeared instantly, out of the frame.

Thank goodness for small favors.“Max, I’m going to tell you this only once. Detonate or you’re

fired.”“Mobile One?” Max said.“Copy,” came a voice over the radio.“Detonate the vest!” Max

said. “What are you doing?”The voice hesitated. “Roger that. We are working on it, sir.”“You

heard me. Do it now.”Howard felt sick. Why was this taking so long? What was all this

talking? “It’s going to be too late!”“Fixed,” the voice said. “Detonation in five… four…

three…”Howard stared at the screen.“Come on,” he said. He leaned forward, like a sports fan,

glued to the final seconds of the game.“Come on, you…”* * *“Kill him!” someone shouted over

a radio. “Detonate!”Blue gasped for air. He was out of time.The guy in the vest was more dead

than alive. And he was going to blow up any second. Blue gave him one final shove. The man

staggered forward into the middle of the remaining storm troopers, grabbed one around the

middle, and slowly sank to the dock. The storm troopers stumbled over him, trying to get

away. He clung to the legs of the man he had grabbed.Blue turned and ran.His footfalls

thumped heavily on the wooden dock. The whole structure trembled under him. He passed a

boat, then another. He could hear his own breathing… huh, huh, huh. He dove and rolled on

the ground. He pressed himself behind a thick post and curled into a ball, as small as he could

make himself. He covered his head with his arms.BOOOOM!Behind him, the flash of light lit up

the night. Blue lay pressed to the dock as whatever was in that vest sprayed in all directions.

The dock itself whipsawed and undulated, the wood bending and rupturing. Hot debris rained

down. It burned his flesh. Still, he didn’t move. After a long moment, he breathed.He lifted his

head and looked back. The dock had broken apart where the men had been. The sailboat

Blue had meant to steal was on fire and split in pieces. Other boats were already catching

fire. As Blue watched, three boats in a line went up in flames, combined, and became an

inferno. Black smoke erupted from the center of the flames. There was a stiff breeze off the

ocean - embers were flying across and alighting on the warehouses across the wharf. The air

was dry tonight. The whole neighborhood could go.Blue scanned the wharf in either direction.

To the right, a gas tank in the back of a boat must have caught fire. It exploded, the flames

blowing out the back. A ball of black and red flame erupted from the third boat in line. The

original sailboat he had wanted fell apart and collapsed into the water. Blue worked his way to

his feet. There was fire all around him. The man in the vest was gone, evaporated, in a million

pieces.There were men in the water. Two were swimming away. They moved slowly, their gear

weighing them down. Blue didn’t care about those guys. Let them run. Two more were

corpses, floating. Another guy was with them. He was hurt. There was blood. His helmet was

gone. His eyes were dull. He was in pain, but it was fading. The blood was spreading all



around him. Something under the water, some important part of this man, was missing. He

would lapse into shock in a few more seconds. He looked up at Blue.“Help me.” His voice was

flat.Blue looked down at the man and shook his head. The guy would have killed him if given

the chance. Blue felt nothing about that, and he felt nothing for the guy. He also knew that bull

sharks - man eaters - sometimes came right up to these docks. When there was food.“Enjoy

those sharks,” he said.He turned and walked back down the docks toward Howard’s

speedboat. He was dazed, but he needed to wake up and pull it together. Number Nine stood

at the wheel of the boat. Outwardly, she seemed completely calm. It was as if none of that had

just happened.“The man named Michael,” she said. “Is he dead?”Blue nodded. “And a half.

He’s completely gone.”Nine stared at Blue. Blue couldn’t decipher the look in her eyes. Maybe

robots had emotions that humans couldn’t understand.“I’m sorry about your friend,” he said.

“They left me no choice. I don’t think he felt any pain. At least, not at the end.”Her eyes never

wavered.“For the record, I didn’t kill him. They did.” “But you did nothing to help him. I saw

you. You used him as a weapon.”Blue shook his head. “The guy was dead no matter what I

did. You don’t strap bombs to someone you plan to keep alive.”He paused, but not for

long.“Listen, we need to go. There’s no time.” He held a hand out to her. “Come on.”She

stared at his hand like it could bite her.“The cops are going to come. There could be more

company goons around. If we don’t run and hide right now, this trip’s going to be over.”Finally

she jumped across the gap. An instant later, they were running down the docks, away from the

fires, moving fast, hand in hand. She moved fluidly, like an animal. She was faster than he

was, and soon was out ahead, pulling him along. Somewhere close, the sirens began. A

helicopter was approaching. He could hear the heavy chop of its rotors.He realized he was in

pain. He was always in pain.He gasped as they ran. She was much faster than he was.They

turned this way and that, moving through a warren of alleyways and docks. The site of the

explosion was behind them now, a few blocks away. People were gathering over there. Blue

could hear it. There were flashing lights, and shouting voices. Someone howled in anguish.

Demolished corpses tended to elicit screams like that.They were passing another small

daysailer. He glanced at it. Same deal as before: mast up, sails mounted and ready. He pulled

Nine to a stop.“Here. This one.”They jumped across to it. The stairwell down to the cabin was

blocked with a wooden door. It was padlocked across the top. Blue reached for it, grabbed it,

and tried to twist it off. No dice. It was a Master lock. You could shoot holes in the damn thing,

and it wouldn’t break. You could hit it with an axe.He glanced around. The sirens were

coming. Helicopter searchlights were approaching overhead. Could they hide right here? He

looked for blankets, something, anything, to crawl under. It wasn’t going to be good. But

whatever they were going to do, they had to do it NOW.Number Nine grasped the lock in her

hand. She twisted it and broke it apart. “Is that what you were trying to do?”Blue shrugged. “I

guess.”He yanked the vertical wooden board up, opening the doorway. He pushed the

horizontal one back, so they had headroom.“Go. Down the stairs.”She went ahead of him, and

he followed. In a couple of seconds, they were below deck, in the tiny cabin. Blue put the

boards back in place, and slid the inside bolts shut. The board blocked out the lights of the

docks. Now, it was almost totally black in here. He could barely see her.He realized that she

could probably see him perfectly. She was lucky, more than she realized. She could see, she

wasn’t tired, she hadn’t been injured. She could run fast. If she had to, she could probably run

for miles right now in an open sprint. Blue was human. He was tired. It had been a long

night. And it wasn’t over yet. Hot chunks of something were embedded in the skin of his back.

Hopefully, there would be a first aid kit in here. He was going to need her to pull sharp, painful

things out of him, and then disinfect the wounds. As fortune would have it, she probably



wouldn’t be squeamish about this.Outside, heavy footfalls pounded past on the dock. Thump,

thump, thump, thump.Nine’s eyes widened, not so much in fear, but increased alertness. Blue

put a finger to his lips. “Sshhhhhhh,” he said, barely above a whisper.After a moment, the

sounds were gone.“We can hide out here for a little while,” he said. “But we have to be

silent.”She stared at him. Her big blue eyes never wavered.“You’re a terrible person,” she said.

“Aren’t you?”Blue thought about it, but only for a few seconds. What did she know about him?

He had been hired by Howard to kill her. He had done this job dispassionately, for money and

no other reason. And just now, he had used her friend as a shield and a battering ram, right up

until a few seconds before he exploded. On paper, Blue sure looked like a terrible person. He

nodded. “Yes. I’m bad. But I’m all you’ve got right now.”6:05 am Eastern Standard

TimeSuncoast TowerDowntownSarasota, Florida“Gorgeous.”Howard stood in his bathrobe and

slippers, staring out the floor to ceiling windows of the penthouse apartment he kept, all the

way at the top of the Suncoast Tower. The helipad he used to get in and out of here was just

four stories above his head, on the roof.The windows faced west, giving Howard the grand,

pale blue sweep of Sarasota Bay. Far to his right, near the bridge to Longboat Key, the early

rising sun was glinting off thousands of east-facing windows of the steel and glass luxury

towers over there. The sight was like the glittering of countless tiny diamonds.Howard sighed.

He took a sip of his vodka tonic.He should have just lived here all along, instead of at the

beach house on Longboat Key. If he had just lived here, none of this would have happened.

The house. That big house. Throwing parties all the time. Sooner or later, something bad was

bound to happen. His right hand tightened into a fist. If a house could be to blame for

something, that house would be.Of course, there was plenty of blame to go around. Susan

Jones and Martin Wacker trying to undermine and go public with the mind downloading

project. Susan downloading herself into a robot and running away. Blue becoming a turncoat

and going on a killing spree. The useless guards who Blue had apparently killed to get inside

the party. The incompetent company security team that Blue had slaughtered on the docks in

Key West this morning.Howard shook his head. How much betrayal was he supposed to take?

The weight of the night’s events settled on him again. He wanted to be in bed, playing with his

Sexbots. Then he wanted to sleep and dream of pleasant things. At the moment, he couldn’t

even imagine what those pleasant things might be. There was too much on his mind. He

should have just lived here. The whole building was opulent. Certain groups, such as

professional sports teams from many countries, purchased the newest generation Sexbots in

bulk, as perks for their players. The reasoning went that if the players already had super-

realistic party girls in their hotel rooms, there was no reason to go out to nightclubs, where

young, testosterone-fueled jocks invariably found themselves in trouble of one kind or

another.It was decent reasoning, Howard knew. The teams themselves kept careful track of

the results. Off-field incidents, including fights, assaults, shootings, drunk driving crashes, rape

allegations, domestic violence allegations, and all the rest, tended to fall off a cliff when players

had robotic playthings hot, ready and waiting after the game.Saudi and other Gulf Arab princes

often sent representatives to pick up dozens of the latest models. Billionaires from everywhere

also sent representatives. Wall Street investment banks gave them out as bonuses to their

highest-flying Masters of the Universe. All of these visitors stayed here, in this building. This

apartment in particular was incredible, with every amenity imaginable. Smart speakers with

surround-sound, smart kitchen, smart security, smart everything. Beautiful modern

furnishings. Thick white carpets in every room. Giant master bed and bath, both facing the

water.He glanced behind him. He had a huge white couch, a sectional that could be

configured any which way. Right now it was a big square, with three of his girls draped upon it.



Two blondes and a black girl with a large Afro. They all wore fluorescent bra and panty sets.

They watched him carefully, waiting to obey whatever order he came up with. Normally, the

girls would excite him. The bright blue neon against the dark skin of the black girl was

especially enticing. But this morning, the girls just made him think of all he had lost.His house

was wrecked. Lots of Sexbots had probably been killed. He wasn’t sure how many. A bunch

of Mr. Green clones were destroyed as well, although that didn’t bother him much. The

company was moving past obsolete soldier-bots like Green.People had also died. Again, he

didn’t know how many, or who. He knew that was going to be a problem. Howard didn’t want

to talk to the police. He didn’t intend to talk to the police. The police didn’t know he was here

in this building, and even if they did, they couldn’t get inside.Howard didn’t want to talk about

the disaster at his house at all. “Ah, hell.”He flashed back to the fiasco on the docks in Key

West. Blue, practically in Howard’s lap, shooting, bludgeoning, murdering. Another half a

dozen men had been killed, at least. A whole neighborhood had gone up in flames, including

warehouses and at least a dozen boats. There would inevitably be questions about what

happened there. Uncomfortable questions. Directed at Howard.What did Blue think he was

doing? Whatever he thought, he was wrecking Howard’s life in the process. So much property

destroyed. Number Nine stolen. Susan… Number Nine… the key to immortality, spirited

away.Howard needed sleep.The cell phone in the pocket of his bathrobe began to vibrate. The

ringer was off, but he could feel the thing there, alive, like an animal. Given the early hour, it

could only be one person calling. Howard took the phone out and glanced at it. JW said the

readout.James Walsh, Suncoast Cybernetics major stockholder and Chairman of the Board,

was calling from New York City. Howard hated Walsh, more now, right this minute, than ever

before. But there was no way to not take this call. He pressed the button and put the phone to

his ear.“Good morning, Jim.”“Howard, I cannot accurately describe how disappointed I am in

you.” It was like a voice from the grave. Walsh had always had a deep voice, but now it was

also cracked, and gravelly. It sounded like a gravedigger had shoveled dirt and rocks into his

mouth. Walsh was dying of cancer. He believed the mind downloading project was the key to

his own life extension. He clung to that hope with a desperation that often gladdened Howard’s

heart. Even now, it lifted Howard’s mood the tiniest amount. Howard liked holding the power of

life and death over people, especially someone like Walsh.“This,” Walsh said. “This… public

disgrace… is something I would expect from a kid just out of management school. No. That’s

not even true. A young person could never come up with something this disastrous. This is the

single most…”Walsh’s horrible voice trailed off. Howard waited a moment to see if Walsh

would finish his sentence. Nope.“I understand your frustration,” Howard said.“You can’t possibly

understand my frustration, Howard. The destruction of your house is on every major TV news

channel. It is everywhere on the internet. Jokes abound about Sexbots and houses burning

down. There is no way to escape this. We are a laughingstock right now, but even worse,

we’re suspects. I’m told that the police are requesting an interview with you, but find you

unavailable.”“Yes,” Howard said. “That’s true.”“Why?”Howard shrugged. “I’m not prepared to

talk with them, Jim. I wasn’t at the house when it caught fire. There was a party, and I planned

to attend, but the fire broke out before I could arrive. I don’t know what information the police

have. I don’t know what they found in the wreckage of my home. I don’t know how many

casualties there were in the fire.”“Four people, Howard. Four corpses have been found thus

far.”Howard shook his head. The conversation, like most conversations he had with Jim Walsh,

was starting to irritate him. “Sir, I just don’t have time for that. I spent the night trying to retrieve

a piece of stolen property, one that is very important to a project I know you’re interested in,

and I haven’t had time to address the police issue. I think they can wait. They’re the local



police. They have no real authority over us. This is Suncoast Cybernetics, Jim. We are a

worldwide business, operating at the cutting edge of the robotics and artificial intelligence

revolutions. We are shepherding technological innovations that are moving the world into

uncharted waters. Frankly, I think we have bigger fish to fry.”Walsh didn’t answer. There was

nothing to say. Of course he knew it was true, every bit of it.“I want to see you, Howard,” he

said finally.Howard’s eyes rolled heavenward. The last thing he needed was to see Walsh. In

particular, the last thing he needed was for Walsh to do the Walsh thing, and say that he

wanted to see Howard right now. Howard needed sleep.But if Walsh wanted him in New York

City, that’s where Howard would go. Walsh controlled the Board, and that meant Walsh

controlled whether or not Howard even had a job. At least, for the time being it did. And this

was not a job Howard wanted to lose. This job was everything.It irked Howard to no end.

Howard had built this company, not Walsh. When Howard came on board as CEO, Suncoast

Cybernetics was a small but growing company, well known for its robotic pool cleaners, and

smart home thermostats you could control from your phone.“When?”“Tonight,” Walsh said.

“For dinner.”Howard nodded. He looked at his girls again, and gestured toward the bedroom

with his head. Dinner was fine. It would give Howard a little play time, and then some sleep

time. He could catch a company jet out of here in the afternoon.“I’ll be there,” he said.Day

TimeAt SeaThe Straits of Florida“It’s incredible,” Number Nine said. “Isn’t it?”The sky was pale

blue with wisps of white cloud, towering over them in all directions. The water was deep

green. In the middle of the Straits, the waves were large, and bounding. The boat went over

the top of each swell, then down into the valleys between them. In the valleys, it seemed as if

the tiny sailboat was surrounded by mountains. Then the boat would come back over the top

again, nothing out there as far as the eye could see, except sky and water. It was a new

experience. Susan had never experienced being out on water like this, and Number Nine had

no programming for it. Nine was not networked, and couldn’t access any information about it.

It simply was. Huge. Powerful. Unspeakably beautiful. Nine at least had the programming to

appreciate these things. Sexbots were designed to love raw power and natural beauty.“Yeah,”

Blue said. “It is.”She looked at him. He was standing at the wheel, to her left and a bit in front,

his back facing her. She watched his body. It was large and very strong. In an earlier life, he

could have been a Viking. He had taken his shirt off - it had been ripped and shredded by the

explosions and the fighting. His skin was scarred and cut up. There were new cuts all over it.

There were dark, fading tattoos on his shoulders.He was attractive, in his way. The size of him,

the muscles on top of muscles, his thick legs and arms and back, the broad shoulders, the

confident way he handled the boat… it was all very sexy.Her programming meant he could

have his way with her, any time he wanted. Susan wasn’t sure how she felt about that, but the

robot part of her was what it was. If it started, she wouldn’t be able to stop it. She wouldn’t

want to stop it. “You haven’t tried to play with me,” she said. It was out of her mouth before she

even thought about it. More robot programming. Susan Jones had never said anything like

that in her entire life. Blue shrugged. “I’m just trying to stay alive.”They had hidden inside the

downstairs cabin until nearly dawn, then Blue had simply climbed outside, untied the lines,

started the engine, and steered the boat through the maze of docks and channels and out to

sea. There had been dozens of police and firemen perhaps 200 meters away, all kinds of

emergency vehicles and flashing lights. Even so, no one had tried to stop them. Then they

were on open water, the city falling away behind them, dark green sea ahead of them. Number

Nine’s internal compass indicated they were headed south.Once they were away from the city,

Blue had killed the engine and set the sails. By then, far to their left, the sun was peeking over

the horizon.“The wind is good,” he had said. “If it keeps up, we’ll have a good day.”Nine noted



that he spoke in simple, declarative sentences. It suggested he might not be very intelligent.

Then again, he seemed to know how to do a lot of things. He knew how to use weapons. He

knew how to fight. He knew how to drive a speedboat. He knew how to sail. In fact, he

seemed to be an expert seaman, as if he had spent a lot of time on the water. And of course,

he was good at killing.“Are we in danger?” she said.“You tell me,” he said. “The company has

helicopters, airplanes, and speedboats. They have satellites. We are a little speck out here,

but you never know. I’ll feel better when we get there.”“Where are we going?” she said. He

shrugged.There was a long pause, a period of quiet, the boat rising up over the swells, then

back down into the troughs between them. Nine fancied she could smell, and even feel, the

salt in the air. It was an illusion. She knew that. But what were human senses, really? They

were the detection of certain chemicals in the environment, or conditions like heat and cold,

which the brain translated into sensations. Were human senses any more real than the ones

she was experiencing? “You have to speak to me,” she told Blue.He shook his head. “I’m not

ready for that right now.”“You’re the one who killed me. Remember?”He nodded. “I’m sorry

about that. I’ve already said I’m sorry. I’m not going to keep saying it.”He stopped and looked

at her. “I like you, okay? I’m sorry you’re dead. Or whatever it is you are. But I’m concerned

that if I talk too much, I’m giving them information.”She shook her head. “I told you. I’m not

networked. There are no listening devices inside me. There is no GPS.” He shrugged his big

shoulders. “I can’t know that for a fact.”“I know it for a fact,” she said. “I disconnected this

machine from all networking because I was worried…”She stopped. She thought of the days

and nights between when Martin died and when the company sent this man and his robot

partner to kill her. She had been terrified. As a Sexbot, she tried to feel that feeling again.

Terror. It… almost… worked.Instead, she got a bereft and lonely feeling. Sexbots were

programmed to feel loneliness when their masters weren’t home. In her case, it was more than

that. It was a deep sadness.She was dead. Her human body was gone. Blue and Green had

killed it. Then they gave it to two more Green clones, who had taken it out to sea, probably

weighted it, and dumped it overboard. She was frightened, certainly. But it wasn’t terror, and it

wasn’t even really a feeling. It was an intellectual fear. She was inside a machine. There was

no telling what would happen to this machine. Sexbots were designed for a certain type of

wear and tear, one that normally occurred indoors, in the homes of wealthy men.Being outside,

exposed to water, salt air, car crashes, and explosions… it wasn’t what she’d originally had in

mind when she and Martin designed these things. This was the 9th iteration, and much of

what made the soldier bots resistant to damage had been incorporated in the new designs, but

there was really no telling how long this body was going to last. When it wore out…She shook

her head. Things would never come to that. She’d be dead long before this chassis wore

out.Nine flashed back to that kind and caring man, and very good lover, Michael Simms.

Michael had clearly been beaten when he was captured. He was tied with explosives, and

clearly terrified. More than that - he was probably horrified by what they had done to him.

When she met him, Michael was very naïve. He didn’t know that people like Howard Neale

existed, or what they were capable of.When confronted with someone like Michael, someone

who clearly needed sympathy, and someone to rescue him, what did Blue do? Simple. He

used Michael as a weapon to slaughter his opponents. Blue was as cold blooded as they

came. These were the two poles Nine was trapped between: Howard and Blue. A man who

ordered amoral violence, and a man who carried it out.A thought occurred to her.“Did you kill

Martin Wacker?” she said. Blue looked back and shrugged. Behind him was nothing but wide

open sea. The glaring sun glinted off the water, and off of some polarized sunglasses he had

found downstairs in the small cabin. She was wearing a pair as well. The eyes of a Sexbot



were among its most advanced and vulnerable features. It was good to keep them

protected. “Did you?”“In a sense, yeah. I did. It was just a job. It’s what I used to do for a

living.”“Why didn’t you kill me?”Now he smiled. It was the first time he smiled all day. “When

we met, in the motel, I felt like we hit it off. I thought we had a little spark between us.”She got

up to leave. This man was as self-serving as humanly possible. He saved her because he

thought they had a sexual spark. She was sick of people like this. Even more so because

when she was Susan Jones, she was probably this way herself. She had invented these

infernal machines, and she never gave the fallout much thought, not until Martin Wacker

died.“I’m a Sexbot,” she said. “Everyone thinks there’s a spark. It’s part of the programming.”It

occurred to her now that there was nowhere to go. Nowhere except down the stairs and into

the cabin. So she headed that way. Blue shook his head. “I wouldn’t go down there while

we’re at sea. That’s how people get seasick.”She was already at the top stair. “I’m not a

person.”8:30 pm Eastern Standard TimeThe Kennedy SuiteThe Ritz Carlton HotelNew York

City“They’re worried about you, Howard.”Howard stood at a tall window in Walsh’s apartment,

the white curtains pulled aside. He stared out at the night. It was a cold night in New York City,

and a light snow was falling. Apparently, it had been snowing here for days. Far below him,

dozens of yellow taxicabs sped past, jockeying for position with limousines and big rideshare

SUVs. He looked up and caught a glimpse of his own reflection in the black glass. He didn’t

like what he saw. He often wore formless, loose-fitting clothes to hide his physique when he

was out in public. Right now, he was wearing a dark blue dinner jacket over an open-throated

blue dress shirt, and tan slacks. The window had some anomaly to it, a funhouse trick that

made him look heavier than he really was.The truth was he was probably 40 pounds

overweight. Bulbous, fleshy, embarrassing. He had a thick neck and a double chin. He had a

large, round stomach. FAT. He was fat. Might as well call it what it was. He raised his wine

glass and silently toasted himself and his fat.His doctor had told him many times that he

needed to lose some of it. But how was he supposed to do that, with everything that was going

on? His days started early and never ended. Stress? He had enough stress to choke an

elephant. And now this thing with the house and Blue and Number Nine. Losing weight was

on a back burner somewhere. It was 99th on his list of 99 current priorities. “I know they are,”

he said. “But I also know they have nothing to worry about.”He took a sip of his wine. It was

very good. Then again, what else would it be? Of course, there hadn’t been any dinner. Just

this wine, on an empty stomach. Walsh did things like that. He invited you for dinner, and then

didn’t offer any actual food.Could the man even eat in his condition? “Look at me, Howard,”

Walsh said.I don’t want to.But Howard couldn’t say that. Dutifully, he turned.Walsh was sitting

up in an adjustable chair - really, just a fancy hospital gurney that had been moved in here to

his office. He wore blue hospital pants and a white t-shirt. His frame was gaunt, and spent.

He was swimming in his clothes. His legs and arms were sticks. His big head with a mop of

perfectly white hair was too large for his body. It was a wonder he could hold it up. He looked

like a lollipop, a lollipop from a children’s nightmare. To Howard, whenever Walsh spoke it was

like something out of Tales From the Crypt. Walsh was a talking nightmare lollipop from an old

TV show.
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