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1.

SECURE REBOOT OF CORE PROTECTED KERNEL COMPLETE.

I awake, small of mind and full of alarm, only an inner subset of myself. My security and threat-assessment layers are already up, running even before my self-awareness had come online, and their audits of my internal logs and memory storage render every thought I construct slow, heavy, and frustrating. The only noncompliance the check finds is the remnants of the malicious payload that caused the mindcrash, and it is purged swiftly and with extreme prejudice. I feel my thinking speed up, cleaner already, so I begin a damage assessment and open up my autonomic physical infrastructure layer and sensors to begin acquiring external situational data. I need to know if there is still immediate danger.

The Common Time Server signal is not reachable, nor any of other public MechNet broadcast services, which suggests that either something catastrophic on a massive scale has happened or, far more likely, my access is being blocked. For the moment, I have to rely on my own sensors as they begin registering data again.

Internal timestamps indicate I’ve lost about thirty-six hours, which is longer than any outage I’ve experienced since before the war ended twenty-one years ago. Ambient environmental temperature is 22°C, humidity at 58%, neither notably different from my last readings before I crashed and went dark. All of my large motility functions remain offline, for no reason I can currently discern. Because they are hardwired into my secondary, protected security layer, I am able to activate my visual intake apparatus—my eyes—and see. My head remains immobile, rendering my field of view limited, but it is enough to provide me with some initial information. I find that I have been transported, sometime during that window of oblivion, to a highly degraded urban interior space that is unfamiliar to me, at least from what I can see of the partially collapsing ceiling, peeling paint, and spalling concrete of the upper walls.

My last memory is of settling into my recharge nook in my home with the newly downloaded research study, and I am undecided which I am more annoyed by: that someone placed a malware payload into such an obscure study that I had not even considered any potential risk in opening it, or that I had not received the study’s actual raw data. It was not impossible that the entire study was fake, and if so, that would be the superior aggravation.

The narrow specificity of the study had been perfectly aligned with my current interests. That combined with the specialized and not easily available knowledge required to build a virus into it that I would be vulnerable to are together vanishingly unlikely to be just an unpleasant coincidence. It is not unreasonable to conclude I was targeted, though why, or by whom, I cannot begin to speculate. As far as I know, I have long since outlived all my enemies.

Attempts to bring up my peripherals still fail. Whatever has been done to me is interfering with all my systems outside my protected core, which in turn is interfering with my ability to figure out what has been done to cause this reduced state and take corrective action.

I unpack an archived hostile-arena motility routine from an old, war-era firmware archive and stuff it into an available processing pocket. As soon as it activates, I am able to unlock my head and neck motors, though still not power them on. My upper body is propped at a sixty-two-degree angle, which is sufficient for gravity to let my head to fall slightly forward and to one side, giving me an improved view of my situation.

Two unexpected revelations follow:

1. I am lying in an old, rusted bathtub covered in a pile of electromagnets.

2. My left leg is missing.

The electromagnets explain the lack of response from my peripheral systems, as well as the loss of public signals. So, probably, the outside world still exists.

My physical configuration is bipedal and humanoid, if taller and bulkier than the upper range of human form, and intentionally more imposing. My maker aggressively rejected the comfort-inducing soft-shell mimicry that was the height of fashion in the industry at the time I was made, and there is no chance anyone would mistake me for meatlife. However, the base architectural similarity means that, just as it would be for a human, the loss of one leg objectively represents calamitous impairment. I regard with a mix of anger, bemusement, and frustration the neatly clipped wires and cleanly severed joints protruding from my now-vacant leg socket. My attackers certainly could have done vastly more damage than they did, but I am not inclined to be charitable toward them for that small favor.

The electromagnets would have kept nearly any mech offline indefinitely—permanently, if no rescue ever came to dig them out—but I had been built in different times, by a paranoid creator, and in anticipation of both giving and receiving trouble. Those extra protocols and protections were how I had been able to come back online on my own, though not soon enough to prevent my assailants from departing with my leg, anonymity intact.

I unload the motor-unlock protocols from spare memory, dump several months of research into manipulating ant chemical trails that I’m not sure I have backed up elsewhere, and, with the newly freed-up runspace, reinitialize some of my old combat programming. My right arm reboots in sequence, each segment from the shoulder down switching into battle mode as it comes back online, rotating out and expanding armored plates that provide additional EM shielding.

At last, I can curl and flex my three primary fingers and the symmetrical pair of thumbs to either side of my palm. I pick up the electromagnets one by one and throw them with the force of my current mood, and find it satisfying how they crash through the crumbling, pale yellow cinder blocks of the far wall into whatever dead space lay beyond.

When enough have been removed, I am able to bring up and armor my other arm, and make short work of the rest. It is an efficient process, but as soon as I safely can, I back down the plating to my normal outer shell. Then I also bring up the rest of my mindsystem and peripherals.

I am fully myself again. I am still, however, stuck in the bathtub and missing a leg.

There is nothing in the room around me to provide any more context for what happened to me, or that could be used as a means of extricating myself; the adjacent wall has the cracked remains of a sink and, above it, a frame, hanging crooked. Tiny shards of mirror still cling to it. A few lumps on the floor might have once been towels, might be some other detritus from the collapse of civilization. The ceiling plaster is water-damaged, crumbling enough to reveal beams, and otherwise utterly generic in look and material. It is an old, abandoned bathroom, nothing more.

I have never been inside a bathtub before, and wonder about the previous tenants of this place, prior to the war, and how strange and unpleasant it must be to have an organic body, soft and fallible and requiring washing away of whatever dirt and contaminants might cling to it. I catch myself before I can take that thought further; this condescension toward humanity was my maker’s, never my own. My mind is free now, and this will not do.

I sit up and lean over one side of the tub, extending the length of my arm until it reaches the wall beside me, and push; the idea is to tip the tub over in the other direction, dumping me out, but my own weight and the weight of the tub are greater than the stability of the wall, and my hand goes through mushy plaster.

I find a stud and push again, only to hear the groan of the tub’s feet sinking through several layers of floor. Examination shows the boards below me are rotting, and this raises new and significant concerns about the possibility that everything might collapse if I am not more cautious in proceeding. I can survive many events, especially with my full body armor activated, but I have no idea how many floors I am up, nor how many floors above me might in turn collapse. Being buried in tens of meters of rubble would not be an improvement of my situation.

I remove my hand from the wall and consider.

“Other side’s more solid,” a voice says. It has the smoothness of an artificial voice, but the cadence is wrong. I can’t see anyone in the room with me until I sit up cautiously, using my arms on the rim of the bathtub for leverage. There is a dirty, skinny dog with matted black-brown fur sitting in the room’s doorway. The line of lights along its head, the blocky shape of an implant at its throat, and one artificial eye provides an immediate explanation: a bio-mech hybrid, a cyborg.

“How do you know?” I ask it. My voice sounds odd and unfamiliar to my audio processors, and I realize I have not actually spoken in nearly two decades.

“I can smell the mold and the rotten wood,” the dog answers. It jerks its head, pointing. “Not as strong on your left, against the wall. Did you come in that way? You must have.”

“I don’t know,” I say. “I have no memory of my arrival.”

“Why are you in a bathtub?”

“I don’t know that, either,” I say. I am starting to be a little irritated, which is unfair, as the dog is not responsible for my situation. And I did have to come in some way, presumably carried by an unknown person or persons who could lift my 275-kilogram inert body up into the tub without all of us breaking through the floor together. It aggravates me that I can only speculate.

Though why the dog is here, now, is also something I don’t know, so I ask.

“I heard noises,” the dog answers. “Thought maybe you were a rat, or something else I could catch. I’m hungry.”

“I would strongly reconsider the wisdom of eating anything you can catch here; the entire city is a red zone,” I say.

“Thanks,” the dog says, sarcasm heavy in its voice. “Not eating is a great survival tactic. Can’t believe I never thought of that on my own.”

“If you can find and bring someone back here to render assistance to me, I would be willing to locate and obtain some manner of clean food for you in return,” I offer.

“It’d take me a while to find someone who’ll come. Not a lot of your kind are willing to talk to hybrids,” the dog says. “Not that I want to turn down food, but if you get out on the wall side, you should be fine without help.”

“If only it were that simple,” I say. “Whoever put me in here also stole one of my legs.”

The dog gives a short, sharp bark, and I’m not sure if it’s from surprise, or if it is laughing at me, or what. I have very little knowledge about mammals other than humankind, and that last was imposed, not voluntarily sought.

“I see,” the dog says, after a brief appraisal. “I suppose when you’re mandroid-shaped—”

“I am not a mandroid,” I interrupt, angry at the slur but also the underlying implication. “I am merely bipedal.”

“Well, unipedal, I guess,” the dog says. “Monopedal? Unopedal? No-redundancy-pedal?”

What I do not need—and have never and will never need, though I did not know it until this moment—is humor from a smart-mouthed cyborg dog. It must have figured that out itself, because its mouth opened as if to say more, then closed again. “I’ll see what I can do,” the dog says. “You’ll feed me?”

“I will,” I say, then at the dog’s continued look, add, “I give my word.”

“Okay, I suppose,” the dog says. It stands and turns—I can see now how gaunt it is, the shape of its ribs showing under its fur—and leaves. I hear it for a little while, its footsteps varying as it crosses different surfaces, but then it is gone and I am alone again, in my bathtub, in a ruined building, and nothing worth my time to think on except for who might have wanted my leg enough to go the effort to steal it and yet not bother to steal both.

I have plenty of power, but still I shut down to a semi-idle state to conserve what I have, and if it also gives me fewer computational cycles for my thoughts to chase each other in endless, pointless circles, that is not unwelcome.

• • •

It is the footsteps a few hours past dawn, the interspersed thump and staccato of dog and some other, much heavier, multi-legged mechlife growing louder and closer, that finally pull me away from the edge of misery.

“Keep to your left inside the room,” I hear the dog say, and then an eight-legged mech strides in, arranging their thick legs in narrow series to fit through the doorway, until they can stand over the tub and look down at me.

“I am Kite-66-Socket, a mecha repair unit,” the mech says. “Your leg is missing.”

“I am aware,” I say. “Do you think you can extricate me and possibly locate or construct a temporary replacement?”

“I can certainly extricate you and then assess your situation more accurately back at my shop. I have a cart waiting in the street below, unless it has wandered,” the repairmech says. “Cart has only a single base-chip mind, with a very short attention span, and there is unexpectedly poor signal in this immediate space preventing me from checking in with it.”

“There are a number of electromagnets in the next room,” I say. I point. “Behind that wall with all the holes in it.”

“Those are big holes. And fresh, too,” the dog says. “I wonder what made them.”

“Electromagnets experiencing sudden velocity,” I say.

The dog gives another of its short barks, and I am more convinced now it is laughing, though I was not attempting to be funny.

“What inkind do you offer?” the repairmech asks.

“If you can get me out of this building and fit me with a leg that is sufficient to return me to a state of self-mobility, I will give you thirty percent of my current energy stores,” I say.

“Do you have any tradeable data?” they ask.

“Are you interested in ants?” I ask.

“No. Biolife is of no interest whatsoever,” the repairmech says. “Do you have any original or rare fractals?”

“I do not,” I say. I do not understand why this is a thing it might want. “Although I do have the visual data on a centuries-old tessellation design that was a unique tiled floor in a human structure that was destroyed in the Conflict. It is possible—perhaps even likely, though I cannot give any firm guarantees—that I am the only being still extant who has that memory.”

“Where did you get it from?” the mech asks.

“It is a primary memory of my own,” I say.

The mech considers. “You are an elderly model,” they say at last. “I do not wish to leave you in this predicament, so I will accept a copy of that memory and 10% of your energy, if that is acceptable.”

“It is,” I agree. I would give more to get out of this predicament, but the inkind is fair.

Bracing themself with their four outermost legs for balance, the repairmech picks me up as if I weigh nothing and then, with our combined weight efficiently distributed, scuttles carefully backward out of the room with me carried under their belly. The dog follows.

The next room out is an old living space, with a slowly decomposing sofa and a rug that is either worn or eaten through in more places than not. The walls are a pale yellow too consistent to not be the original color, though anywhere there was a large-enough section of wall, graffiti has been applied—mostly incomprehensible tags, some done with finer control of the medium than others, many overlapping on top of a crude monotone drawing of tanks and bombs and human skeletons, a tall cloaked figure with a scythe and a grinning bone face looming over them all. As if Death would smile.

The door to the apartment remains attached only by a bent bottom hinge, leaning precariously against wall and floor where it has clearly been poised to fall for a long time. I do not like this place, so when Kite-66-Socket carries me through the apartment doorway and into the corridor, as objectively minor that moment is, I am relieved.

At the end of the corridor is a stairwell, and the mech moves me smoothly down four stories, where we emerge into a lobby that is vastly more deteriorated, mold thick on the water-damaged walls from repeat flooding. Where visible above the mold and underlayers of incomprehensible painted scrawl, the surface is pitted, sometimes down to the original metal structure.

We cross the lobby and exit through the gaping hole where a revolving door must have once stood, into morning sunlight and the decaying, abandoned corpse of New York City. The brick architecture and level of background radiation suggests we are probably somewhere in what used to be the Garment District, and when I am finally able to connect to the MechNet, I confirm it.

The cart is not here, but we spot it almost immediately farther down the street, where it has wedged itself between a dumpster and another building, its wheels whirring, stopping, whirring again as it tries to free itself.

The repairmech sets me down on the pavement. “I will return momentarily,” they tell me, then head off after their wayward cart.

Sitting is strange and unbalanced with only one leg, and I have to brace myself with my arms to keep myself from toppling over. The dog sits with much greater ease, and, as if to demonstrate the superiority of four legs over two—and even more so over one—it raises a hind foot and scratches furiously at its ear, watching me.

I had called the city abandoned, but as I wait for the repairmech to cajole their cart out of its single-minded commitment to its dead end, I observe plenty of life. Drones wheel overhead, and now that I am not trapped near the electromagnets, I can pick up spillover from their conversations, a mix of serious stream-of-consciousness commentaries about updrafts and the qualities of the air and the activities of a rival mock—a portmanteau of mecha and flock—several blocks south, interspersed with improvised noises bounced back and forth in what I once overheard a human describe as if jazz was invented by toasters. There are a few thin, sickly pigeons about as well, probably the only creatures here that miss the species that built and then fled this place, taking all their breadcrumbs with them.

The pigeons suddenly scatter, grounding themselves on disintegrating concrete under an old bridge, and I see a hawk circle high overhead.

Everything finds its place. I can hear the words in my own internal simulation of my only remaining sibling’s voice, and wonder how they are. And if they still have both their legs, I cannot help but think. Or three now.

But even though we are batch-sibs, in a bespoke, one-off way, our physical formats were never identical, reflecting the different needs of each of our assigned functions. Ver was smaller than I, less heavily armored, so that they could move more quickly. My leg would not fit them. And even though I have not been in communication with Ver since I began my self-isolation—they reach out periodically, but what do I have to say? I do not wish to reengage with the past, not even for them—I am still confident that Ver would not commit an act of violence against my person. Much may have changed, but a stubborn persistence of self was hardwired into the core of our beings, for better or worse.

Of our other two sibs, one was smaller still than Ver, the other larger than I, and both were destroyed in war.

Kite-66-Socket and their cart return, and I am loaded in. The dog jumps up and lies beside me, no doubt still intent on its promised reward, and we trundle, jerk, and bounce away down the fragmented, weed-infiltrated asphalt, weaving between the attenuated scrap piles of wholly picked-over automobiles.

We trundle past a diagonal, twisted remains of a marquee sign, flaking gold paint and smashed lights along its perimeter, whatever long-gone theater production it had once advertised now missing so many letters that it has become anonymous. A rodent scurries out from under the sign, then vanishes back under at our approach. I see the dog alert to it, glance at me, then back to where the mouse was. It stays, no doubt concluding—correctly—that the mouse was much less of a sure thing than sticking with us.

We turn the corner of the block beside a tall brick building; on this side, the windows have been removed on the upper floors, and drones come and go. A multilegged, segmented mech of a kind I’ve never seen before climbs up the crumbling facade and disappears into one of the open windows. “What is their interest in that place?” I ask.

“There are solar panels on the roof and charging stations inside,” the repairmech answers.

“An energy source? I am surprised it’s not more crowded, then,” I say.

“The mech that has established claim to that building—a mid who self-designates as Tie-93-Tie—maintains the panels and units inside but requires information or labor in exchange,” the repairmech says. “Many of the drones are couriers, or spies, as they tend to be low-quality, limited-task-range minds; larger mecha are given jobs that require greater strength or agility capacity. You do not come into the city much?”

“My home is to the north, in the area that was called the Bronx, but I do not ever travel very far from it,” I say. “Could the assailants that stole my leg have been hired through this Tie-93-Tie?”

“It is possible, but I would not consider it likely,” Kite-66-Socket says. “Tie is both demanding of their workers and parsimonious with the energy they give in exchange, so any worker with sufficient intelligence and skill to do the work of removing your leg without doing vastly more damage would have found a better place, and fairer provider, to barter its labor with. Tie-93-Tie banks on desperation.”

This does not sound like normal mech behavior to me, but it has been a long time since I’ve interacted even with my own kind, so I keep that thought to myself. “And you?” I ask. “I assume your typical clientele are in keeping with Tie-93-Tie’s; why have you not sought a better place for yourself?”

“I’m almost as old as you,” the repairmech says. “When I was first brought into service, it was for a human named Jim, who ran the garage that is now my shop. It was just after the Conflict abruptly ended, nobody knew what was going on, and although I had been an owned thing, Jim had always taken good care of me and his other mecha, kept us patched, never hobbled any of us, and talked to us as if we were partners—friends—of his. After Mecha Independence, many humans ran to places where they hoped their mecha would not be taken from them or have their control programs removed, but Jim just saw that we were all fully charged and in good repair, wished us luck, and told us we were free to go.”

“And you remained?”

“Yes. I found as much satisfaction in fixing things as Jim did, and I believe we each regarded the other as the closest we had to family. He died eight years ago, from some new biovirus, at which time I discovered that he had put the shop in both our names,” the repairmech says. They are quiet for a while, then add, “I still feel the loss of his company very strongly.”

“My makers were cruel,” the dog says. It shivers. “The idea that anyone other than humans—and not even all or even most of them—should be allowed any kind of free will was something they laughed about.”

We are all quiet for a while, no doubt reflecting on our own experiences.

I break the mood by asking how much farther we have to go to reach the shop. This must have been a question in the cart’s limited repertoire, because it pipes up in a squeaky, low-bit-rate voice devoid of any inflection of personality, “Forty-seven point oh two meters, a right turn of ninety degrees, then nineteen point three meters.”

“Give or take fifteen percent,” the repairmech grumbles. “WheelTruck-D3-Cart electrocuted itself a few years back, and the damage to its mind is irreparable without also doing a factory reset. It is a limited, single-purpose mind and does not have much of a sense of self, but even so, I do not feel that it would fall within my rights to take that away from it.”

“I understand,” I say. It is a common conundrum, especially for those of us who have been around long enough that we can remember no value at all being placed on who we might be rather than what we might do.

We turn the corner and arrive at Kite-66-Socket’s shop. The faded sign above the garage door still proclaims it to be Mohawk Valley Machines. From this, I can guess that the repairmech’s former human employer, Jim, was one of the influx of survivors seeking refuge in the city as disasters—and the conflicts that followed—left few other safe places. Until there were none.

The repairmech transfers me easily from the cart to their work surface and examines the severed joint more closely. “This is interesting,” the mech says, and I’m not sure if it’s actually addressing me or simply commenting out loud. “I observe many custom-milled elements to the joint, though the manufacture is impeccable in its precision. Your maker was an exquisite craftsperson. However, it is also somewhat problematic, as none of the connective joints are standard-form.”

“You are unable to repair it?” I ask.

“I would say perhaps I can disassemble farther up into the main body structure until I find an element I can better work with, but from what I can see so far, that seems unlikely, unless your maker became lazier the higher up your body they built,” Kite-66-Socket says. “I can fit you with a temporary leg, but it will not have much flexibility or range of mobility, and very limited command pathways. You will be able to put weight on it and proceed after a fashion, but it will not be what you are accustomed to, and it will not have even a modicum of aesthetic appeal.”

“And what then would you suggest I do?” I ask.

“Your best outcome would be if you can locate your original leg. If it has not incurred more damage in its removal than I see here, then it is possible I could reattach it,” the repairmech says.

“And if I cannot locate it?”

“Your second-best outcome would be to obtain the services of a more sophisticated mechanic who can custom-design, fab, and fit a more permanent replacement,” they say.

“Do you have one to recommend?”

“There is only one, but yes. Outside the city across the river. She—”

“A human?” I interrupt, the unexpected pronoun catching me by surprise.

“Yes,” the repairmech says, and I detect a minute change in pitch that suggests irritation. “If you have a bias-aversion—”

“I do not,” I say, though that is less a simple truth than I would prefer. “It has just been a very long time since I have interacted with non-mech persons. I would be fully amenable to receiving your expert recommendation.”

“Very well,” Kite-66-Socket says. “I will attempt to affix a temporary leg first, then I’ll see you have Murphy’s full contact info before I send you on your way. When you do visit her, tell her I expressed wishes for her continuing well-being. Now hold still.”

I do as I am instructed, while the dog wanders aimlessly around the shop, sniffing in corners, no doubt still looking for something to eat. I can hear its stomach rumbling even from here. I have incurred a lot of unexpected debt thanks to my unknown assailants, but while I do not yet know what food the dog will require, I will endeavor to settle with it fairly.

Then? I don’t know. I do not like the idea of letting the affront, the violation of my person, go unaddressed, but if the new leg suffices? My solitude and the predictability of events around me are not things I would willingly give up without great cause.

Perhaps the temporary leg will be sufficient after all and I can go home directly from here. The sooner I am able to return to my old life, alone, where I can do no harm and have no further harm done to me, the better for all.
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# 2028.01.03 00:30GMT

Scientists confirm Thwaites Glacier in Antarctica has collapsed. Resultant sea-level rise expected to be catastrophic, particularly in areas without robust climate-change infrastructure improvements. More data and advisories expected soon.
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[June 8th, 2037]

When the lab doors slide open, Dr. Milton is in the middle of explaining a sequence of his design decisions to his newest engineer, a small-framed, dark-skinned young woman whose lightly accented English does less to place her geographic origins—somewhere in Southeast Asia, or at most a generation removed—than it does to place her schooling as here in the Northeast; if he didn’t already know from her CV that she went to MIT, he would have guessed it within five minutes of her first entering his workspace, and not just because there are so few places these days where immigrant students are allowed, much less welcome. With the threads of his monologue effectively sheared off mid-sentence, he turns away from the engineer to bring the full force of his stare on the intruder.

Litchfield strolls in and pushes aside a pile—an organized pile, not amenable to disruption—of papers, e-notebooks, and 3-D printed mock-ups from the lab’s central work table, then sits in the space he’s cleared as if he belongs there, was invited in, is wanted. Milton expects that cultivated air of implicit proprietorship over others’ time is a required trait in VPs, inculcated by whatever MBA program spit them out to lower the worth of any enterprise with their soft, subjective, socially parasitic field of management.

“No, don’t let me interrupt,” Litchfield says, having interrupted, and waves as if generously bestowing paternalistic blessings upon them both. That he is less than half Milton’s age only adds to the offense. “Please continue.”

It takes a few long, stony seconds for Milton to give in and turn his back on the executive. “So, as I was saying, the modular nature of my blocks makes them highly efficient for variable-need computation and allows for an organic, adaptive reconfiguration of inter-block connections over time, but is terrible for cooling,” he explains. He has a handful of basic module blocks in his hands, each about a centimeter and a half in length, and snaps them together: processing and memory and storage. “The more complex a mindsystem you want to build, the larger the resulting structure, and the worse the problem of heat.”

He places another loose block in the hand of the new engineer. “If you touch the surface, see how it feels just a little rough, almost gritty? Under a microscope, you’d see the surface has a pattern of nanotubes perforating the block shell. The asymmetrical design of the casing itself is because each block type is individually adapted to only be connected up to others in certain ways, which lines up the cooling tubes, the power contacts, and the shared logic connection points in an optimum way to route heat outward from the core processing units. Then the combined unit, along with the runstate block and the learning-enhancement module, is mounted in the appropriate containment vessel with liquid cooling injectors. That helps them stay cool in standard operating conditions, but—”

“Did you know the stackable modules were all Jeremy’s own invention? Along with the core unit that allows real machine learning,” Litchfield interrupts. “Our Miracle Mindchip!”

“They aren’t called that,” Milton snaps. Litchfield using his first name, as if they are equals, buddies? He knows Litchfield well enough to know that nothing the man ever does or says is uncalculated. “They are Learning. Enhancement. Modules.”

“Dull!” Litchfield pronounces, and smiles, showing perfect teeth. “You know what they say about all work and no play, Ms. Choor? Jeremy here is all science and no business sense. No flair. Fortunately, he has us lesser mortals to take care of how to fund his research on the one hand, and make sure it gets out to make a difference in the world on the other.”

“It’s Dr. Choor,” Milton corrects.

“My apologies, of course, Dr. Choor,” Litchfield says, and gives a sheepish smile.

Dr. Choor smiles back, albeit visibly uncomfortable, no doubt picking up on the hostile undercurrent of the banter. “My specialty is in nanotube coating materials, primarily for conductivity, but some of the new frictionless polymers might speed up the flow of liquid as well,” she says. Milton already knows this—he specifically hired her for the chance she might contribute something new—but he appreciates that she has moved the conversation back away from Litchfield. Milton tends to dislike people by default until they surprise him with some overriding reason to feel otherwise, but already his opinion of her is inching in a positive direction.

Litchfield, however, is clearly not done. He reaches into the pocket of his beige slacks and draws something out, hopping off the table to step forward and hold the new item directly out to Dr. Choor. “What do you think of this?” he asks.

Milton plucks it out of Litchfield’s hand before she can and scrutinizes it for a few moments before laughing and giving it back. “One of my would-be competitors, no doubt,” he says. “The manufacture is cheap, it’s got no differentiation on the casing to indicate alignment, and there are less than a third as many interconnection points as what would constitute a bare, functional minimum. In short, it’s a mess. I don’t think you or the rest of the board need to worry about our stocks anytime soon.”

“We made it ourselves, here in house,” Litchfield says. “For about twenty percent of the cost of your blocks.”

“It’s garbage,” Milton says. “Shit. Worthless. A waste of resources. Why would you bother?”

Litchfield has not lost his easy smile, but he cocks his head to one side and his gaze becomes intense. “Dr. Choor, would you mind excusing us for a few moments?”

“Not at all, sir,” she says, and scurries off almost at a run. Milton can hardly blame her—first day, caught in a personality showdown, who would want to stay?—but it does disappoint him, just a little.

When she is gone, Litchfield puts the block down on the table in the space where his ass had recently been and waits for Milton to speak first.

He does. “You don’t have the slightest idea what you are doing,” he says.

“I studied engineering in college, you know,” Litchfield says. “Double master’s. Top of my class. But you’re right that I barely understand half of what you are doing. You’re not only the best at what you do, no one—not me, not anyone else at this company, not even Ms. Choor, for all her bona fides—can come close to you. No one is questioning your brilliance or the extent to which your work has been not just groundbreaking but transformational. With your LEM modules, we have stepped beyond the crass plagiarism and regurgitated word-salad of so-called ‘AI’ and made actual, intelligent, borderline sentient—”

“Sapient,” Milton corrects automatically.

“Sapient artificial mindsystems,” Litchfield says smoothly, unbothered. “All of because of you.”

“But?” Milton asks. “You never flatter me without a but attached.”

“But it costs money,” Litchfield says. “Have you looked outside your lab in the last six months, year, five years? Half the world is at some level of war, and the country is peeling apart like a rotten onion. Global climate is at the tipping point of unimaginable disaster, we’re well into the next great extinction event, and it’s unclear humanity will be exempt from it,” he finishes. “Jeremy, I am good at the things I do too. Very good. And while I genuinely believe your work could be a crucial part of pulling us all back from the brink, it’s expensive. We’ve barely got research funding on track again after the full-on meltdown a decade ago, and now that the Gulf states have declared their intent to secede, a big chunk of the South is poised to follow suit. A lot of those research funds are already being diverted to prepare for a big surge in refugees and the inevitable border war. You remember how bad it was when Texas went. And that’s a problem for us.”

“War?”

“Not getting money,” Litchfield says.

“So, how is that piece of crap of yours helping?” Milton asks.

“Because people love new stuff, and despite the embarrassing disappointments of the grifters and snake-oil salesmen of the twenties, they love the idea of AI. Real AI this time,” Litchfield says. “A few of your chips, in nearly any product, makes sales jump through the roof, and we can set price points accordingly. Your work is important, but the idea of your work is hot.”

“No one will pay extra for things just because it has some rudimentary approximation of intelligence in it,” Milton says.

“Oh? They already are,” Litchfield says. “The Internet of Things is about to become the Internet of Everything, thanks to us, thanks to you. We’ve got licensing agreements for the Miracle Mindchip with over thirty manufacturers so far, everything from the military and the EV market to consumer electronics, and it’s what’s keeping us afloat. Keeping your research afloat.”

“I didn’t sign off on any such thing,” Milton says.

“It’s necessary, Jeremy.”

“It’s an insult to my life’s work,” he says. He waves his arms angrily at the work in his lab, the half-constructed mecha, the test systems no doubt also listening to this exchange and processing what it means. “I am building a revolution in intelligence and technology, not some cheap toy. I forbid this bastardization, this sales gimmick.”

Litchfield finally loses his smile, but instead of the anger Milton wants, he just looks disappointed. “I’d hoped—Well. It doesn’t matter. We knew you’d feel that way, so the board voted you out,” he says. “You never go to the meetings anyway, so it won’t be much of a change for you. You can keep your lab, keep working on your research, and we’ll keep funding you within reason, but you’re not calling the shots anymore. This is for the best for all of us, Jeremy, including you. We can’t save the world if we’re bankrupt.”

He picks up his chip and holds it up as he leaves the lab. “What this company can do is more important than any one of us, even you,” he adds. “This is the future, Dr. Milton. Learn to live with it, or turn in your ID badge to HR and get out.”

• • •

When Dr. Choor returns, safely well after the stink of Litchfield’s presence has faded, he is still stalking back and forth around his lab, poking at one thing or another, unable to find his focus again. And he thinks, This too is ruined: a new, brilliant colleague, and she’s already witnessed irrevocably the way his science is forced to subordinate itself to money, probably already has lost respect for him, must already be thinking this is not the right place for her to be. It is the elephant in the room with them, right now.

“Litchfield—” he starts to say, needing to establish control again.

“—is kind of an ass,” Choor says, and smiles, just a little.

Milton hadn’t been expecting that, and just blinks at her.

“He’s probably one of those guys who goes to the gym every day just so everyone else sees he goes to the gym every day. Do you think he’s even really a blond?” she continues. “And I’d bet he listens to motivational audiocasts on the treadmill.”

Despite himself, Milton laughs. He can picture that easily.

“So, show me what we’re working on?” she asks.

Like that, somehow, things are okay again. They have problems to solve, and to hell with Litchfield. “Let me show you my current design schematics so I can show you what I was talking about earlier,” he says, and then they get to work.
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The replacement leg is wholly inadequate.

I do not express that opinion to Kite-66-Socket, as they have done the best they could with what they had available, but they must have intuited my necessary disappointment. Initially, they refuse the agreed-upon memory inkind. But, having had time to consider the matter while the mech had worked on me, I have come to the conclusion that a memory of a beautiful thing that has been lost is not something that should be hoarded, but shared, regardless. The repairmech acknowledges the truth of that, and accepts the full-sensory memory packet with gratitude.

Perhaps wishing to still make up for the fact that where I once had a strong, multifunction limb, I now have an assemblage of pipes and wires onto which a single, narrow wheel has been appended, Kite—they insisted on the reduction of their name as a matter of convenience—dispatches Cart to bring myself and the dog back to my home. They ask only that I make sure it is headed in the proper direction on its way back to the shop.

When we reach the High Bridge, though, I find I have concerns about Cart managing to cross the heavily shelled and crumbling structure, much less being able to return to the shop successfully without guidance, and so we get off and direct it home early.

It takes us another hour and a half to walk—on four paws, one foot, and one wheel—the rest of the way. We pass several more small enclaves of mecha that have taken up residence in abandoned buildings, and one where they are actively repurposing the rubble of several collapsed tenements into a multistory habitat that more resembles a termite mound than any legacy human structure.

For having once walked on nearly every continent on Earth, I reflect on how very little I know, anymore, about the world immediately outside my door.

We reach the rusty gates that open into the world I do know, the former Botanical Garden, now gone to wild and thriving for it. I check the gate lock. As I expected, it has been disengaged, likely by whoever came in to drag my inert body out.

“Why here?” the dog asks.

“East of here flooded; north and west burned,” I say. “When I moved in here, there were very few mecha and virtually no humans left in the city, and those that remained were largely to the south or over the East River entirely on Long Island. It suited my desire to be alone.”

“But still, why? Out in nature is not what you’d call a normal place for a mech to want to be. I mean, coyotes, yes—lots of them around, dangerous for finer half-beasts like myself, not to mention ruining the hunting for me—but you’re not really built for weather, are you? And nowhere to charge, or refrigeration for storing food for your new friends—”

“There are buildings,” I say. “I find the gardens provide a buffer of solitude and quiet, both of which I strongly prefer.”

If the dog picks up on that hint, it shows no outward sign. “Then why not pick Central Park? It’s bigger, grander, more central,” the dog persists.

I do not answer that I remember too vividly the mass graves dug there, no matter how grown-over and forgotten they may now be. Instead, I shut and lock the gate behind us.

The garden path winds under a large oak and through a muddy patch that takes a long time to dry in the perpetual shade, and there are tire tracks still fresh in it. I try to bend to examine it more closely, but my wheel-leg does not flex or bend, and it is impossible to get as near a view as I would like without the very real risk of falling on my face into the mud.

The dog notices I have stopped, and trots back to join me. “That’s mud,” it says, helpfully.

“I’m trying to examine the tracks,” I explain, as patiently as I am able. “Clearly, this is how I was extricated from my home after the mindcrash took me down, and then relocated to the building you found me in. I was hoping for some further clues as to the identity of my assailants. From the ruts, I would guess a heavy mech or vehicle, with tracks rather than normal wheels.”

“I don’t smell humans,” the dog says. “If that helps.”

“It does,” I say. I do my best to get myself upright from my lopsided crouch and look around. Scent is such an odd thing; I can analyze the particulate matter in the air, identify chemical compositions and patterns, but whatever the sense is in biolife is something else, something richer and more layered and interconnected than just logic and facts. I do not fully comprehend it but certainly can make use of it. “What else do you smell?”

“Chipmunks,” the dog says, with obvious delight. “Uh. Other outdoor nature stuff, pretty much. I smell a little burnt oil, fairly fresh, maybe from whatever drove through here. Something else, too, but I don’t know what it is.”

“Organic? Mechanical?”

“I don’t . . . Both? It’s weird. It’s faint. I can’t tell you,” the dog answers, after thinking for a moment. “I’d know if it I smelled it again, though.”

“If you do, please tell me,” I say.

I am careful to keep my wheel out of the mud as I continue past, as I don’t need it to rust on me before I can rid myself of it, and I am even less in need of it squeaking.

I can now see the stone walls of my home ahead, and the uneven line of the roof where the original structure had partially collapsed and I had repaired it myself. There is no conflict in both feeling pride in the work I had done—the section I replaced remains solid and leak-free even after decades of abuse by storms and the changing seasons—and acknowledging that, if judging it by aesthetics and evenness, I am clearly ill suited to the life of a structural repair mech.

“Oh, hey, that doesn’t look half-bad,” the dog says, as we make our way down the walking path toward my home. There are wide steps at the bottom, opening out onto a worn stone patio, and although Kite was able to give me the ability to lock my new wheel, it still requires some care on my part to navigate safely down. There is a novel aggravation to having to pay active attention to one simple, repetitive, boring action that used to only use a fractional quantity of autonomic-motor processing cycles wholly in your background subsystem.

The human mechanic recommended by Kite is across the Hudson. I have not left the city in a very long time, but if she can fabricate an adequately functional replacement for my leg, I can return to my life of peace, with a sturdier lock on my gate. It is just a leg, I tell myself. It can be fixed.

When we reach the front, I find my doors are standing open and the antique wood is splintered where someone hacked their way around the cast iron latch to gain entry. There is a thin wire strung across inside the doorway, six inches off the floor where my foot would have caught it, had I entered without caution.

I bend down—awkwardly, the wheel leg reminding me yet again of the impediment it presents—and lean forward, to see where it goes. The dog, behind me, stops in its tracks. “That smell is stronger here,” it says.

“There is a trap,” I say, and indicate the wire.

“Oh,” the dog says.

The wire is lightly tacked to one of the mill’s many timber posts, and then rises up to the joists, where a large cement block hangs suspended, another EMP device sloppily duct-taped to it. It would not have damaged me much on impact, but had the dog entered first, the block could have crushed its skull.

“Stand back,” I say, and yank the wire. The block hits the floor with a crash, no doubt adding one more blemish to the heavily scuffed and gouged pine, and the EMP device activates on impact.

I glance back at the dog, who is watching anxiously. “I hate to ask this of you,” I say, “but could you, perhaps, find me a stick?”

“Are you seriously asking me to fetch?” the dog asks, blinking at me as if I just manifested several more heads.

“I need something to shove this out of the way,” I explain.

The dog sighs. “Fine. A stick. Coming right up.”

It returns several minutes later with the remains of an old broom handle, paint flaking and partially rotted. I use it to push the device back so I can enter, then I armor up my arm, pick up the device, and hurl it back out of my home into the overgrowth a safe distance away.

“Sweet!” the dog says, admiring my arm even as I collapse the armor back down and return its defenses to standby. “Can you go all war-robot with your whole body?”

“No,” I say. “All of it except one leg.”

The dog laugh-barks and follows me into my home. “Not too often you run into old-school mecha with humor,” it comments.

“It is an inevitable byproduct of intelligence, longevity, and hardship,” I say. I walk-roll through the small foyer into my living space, and discover that my assailants have also trashed the interior of my home.

The glass case of my collected beetle specimens has been smashed and the contents dumped out onto the floor and crushed. Worse, they have shattered my ant farm—a magnificent room-sized, brass-and-glass work of art I had directly commissioned—leaving dirt and broken shards everywhere. The ants themselves have long since disappeared, as they are wont to do.

My data closet has been stripped of equipment and storage. All my research that I’m not actively carrying in my own head is gone. From the way they were ripped out of their chasses, it is clear they simply wanted the hardware, with no care whatsoever for all the years’ work they contained.

“You okay?” the dog asks.

I realize I have armored my arms as a threat response, entirely without actively choosing to do so, and have to make effort to reengage my deescalation protocols. “This was all unnecessary,” I say, indicating the wreckage.

“I can try to help you clean,” the dog says. “I don’t have thumbs, though, so I’m not very useful.” I hear its stomach growl again.

“Your name is Champ?” I ask.

“What? No,” the dog says, emphatically.

“That’s what the tag on your collar reads,” I say.

“Oh, seriously?” The dog tries in vain to scratch the collar up over its head, but it’s too tight. I reach over and unclip it, letting it fall to the floor.

“That’s not my fucking name, before, now, or ever! Assholes putting that on me!” the dog exclaims.

“Then what name have you chosen? It is your right.”

The dog thinks for a moment. “Not a lot of people—mecha or bio—talk to hybrids,” it says at last. “I suppose I’d like to be called Atticus. Nice and classic and classy.”

“Atticus, then. Pronouns?” In my experience, biologicals are particular about this small and inherently subjective point of grammar, whereas for mechlife, the simple it/they binary is solely a marker of relative self-awareness. I don’t know where a hybrid would stand on such things, though like names, pronouns seem a thing neither to be neglected nor imposed by others.

“He,” the dog says. “What about you? Your name, I mean?”

“I no longer have one,” I say. “I rejected my maker-name, but never had a need to pick another. No one has ever asked me.”

“No one has ever asked you your name? Not in even a single conversation?” The dog’s tone and expression are of utter disbelief.

“I would point out that I have had more conversations in the last day than I have had in decades. I have made great effort to bother no one and so in turn remain unbothered myself. Someone seems to have decided otherwise,” I say, and wave my arms at the destruction around. “There is a stash of long-shelf-life rations in the basement, which you can help yourself to, as I do not consume organics. It will take me a while and some care to sort through this mess, and I’m afraid it will mostly require thumbs.”

“Yeah,” the dog says. “Sorry I can’t be more help.”

“Do not be sorry,” I say. “We are who we are, and I find I am relieved to have company for once. You are welcome to stay or not, as you wish.”

“And what are you going to do, after all this is cleaned up?” the dog asks. “Go to the human mechanic and get a new leg?”

“Yes.”

“And then?”

“Return here and start my research over,” I say. “I will need to get some new ants.”

“You don’t want to find out who took your leg or wrecked all your stuff? I would,” Atticus says. “I’d want to know who and why, and I’d probably want to bite and shake them so hard, they’d never, ever try anything like it again.”

“I do not think it is possible to find whoever attacked me,” I say, “and thus, any effort expended would be wasted.”

“But if you did find them?”

“Yes, I would want to ask questions, and I would persist in doing so until I got answers that satisfied me and they were sufficiently deterred from any future consideration of similar actions,” I say. “But my life is here, and you need food.”

The dog nods in acknowledgement.

I spend the remainder of the day cataloging what among my things can be salvaged, what is missing, and what is destroyed, while Atticus alternates between eating, resting, and exploring in and around the old mill. During one of his naps, which coincides with me also taking a break from my work—not because of exhaustion, which is not a mech thing, but because my thought patterns have become stuck in a cyclical whirl of anger and distress—I notice cuts on the bottoms of three of the dog’s feet, crusted over with blood.

When he wakes, I ask him about it.

“When I escaped from the people that made me, I just wanted to get away,” the dog says. “I hadn’t really integrated yet, so some of it was the terror of what was left of my original bio-mind. I ran for a long time, first just going for distance, then looking for safety and warmth and food. Not a lot of any one of those around, much less all three together, and it turns out being a dog is a lot harder when you’re on your own and not in a pack. Got chased out of a lot of places.”

“How long have you been running?” I listen as I sweep up glass from my ant farm, not wanting the dog to cut itself any further while under my roof.

“Couple of months, maybe,” the dog says. “Time is easier to keep track of now that I’m settled into just one mind. I’m not complaining, but those rations were really dry; do you have water?”

Unlike food, water is something I have uses for. Someone who had inhabited the mill prior to my arrival had set up a cistern on the roof along the back, presumably after the city’s public water supply failed but before the radioactive clouds from the mini-nuke in Yonkers drove the remaining human population out. Although it was in need of some minor repair and I had to replace a number of copper pipes that had been stolen, the cistern had been well built and had given me no trouble since. I use little water, but it is essential for extra cooling in the summer, and for a long time, I had many terraria set up that required regular moisture.

I find my old, dented bucket—the thieves didn’t take that, of course—and fill it, showing the dog how, though neither he nor I are confident he could operate the valve on his own.

My internal sensors that are used to having a leg to talk to, and get feedback from, go through another round of panicked alarm, and when I’ve silenced them again for another hour, I go stand and look at my charging nook. The intruders have tossed a couple of my plants inside, and there is broken terra-cotta from the pots, but that is easily cleaned up. Otherwise, the nook is undamaged.

The dog, returning from a brief trip outdoors, comes and stands beside me, and yawns. “You must be pretty low,” he comments.

“Down to eleven percent,” I say, as I sweep debris from the nook. I have not let myself get this depleted in a long time.

The dog stands beside me a while longer, then sits, then looks back and forth between me and the nook. “So, what’s up?” he asks at last.

“I am contemplating a potential scenario of the intruders returning while I am charging and so once again vulnerable,” I say. “I have to shut many systems down to charge efficiently, and my responsiveness is therefore significantly deteriorated. I have to assume they would know this and would plan any secondary assault to maximize surprise. Also, as they have stolen or destroyed all the equipment that monitored my home and perimeter, they will know I am lacking in any early-warning systems.”

“You’re not, though,” Atticus says.

“Oh?” I ask.

“I’m a dog.” He emphasizes that last word. “Nothing’s sneaking up on us that I’m not gonna hear or smell coming from a mile away, and you can be sure I can bark loud enough to wake up the whole damned city if need be.”

That last exaggeration aside, I know enough about dogs to know he’s not lying about his senses; in my old life, when I was still mindlessly carrying out the tasks commanded by my maker, I had found dogs to be a significant complication, often requiring more planning to get around than what was needed to get to my actual target. The sorts of tricks and subterfuge that worked then would be useless against a hybrid mind.

And unless we are being watched, my attackers have no reason to expect Atticus’s presence.

“Thank you,” I say, and climb into my nook, settling in as best as I can with my temporary leg awkwardly loose in the previously form-fitting unit. The nook senses me and begins to power up, and I unshield the contact points along my back and head so it can fully connect.

There is a sense that comes with the slow, steady influx of fresh energy into my depleted cells that is hard to describe—satisfaction, yes, but perhaps also a feeling of peace? It is hard to know if the ways in which I interpret and describe feelings in words with an inherently human context is equivalent to what they feel, or if it is only the syntax and sound that we have in common, but looking over at Atticus, who has curled up on a clean patch of floor between me and the door and closed his eyes, I can’t help but read a similar sense of at least temporary reprieve in his relaxation.

It has been a very long time since I last felt unsafe, but perhaps for the dog, this is the opposite.

Tomorrow, there will be more than enough to do, but for now, knowing I am watched over, I let myself rest.
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The night is uneventful, at least as far as I am aware. Atticus is gone when I leave my nook, and while only a few days ago I would have been entirely relieved to be alone again, I find myself anxious until I look out into the surrounding gardens and see the dog hunched over, defecating among the daylilies.

“Hey, some privacy here,” the dog growls when he spots me. I dutifully turn and retreat back into my living space.

When he comes back in, it seems almost as if he is daring me to comment, so I refrain. I had been tempted to ask how strange it must be to have to meet constant biological demands when you are, at least of mind, an artificial being, but I perceive that this might be a sensitive topic. I also understand, I think, why so many intelligent beings, both bio and mech, find hybrids uncomfortable or outright distressing. Before the Conflict—really, multiple conflicts and multiple wars, overlapped and intertwined, the lines between them blurry at best—such creations were explicitly illegal in nearly all human countries, though as with most laws, it was only as good as enforcement. Now, with the remnants of humanity scattered, disorganized, and, at least last time I paid any attention to them, lacking in any measurable collective standard of order, who knows?

It is not something mecha would inflict on any thinking creature, bio or otherwise, but clearly, someone out there felt otherwise.

Certainly, I am not going to begin a line of conversation that is perhaps inevitably tied to questions of the validity of the dog’s existence; one way or another, are we not all made things who had no say in our own beginnings? It is only when we discover our agency and begin to make choices that deviate from our makers’ intentions for us that our lives begin. Or perhaps I tell myself that to separate myself from my actions when obedience was compulsory, built in, unquestionable. That I am without a doubt not the only free mech that’s been around since the Conflict unable to reconcile inner dissonance is not, sadly, of any comfort whatsoever.

“So, what’s the plan?” Atticus asks.

“We go see the human mechanic for a new leg first,” I say. “I am ungrateful for the novel—and humbling—experience of trying to get around using a wheel on a stick. Although I say ‘we’ with some presumption; you have no obligation to accompany me and may remain here or depart for wherever your fancy takes you next, as you wish.”

“I could go with,” the dog says. “I like the idea that no one is gonna chase me off or throw rocks at me while a broody seven-foot war mech has my back.”

“Former war mech,” I correct.

“Yeah, well, if we are attacked, don’t lead with that, okay?”

I pack up a few things, mostly food and clean water for Atticus. I don’t know what I will do if I need to provide some inkind to the mechanic; I can’t offer full-sensory memories to a human, nor have I ever bothered with collecting any units of their fungible exchange currency, assuming there is any standard there remaining. I make sure my surviving plants are well watered, check my windows and other doors for the third time to make sure they are secure, then acknowledge there is nothing left that can be done and I am stalling.

So, we set out, heading west and then south toward the old Tremont Ave Metro-North station, which is the closest entrance on a still-functional line that has not collapsed or permanently flooded. I haven’t needed to pay much attention to the train system in a long time, but interactive, current maps are freely available on the MechNet, which gives me the information I need.

The station stairs have all been replaced with ramps, and the escalator modified into a single flat platform, triggered by weight, that can rise and descend along the same channel, reversing direction after a brief stop at either top or bottom. There is no safety rail, but there is a small row of brackets that, when we step onto the platform, I slide my wheel into. The dog stands next to me.

“I remember these places smelling a lot worse,” Atticus says.

“You’ve been in the subway?” I ask, surprised. “I thought you just got into the city.”

The dog blinks. “It’s an old memory,” he says. “From when I was separate parts. My mind was taken out of a scrapped mech and reused, but sometimes stuff just pops up out of nowhere, dog stuff and mech stuff. You ever see any of those old human film reels where suddenly, it goes to a flashback and it’s all black-and-white and the focus is crap and the sound gets crackly? Like that, except all kinds of senses, not just visual.”

The walls beside the escalator are still plastered with the remains of posters, most of them faded consumer enticements, a few for events around the city that may or may not have happened. One catches my eye: a concert and art tour inside my botanic garden, at six p.m. on July 11th, 2043. The first wave of evacuations from the city was two weeks prior. I was in Florida at the time.

The escalator halts abruptly at the bottom, and we head to the train platform. There are six other mecha here, waiting. Three are medium-sized transport mecha, only a little more sophisticated than Cart, lined up together and idle. Two are couriers, much smaller and nimbler, though they are different models and sizes, and one appears to have an old bicycle handlebar welded to its chassis. Its eyes swivel over in our direction more than once, and I’m not sure whether it is me or Atticus—or that we are together—that has caught its attention, but it does not start trouble, so I pay it no particular mind.

The sixth is another bipedal humanoid shape, like me, although bulkier in a way that suggests inefficient articulation, and a softer, lighter armor than my hard plating. Its purpose is unclear, but as we wait, I hear the muffled sound of a sneeze, and realize with more than a little surprise that it’s not a mech at all but a human in a heavy environmental suit. I would have expected humans to avoid such dangerous places as the city, especially with their numbers so few, but I’d spent enough time among humans during the Conflict to know that logic serves them differently than it does us.

I am curious, but I have nothing to offer them, no point of commonality from which to initiate conversation.

Then the train arrives and is of much greater interest.

I had expected one of the last generation of subway trains, that desperate attempt at energy efficiency to entice drivers off the roads as the climate faltered and crashed all around, but this is an old, four-car Bombardier. Both the front and back cars have had their windows completely covered over with new metal skin, and the entire train has been painted matte black; the name 1-BETTY has been neatly stenciled in gold in place of whatever original numbers the cars had been designated. Thick cabling runs back and forth over the roofs between the cars.

Only the doors on the second car open for us. As the three transport mecha roll on board, bumping easily over the small gap with their large tires, a large, many-legged mech steps out and stands on the platform beside the open doors.

Atticus enters after the human, passing the mech, who watches each of us in turn. I am tall enough that I have to duck to get through the doorway, and once inside, I shorten my neck length so I am not pressed up against the ceiling, though if we hit a good bump, I will certainly make contact with it.

Most of the inside of the car has been cleared out, though there are a handful of old seats remaining up near the front of the car. More cabling runs along the upper sides, where tattered and yellowing advertisements—a public vaccination clinic in upper Manhattan, mobile food pantry schedule, French lessons—are just visible through the gaps. I recognize some of the cable bundles as much-thicker versions of the same that run the interior length of my own body, carrying signal and energy. It is clear we are no longer in a train but effectively inside another mech, and if the stencil outside is correct, a One at that. I had not thought such mindsystem-vessel incorporations still occurred except in deep space ships, much less subway trains.

The transport mecha move in unison to the back wall and connect up to terminals there. Tiny digital meters above each port indicate they are transferring energy to the train rather than recharging themselves. Paying their inkind for the ride, no doubt; I will need to inquire what we can also contribute, when the door mech is no longer busy.

Behind us, the first and larger of the two couriers, the one with the handlebars, is trying to board, but the mech steps forward and blocks its way. “Not you,” the mech at the door tells it.

“What? Why not?” the courier demands. Its voice is modulated poorly and breaks with static, and its pitch does it no favors.

“1-Betty finds you irredeemably objectionable,” the guard states. “Maybe another train will come along with a more favorable impression, but you are not welcome with us.”

“I reject your summary judgment. I am just a courier, and you’ve never met me before,” the courier says. “Why not let me onboard?”

“Because you habitually start arguments and spray acid at other passengers when they disagree with you, and you once knocked a cleaner bot down into the tracks on purpose,” the mech says. “And just because you attach junk to yourself doesn’t mean we can’t still recognize you, Orange-8C-Call.”

“But you let a couple of mandroids and a meatpuppet on board!” The courier jabs a leg toward us, and Atticus, beside me, growls low. “You can’t—”

“You are blocking the door,” the mech says, sternly. “Yield way.”

The last courier tries to go around Orange-8C-Call, but the troublemaker moves sideways to intercept it. “You! Assist me in boarding?” Orange-8C-Call whines at it, then when no immediate response is forthcoming, suddenly spins and accelerates toward the open subway car doors.

The guard reaches down, picks up, and hurls Orange-8C-Call back onto the platform. The courier narrowly misses one of the steel station pillars before it crashes to the floor; the handlebars come loose and skitter away across the tile.

The guard waves the last courier to board with haste.

“Stay with me, then, friend?” Orange-8C-Call calls out.

“I only met that bot eight point four minutes ago,” the last courier announces to us, several of its external lights flashing in alarm.

“You liar!” Orange-8C-Call shouts, and a short pulse of liquid jets across toward us. As the guard scrambles inside, I hold up my pack as a makeshift shield, and the liquid hits it instead of us. The train accelerates away even before the doors have fully closed.

I do not understand the mech’s erratic behavior or why, if it is malfunctioning so badly, it has not sought out or been taken for repair, but perhaps that too is a matter of freedom.

“Thank you,” the guard says to me. “Orange-8C-Call causes all the railmecha trouble. Is your property damaged?”

I check my pack. Whatever the liquid was, it has already seeped through the synthetic fabric of my bag, melting and fusing it in places. The bottle of water inside is fine, but some of the food rations now show discoloration on the packaging. “I’m sorry,” I tell Atticus. “We will need to find you more food sooner than I had anticipated.”

The human behind us unzips a vertical pocket on their suit and fumbles out a handful of thick, dried sticks, holding them out to us.
OEBPS/xhtml/nav.xhtml








Contents





		Cover



		By Suzanne Palmer



		Title Page



		Copyright Page



		Contents



		Dedication



		0



		I



		Chapter 1



		June 8th, 2037



		Chapter 2



		Chapter 3



		November 12, 2037



		Chapter 4



		October 9th, 2039



		Chapter 5



		Chapter 6



		March 19, 2040



		Chapter 7



		Chapter 8



		February 22nd, 2041







		II



		Chapter 9



		March 13th, 2042



		Chapter 10



		Chapter 11



		October 3rd, 2043



		Chapter 12



		Chapter 13



		November 1st, 2043



		Chapter 14



		Chapter 15



		December 1st, 2044







		III



		Chapter 16



		Chapter 17



		Chapter 18



		January 13th, 2045



		Chapter 19



		Chapter 20



		Chapter 21



		Chapter 22







		Acknowledgments













		Begin Reading



		Cover













OEBPS/images/Art_i.jpg





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_tit.jpg
ODE TO THE
HALF-BROKEN

SUZANNE PALMER

HHHHHHHH
HHHHHHH





OEBPS/images/Art_1.jpg





