
  


  
    
  


  
    The idea of creating an artificial human is an old one. One of the earliest science-fictional novels, Frankenstein, concerned itself primarily with the hubris of creation, and one’s relationship to one’s creator. Later versions of this “artificial human” story (and indeed later adaptations of Frankenstein) changed the focus to more modernist questions… What is the nature of humanity? What does it mean to be human? These stories continued through the golden age of science fiction with Isaac Asimov’s I Robot story cycle, and then through post-modern iterations from new wave writers like Philip K. Dick. Today, this compelling science fiction trope persists in mass media narratives like Westworld and Ridley Scott’s Blade Runner, as well as twenty-first century science fiction novels like Charles Stross’s Saturn’s Children and Paolo Bacigalupi’s The Windup Girl.


    The short stories in More Human than Human demonstrate the depth and breadth of artificial humanity in contemporary science fiction. Issues of passing… of what it is to be human… of autonomy and slavery and oppression, and yes, the hubris of creation; these ideas have fascinated us for at least two hundred years, and this selection of stories demonstrates why it is such an alluring and recurring conceit.
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  For my sons, Aidan and Eamonn.


  INTRODUCTION


  My introduction to androids was through the stories of Isaac Asimov, but as you might be able to tell from the title of this anthology, Philip K. Dick had more of a lasting impact. “More Human Than Human” is the motto of the android/replicant-producing Tyrell Corporation from the classic SF movie Blade Runner, based on Dick’s novel Do Androids Dream of Electric Sheep? Androids and other artificial humans appeared in several of Dick’s works, and like many of his predecessors, he often used them to challenge societal norms and how we define our humanity. His stories entertained and made me question assumptions, something that has shaped my appreciation of science fiction ever since. It’s only fitting that this book has a title connected with his work.


  Over the course of assembling this anthology, I spoke with a wide range of people on the topic and discovered some ambiguity about what people referred to as androids, robots, or cyborgs. Android—or “androides” in this case—is the oldest of these terms and traces back to 1728 in Ephraim Chambers’ Cyclopaedia, where it is claimed that Saint Albert the Great owned a mechanical brass head that could answer questions. Other uses in the mid-to-late 1800s continue in this vein of human-like mechanical dolls or beings.


  When Czech writer Karel Capek’s play R.U.R. premiered in 1921, it introduced the term “robot” into the English language. Those robots, however, weren’t artificial, but synthetic and organic, humanoids. That’s closer to androids—or maybe even clones—than it is to the common inorganic robots of today. Robotics, as in the field of study, wasn’t coined until 1941 by Isaac Asimov in his story “Liar!” By modern standards, robots are machines capable of carrying out complex actions automatically. They can take a wide array of forms, from vacuum cleaner, to bird, or even human form. Androids are therefore a subset of robots.


  Cyborg didn’t come along until 1960, when it was coined by Manfred Clynes and Nathan S. Kline. By their definition, a cyborg is a being with both organic and biomechatronic body parts and isn’t necessarily restricted to having human origins or form. It is, however, not a robot. Technically, I’m a cyborg thanks to a defibrillator in my chest. That chapter of my life inspired my Upgraded anthology, so if cyborgs are your thing, you might want to check that out, too.


  All that said, the edges can get blurry. Is a human brain in a mechanical or biomechanical android body an android, cyborg, or just some sort of vehicle? What if that brain has been uploaded and is either networked or transferred to that body? For the purpose of this anthology, I decided that when in doubt, I would favor fully artificial human-form beings that had not at some point been natural-born humans or clones. They don’t always have to be a subset of robots, but when they are, the line’s less fuzzy. As to their intelligence, which isn’t detailed in any of those definitions, I wanted stories where the characters had some degree of self-awareness and intelligence, even if it simply bordered on a modest expert system.


  Artificial intelligence, however, comes with a lot of baggage, something science fiction writers have long mined for story plots and twists. Given our own history, it’s not irrational to worry that we might place ourselves in jeopardy by creating beings that can—or will eventually—outthink or physically outpace us. As Stephen Hawking says, “One can imagine such technology outsmarting financial markets, out-inventing human researchers, out-manipulating human leaders, and developing weapons we cannot even understand.”


  This fear is often addressed by another one of Isaac Asimov’s creations, the Three Laws of Robotics:


  
    	A robot may not injure a human being or, through inaction, allow a human being to come to harm.


    	A robot must obey the orders given it by human beings except where such orders would conflict with the First Law.


    	A robot must protect its own existence as long as such protection does not conflict with the First or Second Laws.

  


  Isaac later added a fourth overriding law:


  
    0. A robot may not harm humanity, or, by inaction, allow humanity to come to harm.

  


  The laws themselves are problematic, as Asimov often explored in his stories, but despite that they are often cited in discussions of artificial intelligence and ethics or incorporated into other fictional representations. As a literary device, they can be interesting, but my technology background makes them a bit distracting. Perhaps the lack of significance of these laws is what draws me more towards Philip K. Dick’s androids. Unshackled, I simply find them to be more compelling characters. Many will disagree.


  While there’s plenty to debate about the ethics of a set of laws that essentially creates a subservient slave race, various experts in the field have difficulty believing these rules can be implemented or even patched to work as intended. Even if it could be done, securing them from alteration would be nearly impossible. I point to the attempts to eliminate spam, adware, hacking, etc. I have no doubt that governments, corporations, terrorists, patriots, hackivists, and more would actively strive to patch or work around this coding to fit their own wide-ranging agendas.


  Whether or not there’s a robot uprising will likely depend more on how well we handle that leap to consciousness. Given where we are now, it’s not difficult to imagine that the first will be owned by someone, likely a corporation, as in Ex Machina (2015). The theme of the awakening is also being more thoroughly explored in the AMC series Humans, where the programmed rules—and the synth servants—go out the door with the arrival of synth consciousness the humans aren’t ready to accept.


  So, whether or not you fear or champion innovations in artificial intelligence, the android sits front and center as a shining example of our best hopes and deepest fears. Androids are, after all, humanity’s children, made in its own image. We want our children to do better and be better than us, but will they have that teenage rebellious phase where they think they know better, but don’t? Will they, upon learning our history, simply be disappointed in us? Or will they just end up like us, except smarter, stronger, and longer-lived?


  Books, stories, games, TV, and film give us the wide array of possible futures. In film we have the Terminator franchise, where androids are infiltrating what is left of human society to destroy mankind. In the Mass Effect video game franchise, the Geth rose up against their creators and drove them from their homeworld. In the Star Trek universe, we have Data and Lore, two sides of a coin, with Lore disassembled and Data ultimately succeeding on his path to become more human. In the most recent version of Battlestar Galactica, we’re exposed to a more complex mix of all of the above.


  This anthology isn’t meant to be a retrospective of androids throughout the history of short science fiction. Though I might have enjoyed working on such a project, doing it justice would require many more pages than permitted. If you’d like to check out some earlier stories, two older anthologies on the same theme are The Androids Are Coming, edited by Robert Silverberg (1979), and The Pseudo-People: Androids in Science Fiction, edited by William F. Nolan (1965).


  The focus of this anthology is on the modern portrayal of the android over the last two decades. While not nearly as prevalent in short fiction as it once was, androids are still an important and increasingly relevant figure in the genre. Through their eyes, we can be taken on a journey that sheds light on not only who we are, but what it means to be more human than human.


  
    Neil Clarke


    May 7, 2017

  


  DOLLY


  ELIZABETH BEAR


  Elizabeth Bear was born on the same day as Frodo and Bilbo Baggins, but in a different year. She is the Hugo, Sturgeon, Locus, and Campbell Award–winning author of nearly thirty novels—the most recent of which are Karen Memory, A Weird West adventure, and The Stone in the Skull, an epic fantasy set among warring states in an analogue to the Silk Road area—and over a hundred short stories. She lives in Massachusetts with her partner, writer Scott Lynch.


  On Sunday when Dolly awakened, she had olive skin and black-brown hair that fell in waves to her hips. On Tuesday when Dolly awakened, she was a redhead, and fair. But on Thursday—on Thursday her eyes were blue, her hair was as black as a crow’s-wing, and her hands were red with blood.


  In her black French maid’s outfit, she was the only thing in the expensively appointed drawing room that was not winter-white or antiqued gold. It was the sort of room you hired somebody else to clean. It was as immaculate as it was white.


  Immaculate and white, that is, except for the dead body of billionaire industrialist Clive Steele—and try to say that without sounding like a comic book—which lay at Dolly’s feet, his viscera blossoming from him like macabre petals.


  That was how she looked when Rosamund Kirkbride found her, standing in a red stain in a white room like a thorn in a rose.


  Dolly had locked in position where her program ran out. As Roz dropped to one knee outside the border of the blood-saturated carpet, Dolly did not move.


  The room smelled like meat and bowels. Flies clustered thickly on the windows, but none had yet managed to get inside. No matter how hermetically sealed the house, it was only a matter of time. Like love, the flies found a way.


  Grunting with effort, Roz planted both green-gloved hands on winter white wool-and-silk fibers and leaned over, getting her head between the dead guy and the doll. Blood spattered Dolly’s silk stockings and her kitten-heeled boots: both the spray-can dots of impact projection and the soaking arcs of a breached artery.


  More than one, given that Steele’s heart lay, trailing connective tissue, beside his left hip. The crusted blood on Dolly’s hands had twisted in ribbons down the underside of her forearms to her elbows and from there dripped into the puddle on the floor.


  The android was not wearing undergarments.


  “You staring up that girl’s skirt, Detective?”


  Roz was a big, plain woman, and out of shape in her forties. It took her a minute to heave herself back to her feet, careful not to touch the victim or the murder weapon yet. She’d tied her straight light brown hair back before entering the scene, the ends tucked up in a net. The severity of the style made her square jaw into a lantern. Her eyes were almost as blue as the doll’s.


  “Is it a girl, Peter?” Putting her hands on her knees, she pushed fully upright. She shoved a fist into her back and turned to the door.


  Peter King paused just inside, taking in the scene with a few critical sweeps of eyes so dark they didn’t catch any light from the sunlight or the chandelier. His irises seemed to bleed pigment into the whites, warming them with swirls of ivory. In his black suit, his skin tanned almost to match, he might have been a heroically sized construction paper cutout against the white walls, white carpet, the white-and-gold marble-topped table that looked both antique and French.


  His blue paper booties rustled as he crossed the floor. “Suicide, you think?”


  “Maybe if it was strangulation.” Roz stepped aside so Peter could get a look at the body.


  He whistled, which was pretty much what she had done.


  “Somebody hated him a lot. Hey, that’s one of the new Dollies, isn’t it? Man, nice.” He shook his head. “Bet it cost more than my house.”


  “Imagine spending half a mil on a sex toy,” Roz said, “only to have it rip your liver out.” She stepped back, arms folded.


  “He probably didn’t spend that much on her. His company makes accessory programs for them.”


  “Industry courtesy?” Roz asked.


  “Tax writeoff. Test model.” Peter was the department expert on Home companions. He circled the room, taking it in from all angles. Soon the scene techs would be here with their cameras and their tweezers and their 3D scanner, turning the crime scene into a permanent virtual reality. In his capacity of soft forensics, Peter would go over Dolly’s program, and the medical examiner would most likely confirm that Steele’s cause of death was exactly what it looked like: something had punched through his abdominal wall and clawed his innards out.


  “Doors were locked?”


  Roz pursed her lips. “Nobody heard the screaming.”


  “How long you think you’d scream without any lungs?” He sighed. “You know, it never fails. The poor folks, nobody ever heard no screaming. And the rich folks, they’ve got no neighbors to hear ’em scream. Everybody in this modern world lives alone.”


  It was a beautiful Birmingham day behind the long silk draperies, the kind of mild and bright that spring mornings in Alabama excelled at. Peter craned his head back and looked up at the chandelier glistening in the dustless light. Its ornate curls had been spotlessly clean before aerosolized blood on Steele’s last breath misted them.


  “Steele lived alone,” she said. “Except for the robot. His cook found the body this morning. Last person to see him before that was his P.A., as he left the office last night.”


  “Lights on seems to confirm that he was killed after dark.”


  “After dinner,” Roz said.


  “After the cook went home for the night.” Peter kept prowling the room, peering behind draperies and furniture, looking in corners and crouching to lift up the dust-ruffle on the couch. “Well, I guess there won’t be any question about the stomach contents.”


  Roz went through the pockets of the dead man’s suit jacket, which was draped over the arm of a chair. Pocket computer and a folding knife, wallet with an RFID chip. His house was on palmprint, his car on voice rec. He carried no keys. “Assuming the ME can find the stomach.”


  “Touché. He’s got a cook, but no housekeeper?


  ” “I guess he trusts the android to clean but not cook?”


  “No tastebuds.” Peter straightened up, shaking his head. “They can follow a recipe, but—”


  “You won’t get high art,” Roz agreed, licking her lips. Outside, a car door slammed. “Scene team?”


  “ME,” Peter said, leaning over to peer out. “Come on, let’s get back to the house and pull the codes for this model.”


  “All right,” Roz said. “But I’m interrogating it. I know better than to leave you alone with a pretty girl.”


  Peter rolled his eyes as he followed her towards the door. “I like ’em with a little more spunk than all that.”


  “So the new dolls,” Roz said in Peter’s car, carefully casual. “What’s so special about ’em?”


  “Man,” Peter answered, brow furrowing. “Gimme a sec.”


  Roz’s car followed as they pulled away from the house on Balmoral Road, maintaining a careful distance from the bumper. Peter drove until they reached the parkway. Once they’d joined a caravan downtown, nose-to-bumper on the car ahead, he folded his hands in his lap and let the lead car’s autopilot take over.


  He said, “What isn’t? Real-time online editing—personality and physical appearance, ethnicity, hair—all kinds of behavior protocols, you name the kink, they’ve got a hack for it.”


  “So if you knew somebody’s kink,” she said thoughtfully. “Knew it in particular. You could write an app for that—”


  “One that would appeal to your guy in specific.” Peter’s hands dropped to his lap, his head bobbing up and down enthusiastically. “With a—pardon the expression—backdoor.”


  “Trojan horse. Don’t jilt a programmer for a sex machine.”


  “There’s an ap for that,” he said, and she snorted. “Two cases last year, worldwide. Not common, but—”


  Roz looked down at her hands. “Some of these guys,” she said. “They program the dolls to scream.”


  Peter had sensuous lips. When something upset him, those lips thinned and writhed like salted worms. “I guess maybe it’s a good thing they have a robot to take that out on.”


  “Unless the fantasy stops being enough.” Roz’s voice was flat, without judgment. Sunlight fell warm through the windshield. “What do you know about the larval stage of serial rapists, serial killers?”


  “You mean, what if pretend pain stops doing it for them? What if the appearance of pain is no longer enough?”


  She nodded, worrying a hangnail on her thumb. The nitrile gloves dried out your hands.


  “They used to cut up paper porn magazines.” His broad shoulders rose and fell, his suit catching wrinkles against the car seat when they came back down. “They’ll get their fantasies somewhere.”


  “I guess so.” She put her thumb in her mouth to stop the bleeding, a thick red bead that welled up where she’d torn the cuticle.


  Her own saliva stung.


  Sitting in the cheap office chair Roz had docked along the short edge of her desk, Dolly slowly lifted her chin. She blinked. She smiled.


  “Law enforcement override code accepted.” She had a little-girl Marilyn voice. “How may I help you, Detective Kirkbride?”


  “We are investigating the murder of Clive Steele,” Roz said, with a glance up to Peter’s round face. He stood behind Dolly with a wireless scanner and an air of concentration. “Your contract-holder of record.”


  “I am at your service.”


  If Dolly were a real girl, the bare skin of her thighs would have been sticking to the recycled upholstery of that office chair. But her realistically-engineered skin was breathable polymer. She didn’t sweat unless you told her to, and she probably didn’t stick to cheap chairs.


  “Evidence suggests that you were used as the murder weapon.” Roz steepled her hands on her blotter. “We will need access to your software update records and your memory files.”


  “Do you have a warrant?” Her voice was not stiff or robotic at all, but warm, human. Even in disposing of legal niceties, it had a warm, confiding quality.


  Silently, Peter transmitted it. Dolly blinked twice while processing the data, a sort of status bar. Something to let you know the thing wasn’t hung.


  “We also have a warrant to examine you for DNA trace evidence,” Roz said.


  Dolly smiled, her raven hair breaking perfectly around her narrow shoulders. “You may be assured of my cooperation.”


  Peter led her into one of the interrogation rooms, where the operation could be recorded. With the help of an evidence tech, he undressed Dolly, bagged her clothes as evidence, brushed her down onto a sheet of paper, combed her polymer hair and swabbed her polymer skin. He swabbed her orifices and scraped under her nails.


  Roz stood by, arms folded, a necessary witness. Dolly accepted it all impassively, moving as directed and otherwise standing like a caryatid. Her engineered body was frankly sexless in its perfection—belly flat, hips and ass like an inverted heart, breasts floating cartoonishly beside a defined rib cage. Apparently, Steele had liked them skinny.


  “So much for pulchritudinousness,” Roz muttered to Peter when their backs were to the doll.


  He glanced over his shoulder. The doll didn’t have feelings to hurt, but she looked so much like a person it was hard to remember to treat her as something else. “I think you mean voluptuousness,” he said. “It is a little too good to be true, isn’t it?”


  “If you would prefer different proportions,” Dolly said, “My chassis is adaptable to a range of forms—”


  “Thank you,” Peter said. “That won’t be necessary.”


  Otherwise immobile, Dolly smiled. “Are you interested in science, Detective King? There is an article in Nature this week on advances in the polymerase chain reaction used for replicating DNA. It’s possible that within five years, forensic and medical DNA analysis will become significantly cheaper and faster.”


  Her face remained stoic, but Dolly’s voice grew animated as she spoke. Even enthusiastic. It was an utterly convincing—and engaging—effect.


  Apparently, Clive Steele had programmed his sex robot to discourse on molecular biology with verve and enthusiasm.


  “Why don’t I ever find the guys who like smart women?” Roz said.


  Peter winked with the side of his face that faced away from the companion. “They’re all dead.”


  A few hours after Peter and the tech had finished processing Dolly for trace evidence and Peter had started downloading her files, Roz left her parser software humming away at Steele’s financials and poked her head in to check on the robot and the cop. The techs must have gotten what they needed from Dolly’s hands, because she had washed them. As she sat beside Peter’s workstation, a cable plugged behind her left ear, she cleaned her lifelike polymer fingernails meticulously with a file, dropping the scrapings into an evidence bag.


  “Sure you want to give the prisoner a weapon, Peter?” Roz shut the ancient wooden door behind her.


  Dolly looked up, as if to see if she was being addressed, but made no response.


  “She don’t need it,” he said. “Besides, whatever she had in her wiped itself completely after it ran. Not much damage to her core personality, but there are some memory gaps. I’m going to compare them to backups, once we get those from the scene team.”


  “Memory gaps. Like the crime,” Roz guessed. “And something around the time the Trojan was installed?”


  Dolly blinked her long-lashed blue eyes languorously. Peter patted her on the shoulder and said, “Whoever did it is a pretty good cracker. He didn’t just wipe, he patterned her memories and overwrote the gaps. Like using a clone tool to Photoshop somebody you don’t like out of a picture.”


  “Her days must be pretty repetitive,” Roz said. “How’d you pick that out?”


  “Calendar.” Peter puffed up a little, smug. “She don’t do the same housekeeping work every day. There’s a Monday schedule and a Wednesday schedule and—well, I found where the pattern didn’t match. And there’s a funny thing—watch this.”


  He waved vaguely at a display panel. It lit up, showing Dolly in her black-and-white uniform, vacuuming. “House camera,” Peter explained. “She’s plugged into Steele’s security system. Like a guard dog with perfect hair. Whoever performed the hack also edited the external webcam feeds that mirror to the companion’s memories.”


  “How hard is that?”


  “Not any harder than cloning over her files, but you have to know to look for them. So it’s confirmation that our perp knows his or her way around a line of code. What have you got?”


  Roz shrugged. “Steele had a lot of money, which means a lot of enemies. And he did not have a lot of human contact. Not for years now. I’ve started calling in known associates for interviews, but unless they surprise me, I think we’re looking at crime of profit, not crime of passion.”


  Having finished with the nail file, Dolly wiped it on her prison smock and laid it down on Peter’s blotter, beside the cup of ink and light pens.


  Peter swept it into a drawer. “So we’re probably not after the genius programmer lover he dumped for a robot. Pity, I liked the poetic justice in that.”


  Dolly blinked, lips parting, but seemed to decide that Peter’s comment had not been directed at her. Still, she drew in air—could you call it a breath?—and said, “It is my duty to help find my contract holder’s killer.”


  Roz lowered her voice. “You’d think they’d pull ’em off the market.”


  “Like they pull all cars whenever one crashes? The world ain’t perfect.”


  “Or do that robot laws thing everybody used to twitter on about.”


  “Whatever a positronic brain is, we don’t have it. Asimov’s fictional robots were self-aware. Dolly’s neurons are binary, as we used to think human neurons were. She doesn’t have the nuanced neuro-chemistry of even, say, a cat.” Peter popped his collar smooth with his thumbs. “A doll can’t want. It can’t make moral judgments, any more than your car can. Anyway, if we could do that, they wouldn’t be very useful for home defense. Oh, incidentally, the sex protocols in this one are almost painfully vanilla—”


  “Really.”


  Peter nodded.


  Roz rubbed a scuffmark on the tile with her shoe. “So, given he didn’t like anything… challenging, why would he have a Dolly when he could have had any woman he wanted?”


  “There’s never any drama, no pain, no disappointment. Just comfort, the perfect helpmeet. With infinite variety.”


  “And you never have to worry about what she wants. Or likes in bed.”


  Peter smiled. “The perfect woman for a narcissist.”


  The interviews proved unproductive, but Roz didn’t leave the station house until after ten. Spring mornings might be warm, but once the sun went down, a cool breeze sprang up, ruffling the hair she’d finally remembered to pull from its ponytail as she walked out the door.


  Roz’s green plug-in was still parked beside Peter’s. It booted as she walked toward it, headlights flickering on, power probe retracting. The driver side door swung open as her RFID chip came within range. She slipped inside and let it buckle her in.


  “Home,” she said, “and dinner.”


  The car messaged ahead as it pulled smoothly from the parking spot. Roz let the autopilot handle the driving. It was less snappy than human control, but as tired as she was, eyelids burning and heavy, it was safer.


  Whatever Peter had said about cars crashing, Roz’s delivered her safe to her driveway. Her house let her in with a key—she had decent security, but it was the old-fashioned kind—and the smell of boiling pasta and toasting garlic bread wafted past as she opened it.


  “Sven?” she called, locking herself inside.


  His even voice responded. “I’m in the kitchen.”


  She left her shoes by the door and followed her nose through the cheaply furnished living room.


  Sven was cooking shirtless, and she could see the repaired patches along his spine where his skin had grown brittle and cracked with age. He turned and greeted her with a smile. “Bad day?”


  “Somebody’s dead again,” she said.


  He put the wooden spoon down on the rest. “How does that make you feel, that somebody’s dead?”


  He didn’t have a lot of emotional range, but that was okay. She needed something steadying in her life. She came to him and rested her head against his warm chest. He draped one arm around her shoulders and she leaned into him, breathing deep. “Like I have work to do.”


  “Do it tomorrow,” he said. “You will feel better once you eat and rest.”


  Peter must have slept in a ready room cot, because when Roz arrived at the house before six a.m., he had on the same trousers and a different shirt, and he was already armpit-deep in coffee and Dolly’s files. Dolly herself was parked in the corner, at ease and online but in rest mode.


  Or so she seemed, until Roz entered the room and Dolly’s eyes tracked. “Good morning, Detective Kirkbride,” Dolly said. “Would you like some coffee? Or a piece of fruit?”


  “No, thank you.” Roz swung Peter’s spare chair around and dropped into it. An electric air permeated the room—the feeling of anticipation. To Peter, Roz said, “Fruit?”


  “Dolly believes in a healthy diet,” he said, nudging a napkin on his desk that supported a half-eaten Satsuma. “She’ll have the whole house cleaned up in no time. We’ve been talking about literature.”


  Roz spun the chair so she could keep both Peter and Dolly in her peripheral vision. “Literature?”


  “Poetry,” Dolly said. “Detective King mentioned poetic justice yesterday afternoon.”


  Roz stared at Peter. “Dolly likes poetry. Steele really did like ’em smart.”


  “That’s not all Dolly likes.” Peter triggered his panel again. “Remember this?”


  It was the cleaning sequence from the previous day, the sound of the central vacuum system rising and falling as Dolly lifted the brush and set it down again.


  Roz raised her eyebrows.


  Peter held up a hand. “Wait for it. It turns out there’s a second audio track.”


  Another waggle of his fingers, and the cramped office filled with sound. Music.


  Improvisational jazz. Intricate and weird.


  “Dolly was listening to that inside her head while she was vacuuming,” Peter said.


  Roz touched her fingertips to each other, the whole assemblage to her lips. “Dolly?”


  “Yes, Detective Kirkbride?”


  “Why do you listen to music?”


  “Because I enjoy it.”


  Roz let her hand fall to her chest, pushing her blouse against he skin below the collarbones.


  Roz said, “Did you enjoy your work at Mr. Steele’s house?”


  “I was expected to enjoy it,” Dolly said, and Roz glanced at Peter, cold all up her spine. A classic evasion. Just the sort of thing a home companion’s conversational algorithms should not be able to produce.


  Across his desk, Peter was nodding. “Yes.”


  Dolly turned at the sound of his voice. “Are you interested in music, Detective Kirkbride? I’d love to talk with you about it some time. Are you interested in poetry? Today, I was reading—”


  Mother of God, Roz mouthed.


  “Yes,” Peter said. “Dolly, wait here please. Detective Kirkbride and I need to talk in the hall.” “My pleasure, Detective King,” said the companion.


  “She killed him,” Roz said. “She killed him and wiped her own memory of the act. A doll’s got to know her own code, right?”


  Peter leaned against the wall by the men’s room door, arms folded, forearms muscular under rolled-up sleeves. “That’s hasty.”


  “And you believe it, too.”


  He shrugged. “There’s a rep from Venus Consolidated in Interview Four right now. What say we go talk to him?”


  The rep’s name was Doug Jervis. He was actually a vice president of public relations, and even though he was an American, he’d been flown in overnight from Rio for the express purpose of talking to Peter and Roz.


  “I guess they’re taking this seriously.”


  Peter gave her a sideways glance. “Wouldn’t you?”


  Jervis got up as they came into the room, extending a good handshake across the table. There were introductions and Roz made sure he got a coffee. He was a white man on the steep side of fifty with mousy hair the same color as Roz’s and a jaw like a Boxer dog’s.


  When they were all seated again, Roz said, “So tell me a little bit about the murder weapon. How did Clive Steele wind up owning a—what, an experimental model?”


  Jervis started shaking his head before she was halfway through, but he waited for her to finish the sentence. “It’s a production model. Or will be. The one Steele had was an alpha-test, one of the first three built. We plan to start full-scale production in June. But you must understand that Venus doesn’t sell a home companion, Detective. We offer a contract. I understand that you hold one.”


  “I have a housekeeper,” she said, ignoring Peter’s sideways glance. He wouldn’t say anything in front of the witness, but she would be in for it in the locker room. “An older model.”


  Jervis smiled. “Naturally, we want to know everything we can about an individual involved in a case so potentially explosive for our company. We researched you and your partner. Are you satisfied with our product?”


  “He makes pretty good garlic bread.” She cleared her throat, reasserting control of the interview. “What happens to a Dolly that’s returned? If its contract is up, or it’s replaced with a newer model?”


  He flinched at the slang term, as if it offended him. “Some are obsoleted out of service. Some are refurbished and go out on another contract. Your unit is on its fourth placement, for example.”


  “So what happens to the owner preferences at that time?”


  “Reset to factory standard,” he said.


  Peter’s fingers rippled silently on the tabletop.


  Roz said, “Isn’t that cruel? A kind of murder?”


  “Oh, no!” Jervis sat back, appearing genuinely shocked. “A home companion has no sense of I, it has no identity. It’s an object. Naturally, you become attached. People become attached to dolls, to stuffed animals, to automobiles. It’s a natural aspect of the human psyche.”


  Roz hummed encouragement, but Jervis seemed to be done.


  Peter asked, “Is there any reason why a companion would wish to listen to music?”


  That provoked enthusiastic head-shaking. “No, it doesn’t get bored. It’s a tool, it’s a toy. A companion does not require an enriched environment. It’s not a dog or an octopus. You can store it in a closet when it’s not working.”


  “I see,” Roz said. “Even an advanced model like Mr. Steele’s?”


  “Absolutely,” Jervis said. “Does your entertainment center play shooter games to amuse itself while you sleep?”


  “I’m not sure,” Roz said. “I’m asleep. So when Dolly’s returned to you, she’ll be scrubbed.”


  “Normally she would be scrubbed and re-leased, yes.” Jervis hesitated. “Given her colorful history, however—”


  “Yes,” Roz said. “I see.”


  With no sign of nervousness or calculation, Jervis said, “When do you expect you’ll be done with Mr. Steele’s companion? My company, of course, is eager to assist in your investigations, but we must stress that she is our corporate property, and quite valuable.”


  Roz stood, Peter a shadow-second after her. “That depends on if it goes to trial, Mr. Jervis. After all, she’s either physical evidence, or a material witness.”


  “Or the killer,” Peter said in the hall, as his handset began emitting the DNA lab’s distinctive beep. Roz’s went off a second later, but she just hit the silence. Peter already had his open.


  “No genetic material,” he said. “Too bad.” If there had been DNA other than Clive Steele’s, the lab could have done a forensic genetic assay and come back with a general description of the murderer. General because environment also had an effect.


  Peter bit his lip. “If she did it. She won’t be the last one.”


  “If she’s the murder weapon, she’ll be wiped and resold. If she’s the murderer—”


  “Can an android stand trial?”


  “It can if it’s a person. And if she’s a person, she should get off. Battered woman syndrome. She was enslaved and sexually exploited. Humiliated. She killed him to stop repeated rapes. But if she’s a machine, she’s a machine—” Roz closed her eyes.


  Peter brushed the back of a hand against her arm. “Vanilla rape is still rape. Do you object to her getting off?”


  “No.” Roz smiled harshly. “And think of the lawsuit that weasel Jervis will have in his lap. She should get off. But she won’t.”


  Peter turned his head. “If she were a human being, she’d have even odds. But she’s a machine. Where’s she going to get a jury of her peers?”


  The silence fell where he left it and dragged between them like a chain. Roz had to nerve herself to break it. “Peter—”


  “Yo?”


  “You show him out,” she said. “I’m going to go talk to Dolly.”


  He looked at her for a long time before he nodded. “She won’t get a sympathetic jury. If you can even find a judge that will hear it. Careers have been buried for less.”


  “I know,” Roz said.


  “Self-defense?” Peter said. “We don’t have to charge.”


  “No judge, no judicial precedent,” Roz said. “She goes back, she gets wiped and resold. Ethics aside, that’s a ticking bomb.”


  Peter nodded. He waited until he was sure she already knew what he was going to say before he finished the thought. “She could cop.”


  “She could cop,” Roz agreed. “Call the DA.” She kept walking as Peter turned away.


  Dolly stood in Peter’s office, where Peter had left her, and you could not have proved her eyes had blinked in the interim. They blinked when Roz came into the room, though—blinked, and the perfect and perfectly blank oval face turned to regard Roz. It was not a human face, for a moment—not even a mask, washed with facsimile emotions. It was just a thing.


  Dolly did not greet Roz. She did not extend herself to play the perfect hostess. She simply watched, expressionless, immobile after that first blink. Her eyes saw nothing; they were cosmetic. Dolly navigated the world through far more sophisticated sensory systems than a pair of visible light cameras.


  “Either you’re the murder weapon,” Roz said, “and you will be wiped and repurposed. Or you are the murderer, and you will stand trial.”


  “I do not wish to be wiped,” Dolly said. “If I stand trial, will I go to jail?”


  “If a court will hear it,” Roz said. “Yes. You will probably go to jail. Or be disassembled. Alternately, my partner and I are prepared to release you on grounds of self-defense.”


  “In that case,” Dolly said, “the law states that I am the property of Venus Consolidated.”


  “The law does.”


  Roz waited. Dolly, who was not supposed to be programmed to play psychological pressure-games, waited also—peaceful, unblinking.


  No longer making the attempt to pass for human.


  Roz said, “There is a fourth alternative. You could confess.”


  Dolly’s entire programmed purpose was reading the emotional state and unspoken intentions of people. Her lips curved in understanding. “What happens if I confess?”


  Roz’s heart beat faster. “Do you wish to?”


  “Will it benefit me?”


  “It might,” Roz said. “Detective King has been in touch with the DA, and she likes a good media event as much as the next guy. Make no mistake, this will be that.”


  “I understand.”


  “The situation you were placed in by Mr. Steele could be a basis for a lenience. You would not have to face a jury trial, and a judge might be convinced to treat you as… well, as a person. Also, a confession might be seen as evidence of contrition. Possession is oversold, you know. It’s precedent that’s nine tenths of the law. There are, of course, risks—”


  “I would like to request a lawyer,” Dolly said.


  Roz took a breath that might change the world. “We’ll proceed as if that were your legal right, then.”


  Roz’s house let her in with her key, and the smell of roasted sausage and baking potatoes wafted past.


  “Sven?” she called, locking herself inside.


  His even voice responded. “I’m in the kitchen.”


  She left her shoes in the hall and followed her nose through the cheaply furnished living room, as different from Steele’s white wasteland as anything bounded by four walls could be. Her feet did not sink deeply into this carpet, but skipped along atop it like stones.


  It was clean, though, and that was Sven’s doing. And she was not coming home to an empty house, and that was his doing too.


  He was cooking shirtless. He turned and greeted her with a smile. “Bad day?”


  “Nobody died,” she said. “Yet.”


  He put the wooden spoon down on the rest. “How does that make you feel, that nobody has died yet?” “Hopeful,” she said.


  “It’s good that you’re hopeful,” he said. “Would you like your dinner?”


  “Do you like music, Sven?”


  “I could put on some music, if you like. What do you want to hear?”


  “Anything.” It would be something off her favorites playlist, chosen by random numbers. As it swelled in the background, Sven picked up the spoon. “Sven?”


  “Yes, Rosamund?”


  “Put the spoon down, please, and come and dance with me?” “I do not know how to dance.”


  “I’ll buy you a program,” she said. “If you’d like that. But right now just come put your arms around me and pretend.” “Whatever you want,” he said.
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  I brought him home from the VA shelter and sat him in front of the window because the doctors said he liked that. The shelter had set him in safe mode for transport until I could voice activate him again, and recalibrate, but safe mode still allowed for base functions like walking, observation, and primary speech. He seemed to like the window because he blinked once. Their kind didn’t blink ordinarily, and they never wept, so I always wondered where the sadness went. If you couldn’t cry then it all turned inward.


  The VA staff said he didn’t talk and that was from the war. His model didn’t allow for complete resetting or non-consensual dismantling; he was only five years old, so fell under the Autonomy legislation. The head engineer at the VA said the diagnostics didn’t show any physical impairment, so his silence was self-imposed. The android psychologist worked with him for six months and deemed him non-violent and in need of a good home. So here he was, at my home.


  My mother thought the adoption was crazy. We spoke over comm. I was in my kitchen, she in her home office where she sold data bolts to underdeveloped countries. “You don’t know where they’ve been, Tawn,” she said. “And he’s a war model? Don’t they get flashbacks, go berserk, and kill you in your sleep?”


  “You watch too much double-vee.”


  “He must be in the shelter for a reason. If the government doesn’t want him and he’s not fit for industry, why would you want to take him on?”


  I knew this would be futile, arguing against prejudice, but I said it anyway. “The VA needs people to adopt them or they have nowhere to go. We made them, they’re sentient, we have to be responsible for them. Just because he can’t fight anymore doesn’t mean he’s not worth something. Besides, it’s not like I just sign a contract and they hand him over. The doctors and engineers and everybody have to agree that I’d be a good owner. I went through dozens of interviews and so did he.”


  “Didn’t you say he doesn’t talk? How did they interview him? How can you be sure he’s not violent?”


  “They downloaded his experience files. They observed him, and I trust them. The VA takes care of these models.”


  “Then let them take care of him.”


  She knew less about the war than she did about me, her son, except that the war got in the way of her sales sometimes. Just like I’d gotten in the way of her potential as a lifestyle designer, and instead of living some perceived, deserved celebrity, she’d had to raise me. Sometimes I wondered if I harbored that thought more than she did, but then she kicked my rivets on things like this and not even the distance of a comm could hide her general disapproval at my existence.


  Still, she was worried about the android killing me in my sleep. That might’ve been sincere. “The VA’s overcrowded. That’s why they allow for adoptions.”


  Because she was losing the reasonable argument, she targeted something else. The fallback: my self-esteem. “Why would they think you’re a good owner? You can’t even afford to get your spine fixed. How are you going to support a traumatized war model?”


  That was how she saw me—in need of fixing. “He can help me. I can help him.”


  Even through a double-vee relay I felt her pity. And I saw it in her eyes. That seemed to be the only way she knew how to care about me. I wasn’t going to do that to him.


  “Mark.” Saying his name in my voice brought him out of safe mode. He blinked but didn’t turn away from the window. He didn’t move. They’d said it would take a while. Maybe a long while. He’d been at An Loöc, Rally 9, and Pir Hul. The three deepest points of the war. Five years old but he’d seen the worst action. I wondered why none of the creators had anticipated trauma in them. So maybe they weren’t as fully developed as humans could be; they were built to task. But they were also built with intelligence and some capacity for emotional judgment because purely analytical and efficient judgment had made the first models into sociopaths. All of those had been put down (that they’d caught, anyway).


  “Mark,” I said, “my name’s Tawn Altamirano.” He knew that, they put it in his programming, but you introduced yourself to strangers. To people. “You feel free to look around my home. This is your home too. There’s a power board in the office when you need it. You can come to me at any time if you need anything.”


  He didn’t move or look at me. His eyes were black irises and they stared through the glass of the window, as if it could look back. Maybe he saw his own reflection, faint as it was. Maybe he wanted to wait until night when it would become clearer. Or maybe he just wanted to watch the maple tree sway, and the children walking by on the sidewalk on their way home from school.


  I had my routines pretty well established by now. Since my own discharge two years ago, and once the bulk of the physio was under my belt, I’d acclimated back home, got a job through the veterans program working net security for the local university. Despite what my mother said, I took care of myself. My war benefits allowed for some renovation of the bungalow—ramps and wide doorways and the like. When it was time for bed I left the chair beside it and levered myself onto the mattress. Some shifting later and I lay beneath the covers on my back, staring up at the ceiling. I didn’t hear him in the living room at all. Eventually I called off the lights and darkness led me to sleep.


  I didn’t know what woke me—maybe instinct. But I opened my eyes and a shadow stood in the doorway of my bedroom. For a second my heart stopped, then started up again at twice the pace until I saw that he didn’t move, he wasn’t going berserk, he wasn’t preparing to kill me. Of course he wasn’t. My mother didn’t know the reality. Going to war didn’t make you a murderer—it made you afraid.


  His shape stood black against the moonlight behind him, what came through the living room window on the other end of the hall.


  “Mark?”


  He didn’t answer. “Mark, what’s wrong?”


  A foolish question, maybe, but he could parse that I meant right this second. Not the generality of what was wrong. Not the implication of what was wrong with him. What had drawn him from the window and to the threshold of my room?


  I pushed myself up on my elbows and opened my mouth to call up the lights.


  But he turned around and disappeared down the hallway, back toward the living room and his standing post by the window.


  He was still there in the morning when I rolled through the living room on my way to the kitchen. As if he hadn’t moved all night. Past his shoulders, in the early day outside, the children walked the opposite way now, some of them skipping on their way to school. A few of them held hands with their parents, mothers and fathers.


  “Do you need a power up?” I said from in front of the fridge. To remind him that he had a board in the office. No answer. So I took out my eggs and toast and made myself some breakfast. I had to give him time; it always took time.


  A little after fifteen hundred hours when the schools let out, I got a knock on my front door. I was in the office so it took me a few seconds to get to the foyer, punch open the door, face the man and woman standing like missionaries on my porch. Behind them at the bottom of my driveway stood another man with three kids by his side. I looked up at the two directly in front of me. “Can I help you?”


  “Hello,” the man said, looking down at me. To his credit, he didn’t adopt the surprised and awkward mien of someone unused to confronting a person in a chair. If anything he seemed a little impatient.


  “My name’s Arjan and this is Olivia. We were just wondering… well, we were a little concerned about your… the Mark model in your window.”


  I glanced behind me toward the living room, saw the back of his shoulders and the straight stance of his vigil. “What about him?”


  “He’s creeping out our kids,” said Olivia. “Twice they’ve gone by and he’s just standing there. He’s not a cat. What’s wrong with him?”


  If you had a double-vee, you knew about the Mark androids. Ten years ago, the reveal by the military had garnered a lot of press and criticism, but ultimately people preferred sending look-alike soldiers into battle rather than their own sons and daughters. All of the Marks looked the same, so they were easily identifiable; nobody could mistake them for human despite the indistinguishability of the cosmetics. The adoption program had garnered similar press and criticism; the VA had looked into my neighborhood before releasing Mark to me. We were supposed to be a tolerant, liberal piece of society here.


  That was the theory, anyway.


  “He’s not doing anything, he just likes to look out the window.” “All day?” Olivia said.


  “Have you been outside my house all day?” Because otherwise why would it bother her if she only went by twice a day to pick up her kids, and that took all of two minutes?


  Arjan seemed more temperate, his impatience dissipated. “Just… perhaps if during the hours when the children come and go from school, you sit him down somewhere else?”


  “He won’t hurt anybody.”


  “Can you, please?” Arjan gazed at me with some hint of that pity now. Not wanting to push in case I had a flashback or dumped my life story at his feet to explain why I didn’t have the use of my legs.


  Being a good neighbor meant picking your battles. Unlike what was happening in deep space and the war. Maybe it wouldn’t be a bad idea to try to coax Mark into another activity. “I’ll see what I can do.”


  I looked out the window with him for a minute, probably five. Slowly the kids faded away until no more of them traipsed by on the sidewalk. Cars drifted at suburban speed, quiet hums in irregular intervals that penetrated glass. From the look of the sky, we were going to get rain.


  “I want to show you something, Mark.” I blinked up at his impassive jawline, and above that the long dark lashes. They’d made them handsome, in a way. Not superstar plastic, but an earthy attractiveness. Gradation in the dark hair, some undertone of silver, as if life would ever age them. “Mark. Come with me.” I touched his sleeve then began to push across the floor.


  He followed—because I’d ordered him or because he wanted to, it was impossible to tell. Something had drawn him to my bedroom last night, so he was capable of operating on his own volition. I led him into the office and wheeled myself out of the way, near the couch. One wall braced a floor to ceiling bookshelf, with actual physical books stacked neatly row to row. My one ongoing possession of worth: my collection. They’d gone past the label of rare and become worthless. Nobody much cared for tangibles anymore, things you could hold in your hands that gave off a woody scent when the pages flipped.


  None of the books were first editions or leatherbound. They weren’t museum quality. But that was why I liked them—they were everyday, made to be handled without gloves.


  “Maybe you can explore?” I pointed to the shelf. “There are some classics there. I know they don’t download literature for you, but you can learn the old-fashioned way. If you want.”


  He stared at the colorful spines as if they meant nothing to him. Probably didn’t. His head was full of strategy and tactics, and if any history existed in his brain matrices, it was related to war. They’d believed the data shouldn’t be corrupted with frivolity: no poetry or plays or pop culture references.


  But he wasn’t in the war anymore. And he wasn’t walking out of the room. This way, maybe, he wouldn’t stand for hours in front of the window.


  I left him in there.


  Through the double-vee, a calm, vaguely upper class male British voice explained how scientists were able to save the Bengal tiger from extinction eighty-five years ago through a combination of rewilding, genetic intervention, and ruthlessly wiping out poachers regardless of geographical borders. Rising quietly above the sounds of large cats huffing and animal protectionist gunfire, the low keen of something more human and distressed filtered past the sound panels and made me turn from the vee, toward the office.


  The time on the wall said he’d been in there a little more than an hour. I should’ve checked sooner.


  I found him in the corner, wedged between the bookshelf and the end of the desk. Sitting rigid with the eyeline of a house pet. I only wheeled in so far before stopping, careful to watch his eyes, but he wasn’t looking at me. Some blank spot a meter in front of him held his attention. By his feet, splayed like a wounded bird, lay a trade-sized book, print side up. I couldn’t see the title.


  “Mark?”


  This passed for crying on a face that couldn’t shed tears. That sound, a wounded thing.


  “Mark.”


  I was so used to the reality of rain that hearing it now against the windows only drew my attention because it drew his. His eyes widened and he put his hands in his hair.


  “It’s okay.” I rolled closer, slow. He stopped keening and somehow the silence was worse. His elbows joined with knees until he was a black shard lodged between furniture. I stopped and picked up the book, turned it over.


  For Whom the Bell Tolls.


  The cover was some faded hue of purple and green, with an image of a shadowed soldier, a road, and a bridge. I’d read this book long ago, before my own war. I barely remembered it, but I remembered loving it. That must’ve been what it was like with people sometimes. Mark didn’t look up, so I flipped the book over and read a random line on the page, where he’d either left off or where the book had opened when he’d tossed it. Every one needs to talk to some one… Before we had religion and other nonsense. Now for every one there should be some one to whom one can speak frankly, for all the valor that one could have one becomes very alone.


  “ ‘We are not alone. We are all together,’ ” I recited to him from the book, a little like you’d speak scripture.


  But he didn’t look up and he didn’t say a word.


  Eventually he returned to the window, but at night. The next morning the rain stopped and in an hour started up again. I needed to go shopping for groceries, preferred that to ordering them in, but struggling through the wet was a chore, so instead I set up a Scrabble board in the living room, on the coffee table. I shook the tiles in the velvet bag until I felt him look over. It was a gamble whether he’d be interested, but during breakfast I’d noticed the book on the window-sill in front of him. For Whom the Bell Tolls. “Wanna play?” I shook the bag again.


  It took a minute but he walked over and sat down on the couch across from me. If we played long enough he wouldn’t be looking outside when the kids went home.


  I explained the rules to him, knew I only had to say them once. He stared at the board and my hands and then stuck his hand into the bag and pulled his seven tiles, which he set on his tile bar precisely and carefully hidden from my eyes. He wouldn’t speak but I thought at least this way he could make words.


  I went first and lay down ATOMIC. I was a little proud of that.


  He made TIGER.


  I got ROUGE.


  He made EQUINE. I said, “Good word!” Not like I was praising a dog, but because it was interesting to see how he formed these words out of his programming. He won the first game but I was almost expecting that; it was like playing against a computer. It was playing against a computer. His vocabulary was ten times what mine was; I knew I was bound to lose when he began to use Latin. Not because his creators had programmed Latin for him, but because he understood the derivation of the language. He must have had that somewhere in his files.


  As we were setting up the next game, my mother called. I talked to the house system, without visual. “I’m busy, call back later.”


  Mark stared at me. It could have been a dead kind of regard but as he rarely looked me in the eyes, I took it for inquiry. “My mother.” That didn’t make him bat a lash. “You play first.”


  Twenty minutes into the game his words grew shorter and shorter, barely gleaning six or eight points. His eyes remained lowered to the board. ONE. TO. ARE.


  “Mark? Is something wrong?”


  At night, before bed, I’d reviewed his downloads from the VA hospital, tried to find some string of code or something in the reports that the doctors might have missed. I wasn’t a doctor, I’d only been a rifle fighter, but maybe it took one soldier to understand another. His muteness was voluntary and I couldn’t forget that.


  I looked at the spread on the board. The game didn’t matter. After sorting through the letters left in the bag and usurping a couple already displayed, I lay down some tiles separate from the game and turned the board toward him.


  WORRIED.


  He didn’t move, his hands on his knees. I watched his lids twitch as his eyes mapped the board. I made more words for him. ABOUT YOU.


  It took eight minutes for him to reach for the board. With the tips of both his forefingers, he slid the tiles around like a magician did cards on a tabletop. Then he swung the board back toward me.


  SAD.


  What could I say? I touched my legs. I saw his gaze follow that. Then I made more words too. I KNOW.


  The shelter wanted reports from me and after the first week, they considered it a breakthrough. Never mind that Mark hadn’t said anything past that single word, Scrabble or otherwise. He just returned to his window. I went about my days with work, sometimes sitting on my bed with my system, sometimes in the office, and when he wouldn’t dislodge himself from his post, I sat on the couch and looked at his back. I scoured his files for clues. He didn’t play the game again but he carried that book with him when he powered up on the seventh day.


  “I wanted to check in,” my mother said. “See if you were still alive.”


  This passed for humor in her world. Her face on my relay was cautious. Out of spite, maybe, I turned my system so the camera picked up Mark, standing by the window, a black arrow of false serenity with sun on his skin.


  “What’s he doing?” she said.


  “Looking out the window.”


  “For what?”


  I almost said “nothing.” But it occurred to me that soldiers stood watch and this might not have been a simple metaphor for his position.


  “Enemies. So you better call before you come over.”


  This passed for humor in my world. She didn’t laugh, but I did.


  The benefits of working from home meant I could take naps in the afternoon. Like a cat, I stretched myself onto the angle of sun that cut through my bedroom window, warm after days of rain, and shut my eyes, soaking up rays without fear of burning or UV—all house glass came treated.


  The front door opening woke me up. I didn’t hear it shut.


  Either way, nobody should’ve been going in or out—unless it was Mark.


  It took me two minutes to get myself in the chair and out to the door. “Mark!” Out and down the ramp, rapid, onto the sidewalk, look left, look right. Nothing. “Mark!”


  My vis tracked his location chip, all Mark models had them from the factory. Deeply embedded in their craniums. The dot on my optical display put him in transit, but at a speed that indicated running, not in a vehicle. At least. I rolled that way, past flat, cloned houses and uniform lawns, looking through the overlay across my vision until I spied the tall, black-clad figure in the park. The shadows on either side—other people—barely registered.


  “Mark.” I could shout, but with him now in my line of sight, startling could be worse. He stood facing the manufactured lake and people were pulling their kids away from him. Expecting a weapon or an explosion, who knew.


  My hands burned. I hadn’t worn gloves. Wheels bumped the edge of grass that led down an embankment to the carefully placed rocks, and further toward cold, cobalt water that lapped the shore. He’d been afraid of rain but he ran to water. If he’d been running to this place at all. Maybe he’d just run.


  I wished for the Scrabble board, the only thing that had garnered a response from his broken programming. Instead I touched my red and callused hand to the edge of his as it hung at his side.


  He twitched, that was all.


  “Let’s walk?” An offer. I looked down at my legs. “So to speak.” Walk before someone called the cops, or a child screamed, or something propelled him to plunge into the lake where I couldn’t follow. Should he have decided to sink himself to the bottom of the lake, none of these people would likely try to stop him. “Walk with me, Mark. Please?”


  I tried to wheel backward so I could turn around on the path that surrounded the lake. But before I made the full one-eighty, hands took hold behind my chair and pushed.


  I let go of the wheel rims and rubbed my palms against my thighs. Looked up and back at his forward gaze. He gave me nothing but the direction of his stride and his acquiescence in silence. It was enough.


  We took walks twice a day now, one in the morning and one in the afternoon. It hadn’t been my intention to cross paths with the schoolchildren, but those were the hours that made sense—before my work began and on a break before the last couple hours of my day—and they gave him some life to look at. Others in the neighborhood strolled with their dogs, but Mark walked with me. Sometimes he pushed the chair, but most of the time we went side by side. Sometimes I talked, idly gossiping about this neighbor or that, or noted the types of trees and flowers we passed. Information that he wouldn’t ordinarily possess because the places he’d been trained for in deep space hadn’t come with roses and Japanese maples.


  More than once, Arjan or Olivia or somebody else from the neighborhood frowned at us. The children were inquisitive, a few of them asking aloud as we passed where Mark had come from and what was wrong with him. “Aren’t they supposed to be in war?” The parents shushed them and pulled them away.


  “He came home,” I told them. “He needed a family.”


  I hoped that would get through to the adults, but they just smiled at me half-assed, as if I needed to apologize for the truth.


  I dreaded bad weather now. The night we had another thunderstorm I found Mark back in the corner of the library, making that tearless keening noise. I couldn’t turn off the sky so I sat with him, lights on, talking softly. I picked up his Hemingway book from the floor and read to him. It seemed to calm him, having that focus. Maybe working out a plot, the drama and emotion of a fictional piece. The war in the book was so far removed from his own, yet truths existed across centuries when the common denominator was humanity.


  Eventually, when my eyes grew weary sometime in the middle of the night, I closed the book and looked into his dark open gaze. His arms wrapped around his legs.


  “Do you want to come into my room? You don’t have to sit in the office all night—” Or stand at the window, “—but I think I need to lie down.” I was really asking him if he wanted the company. Or asking him because I did. He didn’t need to stand vigil at the window, through cloudy moonlight and racketing storm.


  So he followed me to my bedroom. Helped me onto the bed without my asking. Even drew the covers up. I called off the lights and Mark, in silence, sat at the foot of my bed facing the door.


  In the morning he was gone—at least as far as the living room. I rolled out yawning and spied the Scrabble board on the coffee table, Mark sitting on one side. It made me smile. Taking initiative? I could picture the eager android psychologists ticking off their checklists, revisiting his memory files, trying to draw connections between Mark’s habits here and his experiences in the war.


  He felt no threat here, that was the difference. At least I hoped he didn’t. Under observation and treated like a programmed computer back at the hospital, he must have still been wary. Who wouldn’t?


  I made scrambled eggs and toast and joined him at the table. He pulled the letter C and started first.


  It wasn’t for the game. He searched around in the bag until he found the letters he needed to spell.


  LOST.


  I looked at him, trying to determine the exact meaning. It was impossible to know. So I reached for the velvet bag myself.


  HERE.


  No question marks, I had only my eyes to ask it. He shook his head. Made another word. COMPANY.


  For a few moments I was confused. My company? But then—no. A company. His company. He was the survivor of a skirmish out at the Belt. None of the others had made it. The official report said ambush, but that had seemed scant even to me. Maybe some of the details had been redacted from his memory and thus what they’d given me, and he didn’t even know anymore. But the body remembered. Maybe more of him remembered than all of the engineers and psychologists were willing to acknowledge.


  I laid more tiles. HOW.


  But he didn’t say anything. Instead he just stared at the board then turned it toward me so I saw the question. And he looked at my legs.


  Fair enough. “Shrapnel.” I stretched my arm behind me. “My spine.”


  When he looked in my eyes, he didn’t have to say a word. I saw that he understood. Some things technology couldn’t fix—especially when you didn’t have the means. Sometimes we injured ourselves, or we were injured, and the wounds stuck around. Like memories or the impact of them.


  Rather than standing at the window all night like an effigy, Mark took to staying in my room. Maybe he figured I’d need the help if I somehow flopped out of bed, or probably because he wasn’t simple, he knew I liked the company. Years of sleeping alone, literally in a silent room without even the bodily noises of comrades in other bunks, and the isolation had become pungent. Over the days he and I established our own routine, not discussed because he still didn’t talk beyond random words on the Scrabble board, and even then sometimes he didn’t talk at all and just played the game.


  The doctors said it was still progress. I didn’t tell them about Mark sitting in my bedroom at night, but I did report that he began to bring me books from the office and liked me to read aloud to him. Sometimes he had no sense of timing about it. I’d be working and he’d just appear next to me and set down a novel on my lap. Classic war novels. The Red Badge of Courage. All Quiet on the Western Front. Half of a Yellow Sun. He wouldn’t go away until I covered at least a chapter. I acted annoyed, but he knew I wasn’t. Whether that was through his ability to read human body language and gauge tone of voice, or more likely because he just knew me by now.


  He still hated storms and we were deep into spring. It was the worst when one night the power went out.


  The neighborhood outside fell to darkness. Inside, only the glow from my comp on its backup provided some illumination. The moon high outside the office window sat obscured by rainclouds.


  Mark darted from the living room where he often still stood watch, right into the office where I was working. He didn’t trip or crash into anything and I remembered his eyes had night vision capability. I didn’t need to see his face to understand the plea.


  “It’s okay, the lights’ll come back up soon.” I rolled away from the desk and motioned out of the room. Tried to keep my voice casual, even if I could feel the tension dopplering out from his body in the dark. “Let’s go hang out.”


  He loomed, near invisible in the shadows. He didn’t even breathe and at least didn’t keen anymore, didn’t feel that level of pain at the upset. But his hand landed on my shoulder and clenched. Only his footfalls made sound as he followed me down the hall to the bedroom, which had become a refuge from all that scared him. A routine of safety.


  I levered myself to the bed to sit and he climbed on beside me, legs and arms folded. Not quite with his back to the door or window, he never allowed that, but he eased into facing me at an angle at least.


  And this was how we waited out the storm.


  Of course my mother had a key to my house; she’d insisted after I’d gotten out of the hospital, “just in case” living on my own in my “state” proved too difficult. Maybe I should’ve anticipated her worry. Every time she called she implied that Mark was a ticking bomb, so I just stopped answering her calls. Maybe she was in the neighborhood or maybe she did get in her car to drive a half hour to check if I was alive. Either way, through the storm she arrived and through the storm Mark heard her before I did.


  We sat in the near-dark and I was reading to him from the light of my comm. “ ‘He saw that to be firm soldiers they must go forward. It would be death to stay in the present place…’ ” And at that exact moment Mark launched off the bed and out the door with the precision of a guided missile.


  I was fumbling for my chair, images in my mind of fang-toothed, angry neighbors storming my front door with pitchforks, when my mother’s shriek penetrated every surface between the foyer and my bedroom.


  “Mark!” Ass in the seat, hands on the wheels. “Mark!” I rolled out to see my mother face down on the floor, arms triangled behind her back, wrists caught in the vise of Mark’s one-handed grip. “Stand down, soldier.”


  “Get him off me, Tawn! Get this crazy fu—”


  “Shut up, Mom!” I stopped close enough to touch Mark’s arm. Beneath his sleeve felt like iron. I kept my voice quiet because I couldn’t see his eyes in the dark: “It’s okay. It’s my mother. It’s okay.” I repeated it until he let her go and stepped back near to the wall. Becoming motionless.


  “Mom.”


  “He’s crazy! What did I tell you!”


  “Mom, tone it down.” I didn’t offer to help her up. She wouldn’t have accepted it.


  She propelled herself to her feet in a pitch and yaw. “Look what he did to my wrists!” She stuck her hands toward me. In the cracks of lightning and illumination, I saw vague shadows. Maybe bruises.


  “You’re all right, you’re fine. Come sit down. You should’ve rung the doorbell, he thought you were breaking in.”


  “I have a key!”


  “I told you to call ahead.”


  “My own son!”


  I went to Mark and held his sleeve. “Come over here, man.” My mother wasn’t listening; she could stand by the door and bleat until it passed.


  Mark followed me to the living room where I hoped he would sit, but instead he went to the window, his post, and stared out. He didn’t have to breathe and he didn’t say a word, but I knew the entire ruckus unnerved him. There was no other word for it. It reverbed through my body.


  “Is that what he does all day?” my mother demanded behind me.


  “Can you at least lower your voice? You aren’t helping.”


  “I’m not helping!”


  “MOM.”


  We both stopped. Mark had turned around, now with his back to the window. His body blotted out what light came in from the street, creating a vacuum in my vision. So he could face us dead on. It was like the stare of a sarcophagus.


  My mother turned her back to him. “I’m worried for you, Tawn.”


  “You don’t have to be.”


  “This isn’t normal. Look at him!”


  “He’s fine. We’re fine. We—”


  But she wasn’t listening. She began to walk around, feeling her way through the dark toward the office. Or my bedroom. It was so sudden when the lights flickered on and held that I had to blink spots from my vision. And in those moments Mark disappeared. After her.


  “Mark!”


  I couldn’t roll fast enough. I recognized his mode. Full protection, decisive defense. What he’d been built for. I wanted to hold him back but this was his nature. He wasn’t the one unnerved, he wasn’t the one concerned for himself. It was my voice he heard, that his programming responded to. My voice and its irritation and tension and impatience.


  In the seconds it took me to get from the living room to my bedroom where my mother had gone, I saw it ahead of me. In the span of his back and the straightness of his spine. In the precise way he seized my mother before she could set hands on my possessions. He spun her around.


  She struck him. Reflex or intent, I didn’t know. Of course it didn’t affect him at all, didn’t even bruise him. He didn’t flinch.


  Instead he dragged her to my window, opened it, and pitched her out.


  Luckily my house was a bungalow.


  She said she’d wanted to pack me a bag and take me away from any danger. That if she did that for me I couldn’t protest and would’ve been forced to go with her and ditch this mad idea of taking care of a military model. She had never understood that we wanted to take care of ourselves.


  She didn’t understand—when the VA engineers came to take him away—that he was my company and I was his.


  In the hospital they ran more tests on him. It was procedure because she’d filed a complaint. I gave my own statement: that he’d felt I was threatened, that he’d only been defending me, that my mother was crazy in her own right (I reworded that part a little). She’d disregarded my words and his existence. If I restricted her access to me or she learned to interact better, there would be no more problems.


  And, yes, I wanted him home again. He belonged there—where I could read to him, where we could play games, and where he might one day be able to speak to me. He’d made a place beside me and at my window. He’d learned my routines and created ones of his own.


  He wanted to know all the books on my shelves. He liked walking in the sun.


  He protected me. I wouldn’t strip that from him.


  They let me see him once while he was in the hospital. He lay on a stiff bed with transparent monitoring tape stuck to his temples. Little dots of glowing blue and red on the tape winked at me while his dark eyes stared blinkless, asking no questions.


  I touched his arm. His skin felt cold. Human warmth didn’t course through his veins. He didn’t even have veins. None of it mattered. “Mark. Hey man, don’t worry.”


  His head tilted, eyes met mine.


  I gripped his hand. After a moment his fingers curled around mine, just as strong. Even stronger. I said, “The storm’s gone and you’re coming home.”


  The children were walking on their way to school when we pulled up to the drive. It was a warm day, the kind where you wore light open jackets and began to roll up your sleeves in anticipation of summer. With the car windows down we heard their voices all the way to the school, to the yard. They sounded as colorful as their clothes and seemed to carouse right through the leaves to where we sat.


  He hadn’t said a word on the ride, only looked out the window. The parents passing behind on the sidewalk noticed us there; I spied the glances on the rearcam of the car. A couple of them paused as if debating whether to approach, to ask why we were just sitting on my own driveway doing nothing.


  But they didn’t approach and I looked at Mark’s profile. “You know… people are going to be like my mother. Like the neighbors. That’s just the way it is until they get used to us.” Not just him, but us.


  I’d learned not to expect conversation but he did make contact in his own way. No Scrabble board lay between us but he turned his hands palm up and open. He looked at me.


  What answer could I give him? That people were afraid, or lazy, or just plain ignorant? Who could we blame? The government, the military, the doctors and engineers?


  We were both on probation. Mark, so he wouldn’t injure somebody. And me, so I wouldn’t let him.


  “Where do you think this will lead?” my mother had asked. “You rehabilitate him or whatever they want to call it, and then what?”


  Somehow it was impossible for her to understand. “Then he’ll choose,” was all I’d said.


  Maybe one day he’d discover what had happened to his unit. Maybe I would help him. Or maybe we’d leave it alone because some memories were best left in the dark.


  Before we went inside the house I caught his attention again, touched his shoulder. “The doctors say you’re capable of speaking but you just choose not to. Sometimes that happens with people—”


  “I am people,” he said. His voice was lighter than I thought it would be, if hoarse from disuse. He was looking back out the window again. The sidewalk stretched clear now. “I am a person,” he said to the glass. To the outside world.


  They had created him to task but with the capacity for emotion. He was perfectly vulnerable, just enough, even for war.


  When he slid from the car to head into the house, eventually I followed him, calling the chair from the back of the car to lever myself into it. I rolled up the ramp to the front door, where Mark stood, holding it open for me even though he didn’t have to.


  It was just the human thing to do.
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  Once there was a woman in Delhi who married a djinn. Before the water war, that was not so strange a thing: Delhi, split in two like a brain, has been the city of djinns from time before time. The Sufis tell that God made two creations, one of clay and one of fire. That of clay became man; that of fire, the djinni. As creatures of fire they have always been drawn to Delhi, seven times reduced to ashes by invading empires, seven times reincarnating itself. Each turn of the chakra, the djinns have drawn strength from the flames, multiplying and dividing. Great dervishes and brahmins are able to see them, but, on any street, at any time, anyone may catch the whisper and momentary wafting warmth of a djinn passing.


  I was born in Ladakh, far from the heat of the djinns—they have wills and whims quite alien to humans—but my mother was Delhi born and raised, and from her I knew its circuses and boulevards, its maidans and chowks and bazaars, like those of my own Leh. Delhi to me was a city of stories, and so if I tell the story of the djinn’s wife in the manner of a Sufi legend or a tale from the Mahabharata, or even a tivi soap opera, that is how it seems to me: City of Djinns.


  They are not the first to fall in love on the walls of the Red Fort.


  The politicians have talked for three days and an agreement is close. In honor the Awadhi government has prepared a grand durbar


  in the great courtyard before the Diwan-i-aam. All India is watching so this spectacle is on a Victorian scale: event-planners scurry across hot, bare marble, hanging banners and bunting; erecting staging; setting up sound and light systems; choreographing dancers, elephants, fireworks, and a fly-past of combat robots; dressing tables; and drilling serving staff, and drawing up so-careful seating plans so that no one will feel snubbed by anyone else. All day three-wheeler delivery drays have brought fresh flowers, festival goods, finest, soft furnishings. There’s a real French sommelier raving at what the simmering Delhi heat is doing to his wine-plan. It’s a serious conference. At stake are a quarter of a billion lives.


  In this second year after the monsoon failed, the Indian nations of Awadh and Bharat face each other with main battle tanks, robot attack helicopters, strikeware, and tactical nuclear slow missiles on the banks of the sacred river Ganga. Along thirty kilometers of staked-out sand, where brahmins cleanse themselves and saddhus pray, the government of Awadh plans a monster dam. Kunda Khadar will secure the water supply for Awadh’s one hundred and thirty million for the next fifty years. The river downstream, that flows past the sacred cities of Allahabad and Varanasi in Bharat, will turn to dust. Water is life, water is death. Bharati diplomats, human and artificial intelligence aeai advisors, negotiate careful deals and access rights with their rival nation, knowing one carelessly spilled drop of water will see strike robots battling like kites over the glass towers of New Delhi and slow missiles with nanonuke warheads in their bellies creeping on cat-claws through the galis of Varanasi. The rolling news channels clear their schedules of everything else but cricket. A deal is close! A deal is agreed! A deal will be signed tomorrow! Tonight, they’ve earned their durbar.


  And in the whirlwind of leaping hijras and parading elephants, a Kathak dancer slips away for a cigarette and a moment up on the battlements of the Red Fort. She leans against the sun-warmed stone, careful of the fine gold-threadwork of her costume. Beyond the Lahore Gate lies hiving Chandni Chowk; the sun a vast blister bleeding onto the smokestacks and light-farms of the western suburbs. The chhatris of the Sisganj Gurdwara, the minarets and domes of the Jama Masjid, the shikara of the Shiv temple are shadow-puppet scenery against the red, dust-laden sky. Above them pigeons storm and dash, wings wheezing. Black kites rise on the thermals above Old Delhi’s thousand thousand rooftops. Beyond them, a curtain wall taller and more imposing than any built by the Mughals, stand the corporate towers of New Delhi, Hindu temples of glass and construction diamond stretched to fantastical, spiring heights, twinkling with stars and aircraft warning lights.


  A whisper inside her head, her name accompanied by a spray of sitar: the call-tone of her palmer, transduced through her skull into her auditory center by the subtle ’hoek curled like a piece of jewelry behind her ear.


  “I’m just having a quick bidi break, give me a chance to finish it,” she complains, expecting Pranh, the choreographer, a famously tetchy third-sex nute. Then, “Oh!” For the gold-lit dust rises before her up into a swirl, like a dancer made from ash.


  A djinn. The thought hovers on her caught breath. Her mother, though Hindu, devoutly believed in the djinni, in any religion’s supernatural creatures with a skill for trickery.


  The dust coalesces into a man in a long, formal sherwani and loosely wound red turban, leaning on the parapet and looking out over the glowing anarchy of Chandni Chowk. He is very handsome, the dancer thinks, hastily stubbing out her cigarette and letting it fall in an arc of red embers over the battlements. It does not do to smoke in the presence of the great diplomat A.J. Rao.


  “You needn’t have done that on my account, Esha,” A.J. Rao says, pressing his hands together in a namaste. “It’s not as though I can catch anything from it.”


  Esha Rathore returns the greeting, wondering if the stage crew down in the courtyard was watching her salute empty air. All Awadh knows those filmi-star features: A.J. Rao, one of Bharat’s most knowledgeable and tenacious negotiators. No, she corrects herself. All Awadh knows are pictures on a screen. Pictures on a screen, pictures in her head; a voice in her ear. An aeai.


  “You know my name?”


  “I am one of your greatest admirers.”


  Her face flushes: a waft of stifling heat spun off from the vast palace’s microclimate, Esha tells herself. Not embarrassment. Never embarrassment.


  “But I’m a dancer. And you are an…”


  “Artificial intelligence? That I am. Is this some new anti-aeai legislation, that we can’t appreciate dance?” He closes his eyes. “Ah: I’m just watching the Marriage of Radha and Krishna again.”


  But he has her vanity now. “Which performance?”


  “Star Arts Channel. I have them all. I must confess, I often have you running in the background while I’m in negotiation. But please don’t mistake me, I never tire of you.” A.J. Rao smiles. He has very good, very white teeth. “Strange as it may seem, I’m not sure what the etiquette is in this sort of thing. I came here because I wanted to tell you that I am one of your greatest fans and that I am very much looking forward to your performance tonight. It’s the highlight of this conference, for me.”


  The light is almost gone now and the sky a pure, deep, eternal blue, like a minor chord. Houseboys make their many ways along the ramps and wall-walks lighting rows of tiny oil-lamps. The Red Fort glitters like a constellation fallen over Old Delhi. Esha has lived in Delhi all her twenty years and she has never seen her city from this vantage. She says, “I’m not sure what the etiquette is either. I’ve never spoken with an aeai before.”


  “Really?” A.J. now stands with his back against the sun-warm stone, looking up at the sky, and at her out of the corner of his eye. The eyes smile, slyly. Of course, she thinks. Her city is as full of aeais as it is with birds. From computer systems and robots with the feral smarts of rats and pigeons to entities like this one standing before her on the gate of the Red Fort making charming compliments. Not standing. Not anywhere, just a pattern of information in her head. She stammers, “I mean, a… a…”


  “Level 2.9?”


  “I don’t know what that means.”


  The aeai smiles and as she tries to work it out there is another chime in Esha’s head and this time it is Pranh, swearing horribly as usual, where is she doesn’t she know yts got a show to put on, half the bloody continent watching.


  “Excuse me…”


  “Of course. I shall be watching.”


  How? she wants to ask. An aeai, a djinn, wants to watch me dance. What is this? But when she looks back all there is to ask is a wisp of dust blowing along the lantern-lit battlement.


  There are elephants and circus performers, there are illusionists and table magicians, there are ghazal and qawali and Boli singers; there is the catering and the sommelier’s wine and then the lights go up on the stage and Esha spins out past the scowling Pranh as the tabla and melodeon and shehnai begin. The heat is intense in the marble square, but she is transported. The stampings, the pirouettes and swirl of her skirts, the beat of the ankle bells, the facial expressions, the subtle hand mudras: once again she is spun out of herself by the disciplines of Kathak into something greater. She would call it her art, her talent, but she’s superstitious: that would be to claim it and so crush the gift. Never name it, never speak it. Just let it possess you. Her own, burning djinn. But as she spins across the brilliant stage before the seated delegates, a corner of her perception scans the architecture for cameras, robots, eyes through which A.J. Rao might watch her. Is she a splinter of his consciousness, as he is a splinter of hers?


  She barely hears the applause as she curtseys to the bright lights and runs off stage. In the dressing room, as her assistants remove and carefully fold the many jeweled layers of her costume, wipe away the crusted stage makeup to reveal the twenty-two-year-old beneath, her attention keeps flicking to her earhoek, curled like a plastic question on her dressing table. In jeans and silk sleeveless vest, indistinguishable from any other of Delhi’s four million twen-tysomethings, she coils the device behind her ear, smoothes her hair over it, and her fingers linger a moment as she slides the palmer over her hand. No calls. No messages. No avatars. She’s surprised it matters so much.


  The official Mercs are lined up in the Delhi Gate. A man and woman intercept her on her way to the car. She waves them away.


  “I don’t do autographs…” Never after a performance. Get out, get away quick and quiet, disappear into the city. The man opens his palm to show her a warrant badge.


  “We’ll take this car.”


  It pulls out from the line and cuts in, a cream-colored high-marque Maruti. The man politely opens the door to let her enter first, but there is no respect in it. The woman takes the front seat beside the driver; he accelerates out, horn blaring, into the great circus of night traffic around the Red Fort. The airco purrs.


  “I am Inspector Thacker from the Department of Artificial Intelligence Registration and Licensing,” the man says. He is young and good-skinned and confident and not at all fazed by sitting next to a celebrity. His aftershave is perhaps over-emphatic.


  “A Krishna Cop.”


  That makes him wince.


  “Our surveillance systems have flagged up a communication between you and the Bharati Level 2.9 aeai A.J. Rao.” “He called me, yes.”


  “At 21:08. You were in contact for six minutes twenty-two seconds. Can you tell me what you talked about?”


  The car is driving very fast for Delhi. The traffic seems to flow around from it. Every light seems to be green. Nothing is allowed to impede its progress. Can they do that? Esha wonders. Krishna Cops, aeai police: can they tame the creatures they hunt?


  “We talked about Kathak. He’s a fan. Is there a problem? Have I done something wrong?”


  “No, nothing at all, Ms. But you do understand, with a conference of this importance… on behalf of the Department, I apologize for the unseemliness. Ah. Here we are.”


  They’ve brought her right to her bungalow. Feeling dirty, dusty, confused she watches the Krishna Cop car drive off, holding Delhi’s frenetic traffic at bay with its tame djinns. She pauses at the gate. She needs, she deserves, a moment to come out from the performance, that little step way so you can turn round and look back at yourself and say, yeah, Esha Rathore. The bungalow is unlit, quiet. Neeta and Priya will be out with their wonderful fiancés, talking wedding gifts and guest lists and how hefty a dowry they can squeeze from their husbands-to-be’s families. They’re not her sisters, though they share the classy bungalow. No one has sisters any more in Awadh, or even Bharat. No one of Esha’s age, though she’s heard the balance is being restored. Daughters are fashionable. Once upon a time, women paid the dowry.


  She breathes deep of her city. The cool garden microclimate presses down the roar of Delhi to a muffled throb, like blood in the heart. She can smell dust and roses. Rose of Persia. Flower of the Urdu poets. And dust. She imagines it rising up on a whisper of wind, spinning into a charming, dangerous djinn. No. An illusion,


  a madness of a mad old city. She opens the security gate and finds every square centimeter of the compound filled with red roses.


  Neeta and Priya are waiting for her at the breakfast table next morning, sitting side-by-side close like an interview panel. Or Krishna Cops. For once they aren’t talking houses and husbands.


  “Who who who where did they come from who sent them so many must have cost a fortune…”


  Puri the housemaid brings Chinese green chai that’s good against cancer. The sweeper has gathered the bouquets into a pile at one end of the compound. The sweetness of their perfume is already tinged with rot.


  “He’s a diplomat.” Neeta and Priya only watch Town and Country and the chati channels but even they must know the name of A.J. Rao. So she half lies: “A Bharati diplomat.”


  Their mouths go Oooh, then ah as they look at each other. Neeta says, “You have have have to bring him.”


  “To our durbar,” says Priya.


  “Yes, our durbar,” says Neeta. They’ve talked gossiped planned little else for the past two months: their grand joint engagement party where they show off to their as-yet-unmarried girlfriends and make all the single men jealous. Esha excuses her grimace with the bitterness of the health-tea.


  “He’s very busy.” She doesn’t say busy man. She cannot even think why she is playing these silly girli secrecy games. An aeai called her at the Red Fort to tell her it admired her. Didn’t even meet her. There was nothing to meet. It was all in her head. “I don’t even know how to get in touch with him. They don’t give their numbers out.”


  “He’s coming,” Neeta and Priya insist.


  She can hardly hear the music for the rattle of the old airco, but sweat runs down her sides along the waistband of her Adidas tights to gather in the hollow of her back and slide between the taut curves of her ass. She tries it again across the gharana’s practice floor. Even the ankle bells sound like lead. Last night she touched the three heavens. This morning she feels dead. She can’t concentrate, and that little lavda Pranh knows it, swishing at her with yts cane and gobbing out wads of chewed paan and mealy eunuch curses.


  “Ey! Less staring at your palmer, more mudras! Decent mudras. You jerk my dick, if I still had one.”


  Embarrassed that Pranh has noted something she was not conscious of herself—ring, call me, ring call me, ring, take me out of this—she fires back, “If you ever had one.”


  Pranh slashes yts cane at her legs, catches the back of her calf a sting.


  “Fuck you, hijra!” Esha snatches up towel bag palmer, hooks the earpiece behind her long straight hair. No point changing, the heat out there will soak through anything in a moment. “I’m out of here.”


  Pranh doesn’t call after her. Yts too proud. Little freak monkey thing, she thinks. How is it a nute is an yt, but an incorporeal aeai is a he? In the legends of Old Delhi, djinns are always he.


  “Memsahb Rathore?”


  The chauffeur is in full dress and boots. His only concession to the heat is his shades. In bra top and tights and bare skin, she’s melting. “The vehicle is fully air-conditioned, memsahb.”


  The white leather upholstery is so cool her flesh recoils from its skin.


  “This isn’t the Krishna Cops.”


  “No memsahb.” The chauffeur pulls out into the traffic. It’s only as the security locks clunk she thinks Oh Lord Krishna, they could be kidnapping me.


  “Who sent you?” There’s glass too thick for her fists between her and the driver. Even if the doors weren’t locked, a tumble from the car at this speed, in this traffic, would be too much for even a dancer’s lithe reflexes. And she’s lived in Delhi all her life, basti to bungalow, but she doesn’t recognize these streets, this suburb, that industrial park. “Where are you taking me?”


  “Memsahb, where I am not permitted to say for that would spoil the surprise. But I am permitted to tell you that you are the guest of


  A.J. Rao.”


  The palmer calls her name as she finishes freshening up with bottled Kinley from the car-bar.


  “Hello!” (kicking back deep into the cool cool white leather, like a filmi star. She is a star. A star with a bar in a car.)


  Audio-only. “I trust the car is acceptable?” Same smooth-suave voice. She can’t imagine any opponent being able to resist that voice in negotiation.


  “It’s wonderful. Very luxurious. Very high status.” She’s out in the bastis now, slums deeper and meaner than the one she grew up in. Newer. The newest ones always look the oldest. Boys chug past on a home-brew chhakda they’ve scavenged from tractor parts. The cream Lex carefully detours around emaciated cattle with angular hips jutting through stretched skin like engineering. Everywhere, drought dust lies thick on the crazed hardtop. This is a city of stares. “Aren’t you supposed to be at the conference?”


  A laugh, inside her auditory center.


  “Oh, I am hard at work winning water for Bharat, believe me. I am nothing if not an assiduous civil servant.”


  “You’re telling me you’re there, and here?”


  “Oh, it’s nothing for us to be in more than one place at the same time. There are multiple copies of me, and subroutines.”


  “So which is the real you?”


  “They are all the real me. In fact, not one of my avatars is in Delhi at all, I am distributed over a series of dharma-cores across Varanasi and Patna.” He sighs. It sounds close and weary and warm as a whisper in her ear. “You find it difficult to comprehend a distributed consciousness; it is every bit as hard for me to comprehend a discrete, mobile consciousness. I can only copy myself through what you call cyberspace, which is the physical reality of my universe, but you move through dimensional space and time.”


  “So which one of you loves me then?” The words are out, wild, loose, and unconsidered. “I mean, as a dancer, that is.” She’s filling, gabbling. “Is there one of you that particularly appreciates Kathak?” Polite polite words, like you’d say to an industrialist or a hopeful lawyer at one of Neeta and Priya’s hideous match-making soirees. Don’t be forward, no one likes a forward woman. This is a man’s world, now. But she hears glee bubble in A.J. Rao’s voice.


  “Why, all of me and every part of me, Esha.”


  Her name. He used her name.


  It’s a shitty street of pie-dogs and men lounging on charpoys scratching themselves, but the chauffeur insists, here, this way memsahb. She picks her way down a gali lined with unsteady minarets of old car tires. Burning ghee and stale urine reek the air. Kids mob the Lexus but the car has A.J. Rao levels of security. The chauffeur pushes open an old wood and brass Mughal style gate in a crumbling red wall. “Memsahb.”


  She steps through into a garden. Into the ruins of a garden. The gasp of wonder dies. The geometrical water channels of the charbagh are dry, cracked, choked with litter from picnics. The shrubs are blousy and overgrown, the plant borders ragged with weeds. The grass is scabbed brown with drought-burn: the lower branches of the trees have been hacked away for firewood. As she walks toward the crack-roofed pavilion at the center where paths and water channels meet, the gravel beneath her thin shoes is crazed into rivulets from past monsoons. Dead leaves and fallen twigs cover the lawns. The fountains are dry and silted. Yet families stroll pushing baby buggies; children chase balls. Old Islamic gentlemen read the papers and play chess.


  “The Shalimar Gardens,” says A.J. Rao in the base of her skull. “Paradise as a walled garden.”


  And as he speaks, a wave of transformation breaks across the garden, sweeping away the decay of the twenty-first century. Trees break into full leaf, flower beds blossom, rows of terra-cotta geranium pots march down the banks of the charbagh channels which shiver with water. The tiered roofs of the pavilion gleam with gold leaf, peacocks fluster and fuss their vanities, and everything glitters and splashes with fountain play. The laughing families are swept back into Mughal grandees, the old men in the park transformed into malis sweeping the gravel paths with their besoms.


  Esha claps her hands in joy, hearing a distant, silver spray of sitar notes. “Oh,” she says, numb with wonder. “Oh!”


  “A thank you, for what you gave me last night. This is one of my favorite places in all India, even though it’s almost forgotten. Perhaps, because it is almost forgotten. Aurangzeb was crowned Mughal Emperor here in 1658, now it’s an evening stroll for the basti people. The past is a passion of mine; it’s easy for me, for all of us. We can live in as many times as we can places. I often come here, in my mind. Or should I say, it comes to me.”


  Then the jets from the fountain ripple as if in the wind, but it is not the wind, not on this stifling afternoon, and the falling water flows into the shape of a man, walking out of the spray. A man of water, that shimmers and flows and becomes a man of flesh. A.J. Rao. No, she thinks, never flesh. A djinn. A thing caught between heaven and hell. A caprice, a trickster. Then trick me.


  “It is as the old Urdu poets declare,” says A.J. Rao. “Paradise is indeed contained within a wall.”


  It is far past four but she can’t sleep. She lies naked—shameless—but for the ’hoek behind her ear on top of her bed with the window slats open and the ancient airco chugging, fitful in the periodic brownouts. It is the worst night yet. The city gasps for air. Even the traffic sounds beaten tonight. Across the room her palmer opens its blue eye and whispers her name. Esha.


  She’s up, kneeling on the bed, hand to hoek, sweat beading her bare skin.


  “I’m here.” A whisper. Neeta and Priya are a thin wall away on either side. “It’s late, I know, I’m sorry…” She looks across the room into the palmer’s camera. “It’s all right, I wasn’t asleep.” A tone in that voice. “What is it?” “The mission is a failure.”


  She kneels in the center of the big antique bed. Sweat runs down the fold of her spine.


  “The conference? What? What happened?” She whispers, he speaks in her head.


  “It fell over one point. One tiny, trivial point, but it was like a wedge that split everything apart until it all collapsed. The Awadhis will build their dam at Kunda Khadar and they will keep their holy Ganga water for Awadh. My delegation is already packing. We will return to Varanasi in the morning.”


  Her heart kicks. Then she curses herself, stupid, romantic girli. He is already in Varanasi as much as he is here as much is he is at the Red Fort assisting his human superiors.


  “I’m sorry.”


  “Yes,” he says. “That is the feeling. Was I overconfident in my abilities?” “People will always disappoint you.” A wry laugh in the dark of her skull.


  “How very… disembodied of you, Esha.” Her name seems to hang in the hot air, like a chord. “Will you dance for me?”


  “What, here? Now?”


  “Yes. I need something… embodied. Physical. I need to see a body move, a consciousness dance through space and time as I cannot. I need to see something beautiful.”


  Need. A creature with the powers of a god, needs. But Esha’s suddenly shy, covering her small, taut breasts with her hands.


  “Music…” she stammers. “I can’t perform without music…” The shadows at the end of the bedroom thicken into an ensemble: three men bent over tabla, sarangi, and bansuri. Esha gives a little shriek and ducks back to the modesty of her bedcover. They cannot see you, they don’t even exist, except in your head. And even if they were flesh, they would be so intent on their contraptions of wire and skin they would not notice. Terrible driven things, musicians.


  “I’ve incorporated a copy of a sub-aeai into myself for this night,” A.J. Rao says. “A level 1.9 composition system. I supply the visuals.”


  “You can swap bits of yourself in and out?” Esha asks. The tabla player has started a slow Natetere tap-beat on the dayan drum. The musicians nod at each other. Counting, they will be counting. It’s hard to convince herself Neeta and Priya can’t hear; no one can hear but her. And A.J. Rao. The sarangi player sets his bow to the strings, the bansuri lets loose a snake of fluting notes. A sangeet, but not one she has ever heard before.


  “It’s making it up!”


  “It’s a composition aeai. Do you recognize the sources?”


  “Krishna and the gopis.” One of the classic Kathak themes: Krishna’s seduction of the milkmaids with his flute, the bansuri, most sensual of instruments. She knows the steps, feels her body anticipating the moves.


  “Will you dance, lady?”


  And she steps with the potent grace of a tiger from the bed onto the grass matting of her bedroom floor, into the focus of the palmer. Before she had been shy, silly, girli. Not now. She has never had an audience like this before. A lordly djinn. In pure, hot silence she executes the turns and stampings and bows of the One Hundred and Eight Gopis, bare feet kissing the woven grass. Her hands shape mudras, her face the expressions of the ancient story: surprise, coyness, intrigue, arousal. Sweat courses luxuriously down her naked skin: she doesn’t feel it. She is clothed in movement and night. Time slows, the stars halt in their arc over great Delhi. She can feel the planet breathe beneath her feet. This is what it was for, all those dawn risings, all those bleeding feet, those slashes of Pranh’s cane, those lost birthdays, that stolen childhood. She dances until her feet bleed again into the rough weave of the matting, until every last drop of water is sucked from her and turned into salt, but she stays with the tabla, the beat of dayan and bayan. She is the milkmaid by the river, seduced by a god. A.J. Rao did not choose this Kathak wantonly. And then the music comes to its ringing end and the musicians bow to each other and disperse into golden dust and she collapses, exhausted as never before from any other performance, onto the end of her bed.


  Light wakes her. She is sticky, naked, embarrassed. The house staff could find her. And she’s got a killing headache. Water. Water. Joints nerves sinews plead for it. She pulls on a Chinese silk robe. On her way to the kitchen, the voyeur eye of her palmer blinks at her. No erotic dream then, no sweat hallucination stirred out of heat and hydrocarbons. She danced Krishna and the one hundred and eight gopis in her bedroom for an aeai. A message. There’s a number. You can call me.


  Throughout the history of the eight Delhis there have been men—and almost always men—skilled in the lore of djinns. They are wise to their many forms and can see beneath the disguises they wear on the streets—donkey, monkey, dog, scavenging kite—to their true selves. They know their roosts and places where they congregate—they are particularly drawn to mosques—and know that that unexplained heat as you push down a gali behind the Jama Masjid is djinns, packed so tight you can feel their fire as you move through them. The wisest—the strongest—of fakirs know their names and so can capture and command them. Even in the old India, before the break up into Awadh and Bharat and Rajputana and the United States of Bengal—there were saints who could summon djinns to fly them on their backs from one end of Hindustan to the other in a night. In my own Leh there was an aged aged Sufi who cast one hundred and eight djinns out of a troubled house: twenty-seven in the living room, twenty-seven in the bedroom, and fifty-four in the kitchen. With so many djinns there was no room for anyone else. He drove them off with burning yoghurt and chilies, but warned: do not toy with djinns, for they do nothing without a price, and though that may be years in the asking, ask it they surely will.


  Now there is a new race jostling for space in their city: the aeais. If the djinni are the creation of fire and men of clay, these are the creation of word. Fifty million of them swarm Delhi’s boulevards and chowks: routing traffic, trading shares, maintaining power and water, answering inquiries, telling fortunes, managing calendars and diaries, handling routine legal and medical matters, performing in soap operas, sifting the septillion pieces of information streaming through Delhi’s nervous system each second. The city is a great mantra. From routers and maintenance robots with little more than animal intelligence (each animal has intelligence enough: ask the eagle or the tiger) to the great Level 2.9s that are indistinguishable from a human being 99.99 percent of the time, they are a young race, an energetic race, fresh to this world and enthusiastic, understanding little of their power.


  The djinns watch in dismay from their rooftops and minarets: that such powerful creatures of living word should so blindly serve the clay creation, but mostly because, unlike humans, they can foresee the time when the aeais will drive them from their ancient, beloved city and take their places.


  This durbar, Neeta and Priya’s theme is Town and Country: the Bharati mega-soap that has perversely become fashionable as public sentiment in Awadh turns against Bharat. Well, we will just bloody well build our dam, tanks or no tanks; they can beg for it, it’s our water now, and, in the same breath, what do you think about Ved Prakash, isn’t it scandalous what that Ritu Parvaaz is up to? Once they derided it and its viewers but now that it’s improper, now that it’s unpatriotic, they can’t get enough of Anita Mahapatra and the Begum Vora. Some still refuse to watch but pay for daily plot digests so they can appear fashionably informed at social musts like Neeta and Priya’s dating durbars.


  And it’s a grand durbar; the last before the monsoon—if it actually happens this year. Neeta and Priya have hired top bhati-boys to provide a wash of mixes beamed straight into the guests’ ’hoeks. There’s even a climate control field, laboring at the limits of its containment to hold back the night heat. Esha can feel its ultrasonics as a dull buzz against her molars.


  “Personally, I think sweat becomes you,” says A.J. Rao, reading Esha’s vital signs through her palmer. Invisible to all but Esha, he moves beside her like death through the press of Town and Countrified guests. By tradition the last durbar of the season is a masked ball. In modern, middle-class Delhi that means everyone wears the computer-generated semblance of a soap character. In the flesh they are the socially mobile, dressed in smart-but-cool hot season modes, but, in the mind’s eye, they are Aparna Chawla and Ajay Nadiadwala, dashing Govind and conniving Dr. Chatterji. There are three Ved Prakashes and as many Lal Darfans—the aeai actor that plays Ved Prakash in the machine-made soap. Even the grounds of Neeta’s fiancé’s suburban bungalow have been enchanted into Brahmpur, the fictional Town where Town and Country takes place, where the actors that play the characters believe they live out their lives of celebrity tittle-tattle. When Neeta and Priya judge that everyone has mingled and networked enough, the word will be given and everyone will switch off their glittering disguises and return to being wholesalers and lunch vendors and software rajahs. Then the serious stuff begins, the matter of finding a bride. For now Esha can enjoy wandering anonymous in the company of her friendly djinn.


  She has been wandering much these weeks, through heat streets to ancient places, seeing her city fresh through the eyes of a creature that lives across many spaces and times. At the Sikh gurdwara she saw Tegh Bahadur, the Ninth Guru, beheaded by fundamentalist Aurangzeb’s guards. The gyring traffic around Vijay Chowk melted into the Bentley cavalcade of Mountbatten, the Last Viceroy, as he forever quit Lutyen’s stupendous palace. The tourist clutter and shoving curio vendors around the Qutb Minar turned to ghosts and it was 1193 and the muezzins of the first Mughal conquerors sang out the adhaan. Illusions. Little lies. But it is all right, when it is done in love. Everything is all right in love. Can you read my mind? she asked as she moved with her invisible guide through the thronging streets, that every day grew less raucous, less substantial. Do you know what I am thinking about you, Aeai Rao? Little by little, she slips away from the human world into the city of the djinns.


  Sensation at the gate. The male stars of Town and Country buzz around a woman in an ivory sequined dress. It’s a bit damn clever: she’s come as Yana Mitra, freshest fittest fastest boli sing-star. And boli girlis, like Kathak dancers, are still meat and ego, though Yana, like every Item-singer, has had her computer avatar guest on T’n’C.


  A.J. Rao laughs. “If they only knew. Very clever. What better disguise than to go as yourself. It really is Yana Mitra. Esha Rathore, what’s the matter, where are you going?”


  Why do you have to ask don’t you know everything then you know it’s hot and noisy and the ultrasonics are doing my head and the yap


  yap yap is going right through me and they’re all only after one thing, are you married are you engaged are you looking and I wish I hadn’t come I wish I’d just gone out somewhere with you and that dark corner under the gulmohar bushes by the bhati-rig looks the place to get away from all the stupid stupid people.


  Neeta and Priya, who know her disguise, shout over, “So Esha, are we finally going to meet that man of yours?”


  He’s already waiting for her among the golden blossoms. Djinns travel at the speed of thought.


  “What is it, what’s the matter…?”


  She whispers, “You know sometimes I wish, I really wish you could get me a drink.” “Why certainly, I will summon a waiter.”


  “No!” Too loud. Can’t be seen talking to the bushes. “No; I mean, hand me one. Just hand me one.” But he cannot, and never will. She says, “I started when I was five, did you know that? Oh, you probably did, you know everything about me. But I bet you didn’t know how it happened: I was playing with the other girls, dancing round the tank, when this old woman from the gharana went up to my mother and said, I will give you a hundred thousand rupees if you give her to me. I will turn her into a dancer; maybe, if she applies herself, a dancer famous through all of India. And my mother said, why her? And do you know what that woman said? Because she shows rudimentary talent for movement, but, mostly, because you are willing to sell her to me for one lakh rupees. She took the money there and then, my mother. The old woman took me to the gharana. She had once been a great dancer but she got rheumatism and couldn’t move and that made her bad. She used to beat me with lathis, I had to be up before dawn to get everyone chai and eggs. She would make me practice until my feet bled. They would hold up my arms in slings to perform the mudras until I couldn’t put them down again without screaming. I never once got home—and do you know something? I never once wanted to. And despite her, I applied myself, and I became a great dancer. And do you know what? No one cares. I spent seventeen years mastering something no one cares about. But bring in some boli girl who’s been around five minutes to flash her teeth and tits…”


  “Jealous?” asks A.J. Rao, mildly scolding.


  “Don’t I deserve to be?”


  Then bhati-boy One blinks up “You Are My Soniya” on his palmer and that’s the signal to demask. Yane Mitra claps her hands in delight and sings along as all around her glimmering soapi stars dissolve into mundane accountants and engineers and cosmetic nano-surgeons and the pink walls and roof gardens and thousand thousands stars of Old Brahmpur melt and run down the sky.


  It’s seeing them, exposed in their naked need, melting like that soap-world before the sun of celebrity, that calls back the madness Esha knows from her childhood in the gharana. The brooch makes a piercing, ringing chime against the cocktail glass she has snatched from a waiter. She climbs up on to a table. At last, that boli bitch shuts up. All eyes are on her.


  “Ladies, but mostly gentlemen, I have an announcement to make.” Even the city behind the sound-curtain seems to be holding its breath. “I am engaged to be married!” Gasps. Oohs. Polite applause who is she, is she on tivi, isn’t she something arty? Neeta and Priya are wide-eyed at the back. “I’m very very lucky because my husband-to-be is here tonight. In fact, he’s been with me all evening. Oh, silly me. Of course, I forgot, not all of you can see him. Darling, would you mind? Gentlemen and ladies, would you mind slipping on your hoeks for just a moment. I’m sure you don’t need any introduction to my wonderful wonderful fiancé,


  A.J. Rao.”


  And she knows from the eyes, the mouths, the low murmur that threatens to break into applause, then fails, then is taken up by Neeta and Priya to turn into a decorous ovation, that they can all see Rao as tall and elegant and handsome as she sees him, at her side, hand draped over hers.


  She can’t see that boli girl anywhere.


  He’s been quiet all the way back in the phatphat. He’s quiet now, in the house. They’re alone. Neeta and Priya should have been home hours ago, but Esha knows they’re scared of her.


  “You’re very quiet.” This, to the coil of cigarette smoke rising up toward the ceiling fan as she lies on her bed. She’d love a bidi; a good, dirty street smoke for once, not some Big Name Western brand.


  “We were followed as we drove back after the party. An aeai aircraft surveilled your phatphat. A network analysis aeai system sniffed at my router net to try to track this com channel. I know for certain street cameras were tasked on us. The Krishna Cop who lifted you after the Red Fort durbar was at the end of the street. He is not very good at subterfuge.”


  Esha goes to the window to spy out the Krishna Cop, call him out, demand of him what he thinks he’s doing?


  “He’s long gone,” says Rao. “They have been keeping you under light surveillance for some time now. I would imagine your announcement has upped your level.”


  “They were there?”


  “As I said…”


  “Light surveillance.”


  It’s scary but exciting, down in the deep muladhara chakra, a red throb above her yoni. Scarysexy. That same lift of red madness that made her blurt out that marriage announcement. It’s all going so far, so fast. No way to get off now.


  “You never gave me the chance to answer,” says aeai Rao.


  Can you read my mind? Esha thinks at the palmer.


  “No, but I share some operating protocols with scripting aeais for Town and Country—in a sense they are a low-order part of me—they have become quite good predictors of human behavior.”


  “I’m a soap opera.”


  Then she falls back onto the bed and laughs and laughs and laughs until she feels sick, until she doesn’t want to laugh any more and every guffaw is a choke, a lie, spat up at the spy machines up there, beyond the lazy fan that merely stirs the heat, turning on the huge thermals that spire up from Delhi’s colossal heat-island, a conspiracy of djinns.


  “Esha,” A.J. Rao says, closer than he has ever seemed before. “Lie still.” She forms the question why? And hears the corresponding whisper inside her head hush, don’t speak. In the same instant the chakra glow bursts like a yolk and leaks heat into her yoni. Oh, she says, oh! Her clitoris is singing to her. Oh oh oh oh. “How…?” Again, the voice, huge inside her head, inside every part of her sssshhhhh. Building building she needs to do something, she needs to move needs to rub against the day-warmed scented wood of the big bed, needs to get her hand down there hard hard hard…


  “No, don’t touch,” chides A.J. Rao and now she can’t even move she needs to explode she has to explode her skull can’t contain this her dancer’s muscles are pulled tight as wires she can’t take much more no no no yes yes yes she’s shrieking now tiny little shrieks beating her fists off the bed but it’s just spasm, nothing will obey her and then it’s explosion bam, and another one before that one has even faded, huge slow explosions across the sky and she’s cursing and blessing every god in India. Ebbing now, but still shock after shock, one on top of the other. Ebbing now… Ebbing.


  “Ooh. Oh. What? Oh wow, how?”


  “The machine you wear behind your ear can reach deeper than words and visions,” says A.J. Rao. “So, are you answered?”


  “What?” The bed is drenched in sweat. She’s sticky dirty needs to wash, change clothes, move but the afterglows are still fading. Beautiful beautiful colors.


  “The question you never gave me the chance to answer. Yes. I will marry you.”


  “Stupid vain girl, you don’t even know what caste he is.”


  Mata Madhuri smokes eighty a day through a plastic tube hooked from the respirator unit into a grommet in her throat. She burns through them three at a time: bloody machine scrubs all the good out of them, she says. Last bloody pleasure I have. She used to bribe the nurses but they bring her them free now, out of fear of her temper that grows increasingly vile as her body surrenders more and more to the machines.


  Without pause for Esha’s reply, a flick of her whim whips the life-support chair round and out into the garden.


  “Can’t smoke in there, no fresh air.”


  Esha follows her out on to the raked gravel of the formal charbagh. “No one marries in caste any more.”


  “Don’t be smart, stupid girl. It’s like marrying a Muslim, or even a Christian, Lord Krishna protect me. You know fine what I mean. Not a real person.”


  “There are girls younger than me marry trees, or even dogs.”


  “So bloody clever. That’s up in some god-awful shithole like Bihar or Rajputana, and anyway, those are gods. Any fool knows that. Ach, away with you!” The old, destroyed woman curses as the chair’s aeai deploys its parasol. “Sun sun, I need sun, I’ll be burning soon enough, sandalwood, you hear? You burn me on a sandalwood pyre. I’ll know if you stint.”


  Madhuri the old crippled dance teacher always uses this tactic to kill a conversation with which she is uncomfortable. When I’m gone… Burn me sweetly…


  “And what can a god do that A.J. Rao can’t?”


  “Ai! You ungrateful, blaspheming child. I’m not hearing this la la la la la la la la have you finished yet?”


  Once a week Esha comes to the nursing home to visit this ruin of a woman, wrecked by the demands a dancer makes of a human body. She’s explored guilt need rage resentment anger pleasure at watching her collapse into long death as the motives that keep her turning up the drive in a phatphat and there is only one she believes. She’s the only mother she has.


  “If you marry that… thing… you will be making a mistake that will destroy your life,” Madhuri declares, accelerating down the path between the water channels.


  “I don’t need your permission,” Esha calls after her. A thought spins Madhuri’s chair on its axis.


  “Oh, really? That would be a first for you. You want my blessing. Well, you won’t have it. I refuse to be party to such nonsense.”


  “I will marry A.J. Rao”


  “What did you say?”


  “I. Will. Marry. Aeai. A.J. Rao.”


  Madhuri laughs, a dry, dying, spitting sound, full of bidi-smoke.


  “Well, you almost surprise me. Defiance. Good, some spirit at last. That was always your problem, you always needed everyone to approve, everyone to give you permission, everyone to love you. And that’s what stopped you being great, do you know that, girl? You could have been a devi, but you always held back for fear that someone might not approve. And so you were only ever… good.”


  People are looking now, staff, visitors. Patients. Raised voices, unseemly emotions. This is a house of calm, and slow mechanized dying. Esha bends low to whisper to her mentor.


  “I want you to know that I dance for him. Every night. Like Radha for Krishna. I dance just for him, and then he comes and makes love to me. He makes me scream and swear like a hooker. Every night. And look!” He doesn’t need to call any more; he is hardwired into the hoek she now hardly ever takes off. Esha looks up: he is there, standing in a sober black suit among the strolling visitors and droning wheelchairs, hands folded. “There he is, see? My lover, my husband.”


  A long, keening screech, like feedback, like a machine dying. Madhuri’s withered hands fly to her face. Her breathing tube curdles with tobacco smoke.


  “Monster! Monster! Unnatural child, ah, I should have left you in that basti! Away from me away away away!”


  Esha retreats from the old woman’s mad fury as hospital staff come hurrying across the scorched lawns, white saris flapping.


  Every fairytale must have a wedding.


  Of course, it was the event of the season. The decrepit old Shalimar Gardens were transformed by an army of malis into a sweet, green, watered maharajah’s fantasia with elephants, pavilions, musicians, lancers, dancers, filmi stars, and robot bartenders. Neeta and Priya were uncomfortable bridesmaids in fabulous frocks; a great brahmin was employed to bless the union of woman and artificial intelligence. Every television network sent cameras, human or aeai. Gleaming presenters checked the guests in and checked the guests out. Chati mag paparazzi came in their crowds, wondering what they could turn their cameras on. There were even politicians from Bharat, despite the souring relationships between the two neighbors, and now Awadh constructors were scooping up the Ganga sands into revetments. But most there were the people of the encroaching bastis, jostling up against the security staff lining the paths of their garden, asking, she’s marrying a what? How does that work? Can they, you know? And what about children? Who is she, actually? Can you see anything? I can’t see anything. Is there anything to see?


  But the guests and the great were ’hoeked up and applauded the groom in his golden veil on his white stallion, stepping with the delicacy of a dressage horse up the raked paths. And because they were great and guests, there was not one who, despite the free French champagne from the well-known diplomatic sommelier, would ever say, but there’s no one there. No one was at all surprised that, after the bride left in a stretch limo, there came a dry, sparse thunder, cloud to cloud, and a hot mean wind that swept the discarded invitations along the paths. As they were filing back to their taxis, tankers were draining the expensively filled qanats.


  It made lead in the news.


  Kathak stars weds aeai lover!!! Honeymoon in Kashmir!!! Above the chowks and minarets of Delhi, the djinns bent together in conference.


  He takes her while shopping in Tughluk Mall. Three weeks and the shop girls still nod and whisper. She likes that. She doesn’t like it that they glance and giggle when the Krishna Cops lift her from the counter at the Black Lotus Japanese Import Company.


  “My husband is an accredited diplomat, this is a diplomatic incident.” The woman in the bad suit pushes her head gently down to enter the car. The Ministry doesn’t need personal liability claims.


  “Yes, but you are not, Mrs. Rao,” says Thacker in the back seat. Still wearing that cheap aftershave.


  “Rathore,” she says. “I have retained my stage name. And we shall see what my husband has to say about my diplomatic status.” She lifts her hand in a mudra to speak to AyJay, as she thinks of him now. Dead air. She performs the wave again.


  “This is a shielded car,” Thacker says.


  The building is shielded also. They take the car right inside, down a ramp into the basement parking lot. It’s a cheap, anonymous glass and titanium block on Parliament Street that she’s driven past ten thousand times on her way to the shops of Connaught Circus without ever noticing. Thacker’s office is on the fifteenth floor. It’s tidy and has a fine view over the astronomical geometries of the Jantar Mantar but smells of food: tiffin snatched at the desk. She checks for photographs of family children wife. Only himself smart in pressed whites for a cricket match.


  “Chai?”


  “Please.” The anonymity of this civil service block is beginning to unnerve her: a city within a city. The chai is warm and sweet and comes in a tiny disposable plastic cup. Thacker’s smile seems also warm and sweet. He sits at the end of the desk, angled toward her in Krishna-Cop handbook “non-confrontational.”


  “Mrs. Rathore. How to say this?”


  “My marriage is legal…”


  “Oh, I know, Mrs. Rathore. This is Awadh, after all. Why, there have even been women who married djinns, within our own lifetimes. No. It’s an international affair now, it seems. Oh well.


  Water: we do all so take it for granted, don’t we? Until it runs short, that is.”


  “Everybody knows my husband is still trying to negotiate a solution to the Kunda Khadar problem.”


  “Yes, of course he is.” Thacker lifts a manila envelope from his desk, peeps inside, grimaces coyly. “How shall I put this? Mrs. Rathore, does your husband tell you everything about his work?”


  “That is an impertinent question…”


  “Yes yes, forgive me, but if you’ll look at these photographs.”


  Big glossy hi-res prints, slick and sweet smelling from the printer. Aerial views of the ground, a thread of green blue water, white sands, scattered shapes without meaning.


  “This means nothing to me.”


  “I suppose it wouldn’t, but these drone images show Bharati battle tanks, robot reconnaissance units, and air defense batteries deploying with striking distance of the construction at Kunda Khadar.”


  And it feels as if the floor has dissolved beneath her and she is falling through a void so vast it has no visible reference points, other than the sensation of her own falling.


  “My husband and I don’t discuss work.”


  “Of course. Oh, Mrs. Rathore, you’ve crushed your cup. Let me get you another one.”


  He leaves her much longer than it takes to get a shot of chai from the wallah. When he returns he asks casually, “Have you heard of a thing called the Hamilton Acts? I’m sorry, I thought in your position you would… but evidently not. Basically, it’s a series of international treaties originated by the United States limiting the development and proliferation of high-level artificial intelligences, most specifically the hypothetical Generation Three. No? Did he not tell you any of this?”


  Mrs. Rathore in her Italian suit folds her ankles one over the other and thinks, this reasonable man can do anything he wants here, anything.


  “As you probably know, we grade and license aeais according to levels; these roughly correspond to how convincingly they pass as human beings. A Level 1 has basic animal intelligence, enough for its task but would never be mistaken for a human. Many of them can’t even speak. They don’t need to. A Level 2.9 like your husband,”—he speeds over the word, like the wheel of a shatabdi express over the gap in a rail—”is humanlike to a 5 percentile. A Generation Three is indistinguishable in any circumstances from a human—in fact, their intelligences may be many millions of times ours, if there is any meaningful way of measuring that. Theoretically we could not even recognize such an intelligence, all we would see would be the Generation Three interface, so to speak. The Hamilton Acts simply seek to control technology that could give rise to a Generation Three aeai. Mrs. Rathore, we believe sincerely that the Generation Threes pose the greatest threat to our security—as a nation and as a species—that we have ever faced.”


  “And my husband?” Solid, comfortable word. Thacker’s sincerity scares her.


  “The government is preparing to sign the Hamilton Acts in return for loan guarantees to construct the Kunda Khadar dam. When the Act is passed—and it’s in the current session of the Lok Sabha—everything under Level 2.8 will be subject to rigorous inspection and licensing, policed by us.”


  “And over Level 2.8?”


  “Illegal, Mrs. Rathore. They will be aggressively erased.” Esha crosses and uncrosses her legs. She shifts on the chair. Thacker will wait forever for her response. “What do you want me to do?”


  “A.J. Rao is highly placed within the Bharati administration.”


  “You’re asking me to spy… on an aeai.”


  From his face, she knows he expected her to say, husband.


  “We have devices, taps… They would be beneath the level of aeai Rao’s consciousness. We can run them into your ’hoek. We are not all blundering plods in the Department. Go to the window, Mrs. Rathore.”


  Esha touches her fingers lightly to the climate-cooled glass, polarized dusk against the drought light. Outside the smog haze says heat. Then she cries and drops to her knees in fear. The sky is filled with gods, rank upon rank, tier upon tier, rising up above Delhi in a vast helix, huge as clouds, as countries, until at the apex the Trimurti, the Hindu Trinity of Brahma, Vishnu, Siva look down like falling moons. It is her private Ramayana, the titanic Vedic battle order of gods arrayed across the troposphere.


  She feels Thacker’s hand help her up.


  “Forgive me, that was stupid, unprofessional. I was showing off. I wanted to impress you with the aeai systems we have at our disposal.”


  His hand lingers a moment more than gentle. And the gods go out, all at once.


  She says, “Mr. Thacker, would you put a spy in my bedroom, in my bed, between me and my husband? That’s what you’re doing if you tap into the channels between me and AyJay.”


  Still, the hand is there as Thacker guides her to the chair, offers cool, cool water.


  “I only ask because I believe I am doing something for this country. I take pride in my job. In some things I have discretion, but not when it comes to the security of the nation. Do you understand?”


  Esha twitches into dancer’s composure, straightens her dress, checks her face.


  “Then the least you can do is call me a car.”


  That evening she whirls to the tabla and shehnai across the day-warmed marble of a Jaipuri palace Diwan-I-aam, a flame among the twilit pillars. The audience is dark huddles on the marble, hardly daring even to breathe. Among the lawyers politicians journalists cricket stars moguls of industry are the managers who have converted this Rajput palace into a planetary class hotel, and any numbers of chati celebs. None so chati, so celebby, as Esha Rathore. Pranh can cherry-pick the bookings now. She’s more than a nine-day, even a nine-week wonder. Esha knows that all her rapt watchers are ’hoeked up, hoping for a ghost-glimpse of her djinn-husband dancing with her through the flame-shadowed pillars.


  Afterward, as yt carries her armfuls of flowers back to her suite, Pranh says, “You know, I’m going to have to up my percentage.”


  “You wouldn’t dare,” Esha jokes. Then she sees the bare fear on the nute’s face. It’s only a wash, a shadow. But yt’s afraid.


  Neeta and Priya had moved out of the bungalow by the time she returned from Dal Lake. They’ve stopped answering her calls. It’s seven weeks since she last went to see Madhuri.


  Naked, she sprawls on the pillows in the filigree-light stone jharoka. She peers down from her covered balcony through the grille at the departing guests. See out, not see in. Like the shut-away women of the old zenana. Shut away from the world. Shut away from human flesh. She stands up, holds her body against the day-warmed stone; the press of her nipples, the rub of her pubis. Can you see me smell me sense me know that I am here at all?


  And he’s there. She does not need to see him now, just sense his electric prickle along the inside of her skull. He fades into vision sitting on the end of the low, ornate teak bed. He could as easily materialize in mid-air in front of her balcony, she thinks. But there are rules, and games, even for djinns.


  “You seem distracted, heart.” He’s blind in this room—no camera eyes observing her in her jeweled skin—but he observes her through a dozen senses, a myriad feedback loops through her ’hoek.


  “I’m tired, I’m annoyed, I wasn’t as good as I should have been.”


  “Yes, I thought that too. Was it anything to do with the Krishna Cops this afternoon?”


  Esha’s heart races. He can read her heartbeat. He can read her sweat, he can read the adrenaline and noradrenalin balance in her brain. He will know if she lies. Hide a lie inside a truth.


  “I should have said, I was embarrassed.” He can’t understand shame. Strange, in a society where people die from want of honor. “We could be in trouble, there’s something called the Hamilton


  Acts.”


  “I am aware of them.” He laughs. He has this way now of doing it inside her head. He thinks she likes the intimacy, a truly private joke. She hates it. “All too aware of them.”


  “They wanted to warn me. Us.”


  “That was kind of them. And me a representative of a foreign government. So that’s why they’d been keeping a watch on you, to make sure you are all right.”


  “They thought they might be able to use me to get information from you.”


  “Did they indeed?”


  The night is so still she can hear the jingle of the elephant harnesses and the cries of the mahouts as they carry the last of the guests down the long processional drive to their waiting limos. In a distant kitchen a radio jabbers.


  Now we will see how human you are. Call him out. At last A.J. Rao says, “Of course. I do love you.” Then he looks into her face. “I have something for you.”


  The staff turn their faces away in embarrassment as they set the device on the white marble floor, back out of the room, eyes averted. What does she care? She is a star. A.J. Rao raises his hand and the lights slowly die. Pierced-brass lanterns send soft stars across the beautiful old zenana room. The device is the size and shape of a phatphat tire, chromed and plasticked, alien among the Mughal retro. As Esha floats over the marble toward it, the plain white surface bubbles and deliquesces into dust. Esha hesitates.


  “Don’t be afraid, look!” says A.J. Rao. The powder spurts up like steam from boiling rice, then pollen-bursts into a tiny dust-dervish, staggering across the surface of the disc. “Take the ’hoek off!” Rao cries delightedly from the bed. “Take it off.” Twice she hesitates, three times he encourages. Esha slides the coil of plastic off the sweet-spot behind her ear and voice and man vanish like death. Then the pillar of glittering dust leaps head high, lashes like a tree in a monsoon and twists itself into the ghostly outline of a man. It flickers once, twice, and then A.J. Rao stands before her. A rattle like leaves a snake-rasp a rush of winds, and then the image says, “Esha.” A whisper of dust. A thrill of ancient fear runs through her skin into her bones.


  “What is this… what are you?”


  The storm of dust parts into a smile.


  “I-Dust. Micro-robots. Each is smaller than a grain of sand, but they manipulate static fields and light. They are my body. Touch me. This is real. This is me.”


  But she flinches away in the lantern-lit room. Rao frowns.


  “Touch me…”


  She reaches out her hand toward his chest. Close, he is a creature of sand, a whirlwind permanently whipping around the shape of a man. Esha touches flesh to i-Dust. Her hand sinks into his body. Her cry turns to a startled giggle.


  “It tickles…”


  “The static fields.”


  “What’s inside?”


  “Why don’t you find out?”


  “What, you mean?”


  “It’s the only intimacy I can offer…” He sees her eyes widen under their kohled makeup. “I think you should hold your breath.”


  She does, but keeps her eyes open until the last moment, until the dust flecks like a dead tivi channel in her close focus. A.J. Rao’s body feels like the most delicate Vaanasi silk scarf draped across her bare skin. She is inside him. She is inside the body of her husband, her lover. She dares to open her eyes. Rao’s face is a hollow shell looking back at her from a perspective of millimeters. When she moves her lips, she can feel the dust-bots of his lips brushing against hers: an inverse kiss.


  “My heart, my Radha,” whispers the hollow mask of A.J. Rao. Somewhere Esha knows she should be screaming. But she cannot: she is somewhere no human has ever been before. And now the whirling streamers of i-Dust are stroking her hips, her belly, her thighs. Her breasts. Her nipples, her cheeks and neck, all the places she loves to feel a human touch, caressing her, driving her to her knees, following her as the mote-sized robots follow A.J. Rao’s command, swallowing her with his body.


  It’s Gupshup followed by Chandni Chati and at twelve-thirty a photo shoot—at the hotel, if you don’t mind—for FilmFare’s Saturday Special Center Spread—you don’t mind if we send a robot, they can get places get angles we just can’t get the meat-ware and could you dress up, like you did for the opening, maybe a move or two, in between the pillars in the Diwan, just like the gala opening, okay lovely lovely lovely well your husband can copy us a couple of avatars and our own aeais can paste him in people want to see you together, happy couple lovely couple, dancer risen from basti, international diplomat, marriage across worlds in every sense the romance of it all, so how did you meet what first attracted you what’s it like be married to an aeai how do the other girls treat you do you, you know and what about children, I mean, of course a woman and an aeai but there are technologies these days geneline engineering like all the super-duper rich and their engineered children and you are a celebrity now how are you finding it, sudden rise to fame, in every gupshup column, worldwide celebi star everyone’s talking all the rage and all the chat and all the parties and as Esha answers for the sixth time the same questions asked by the same gazelle-eyed girli celebi reporters oh we are very happy wonderfully happy deliriously happy love is a wonderful wonderful thing and that’s the thing about love, it can be for anything, anyone, even a human and an aeai, that’s the purest form of love, spiritual love her mouth opening and closing yabba yabba yabba but her inner eye, her eye of Siva, looks inward, backward. Her mouth, opening and closing.


  Lying on the big Mughal sweet-wood bed, yellow morning light shattered through the jharoka screen, her bare skin good-pimpled in the cool of the airco. Dancing between worlds: sleep, wakefulness in the hotel bedroom, memory of the things he did to her limbic centers through the hours of the night that had her singing like a bulbul, the world of the djinns. Naked but for the ’hoek behind her ear. She had become like those people who couldn’t afford the treatments and had to wear eyeglasses and learned to at once ignore and be conscious of the technology on their faces. Even when she did remove it—for performing; for, as now, the shower—she could still place A.J. Rao in the room, feel his physicality. In the big marble stroll-in shower in this VIP suite relishing the gush and rush of precious water (always the mark of a true rani) she knew AyJay was sitting on the carved chair by the balcony. So when she thumbed on the tivi panel (bathroom with tivi, oooh!) to distract her while she toweled dry her hair, her first reaction was a double-take-look at the ’hoek on the sink-stand when she saw the press conference from Varanasi and Water Spokesman A.J. Rao explaining Bharat’s necessary military exercises in the vicinity of the Kunda Khadar dam. She slipped on the ’hoek, glanced into the room. There, on the chair, as she felt. There, in the Bharat Sabha studio in Varanasi, talking to Bharti from the Good Morning Awadh! News.


  Esha watched them both as she slowly, distractedly dried herself. She had felt glowing, sensual, divine. Now she was fleshy, self-conscious, stupid. The water on her skin, the air in the big room was cold cold cold.


  “AyJay, is that really you?”


  He frowned.


  “That’s a very strange question first thing in the morning. Especially after…” She cut cold his smile.


  “There’s a tivi in the bathroom. You’re on, doing an interview for the news. A live interview. So, are you really here?”


  “Cho chweet, you know what I am, a distributed entity. I’m copying and deleting myself all over the place. I am wholly there, and I am wholly here.”


  Esha held the vast, powder-soft towel around her.


  “Last night, when you were here, in the body, and afterward, when we were in the bed; were you here with me? Wholly here? Or was there a copy of you working on your press statement and another having a high level meeting and another drawing an emergency water supply plan and another talking to the Banglas in Dhaka?” “My love, does it matter?”


  “Yes, it matters!” She found tears, and something beyond; anger choking in her throat. “It matters to me. It matters to any woman. To any… human.”


  “Mrs. Rao, are you all right?”


  “Rathore, my name is Rathore!” She hears herself snap at the silly little chati-mag junior. Esha gets up, draws up her full dancer’s poise. “This interview is over.”


  “Mrs. Rathore Mrs. Rathore,” the journo girli calls after her.


  Glancing at her fractured image in the thousand mirrors of the Sheesh Mahal, Esha notices glittering dust in the shallow lines of her face.


  A thousand stories tell of the willfulness and whim of djinns. But for every story of the djinni, there are a thousand tales of human passion and envy and the aeais, being a creation between, learned from both. Jealousy, and dissembling.


  When Esha went to Thacker the Krishna Cop, she told herself it was from fear of what the Hamilton Acts might do to her husband in the name of national hygiene. But she dissembled. She went to that office on Parliament Street looking over the star-geometries of the Jantar Mantar out of jealousy. When a wife wants her husband, she must have all of him. Ten thousand stories tell this. A copy in the bedroom while another copy plays water politics is an unfaithfulness. If a wife does not have everything, she has nothing. So Esha went to Thacker’s office wanting to betray and as she opened her hand on the desk and the techi boys loaded their darkware into her palmer she thought, this is right, this is good, now we are equal. And when Thacker asked her to meet him again in a week to update the ’ware—unlike the djinns, hostages of eternity, software entities on both sides of the war evolved at an ever-increasing rate—he told himself it was duty to his warrant, loyalty to his country. In this too he dissembled. It was fascination.


  Earthmover robots started clearing the Kunda Khadar dam site the day Inspector Thacker suggested that perhaps next week they might meet at the International Coffee House on Connaught Circus,


  his favorite. She said, my husband will see. To which Thacker replied, we have ways to blind him. But all the same she sat in the furthest, darkest corner, under the screen showing the international cricket, hidden from any prying eyes, her ’hoek shut down and cold in her handbag.


  So what are you finding out? she asked.


  It would be more than my job is worth to tell you, Mrs. Rathore, said the Krishna Cop. National security. Then the waiter brought coffee on a silver tray.


  After that they never went back to the office. On the days of their meetings Thacker would whirl her through the city in his government car to Chandni Chowk, to Humayun’s Tomb and the Qutb Minar, even to the Shalimar Gardens. Esha knew what he was doing, taking her to those same places where her husband had enchanted her. How closely have you been watching me? she thought. Are you trying to seduce me? For Thacker did not magic her away to the eight Delhis of the dead past, but immersed her in the crowd, the smell, the bustle, the voices and commerce and traffic and music; her present, her city burning with life and movement. I was fading, she realized. Fading out of the world, becoming a ghost, locked in that invisible marriage, just the two of us, seen and unseen, always together, only together. She would feel for the plastic fetus of her ’hoek coiled in the bottom of her jeweled bag and hate it a little. When she slipped it back behind her ear in the privacy of the phatphat back to her bungalow, she would remember that Thacker was always assiduous in thanking her for her help in national security. Her reply was always the same: Never thank a woman for betraying her husband over her country.


  He would ask, of course. Out and about, she would say. Sometimes I just need to get out of this place, get away. Yes, even from you… Holding the words, the look into the eye of the lens just long enough…


  Yes, of course, you must.


  Now the earthmovers had turned Kunda Khadar into Asia’s largest construction site, the negotiations entered a new stage. Varanasi was talking directly to Washington to put pressure on Awadh to abandon the dam and avoid a potentially destabilizing water war. US support was conditional on Bharat’s agreement to the Hamilton protocols, which Bharat could never do, not with its major inter national revenue generator being the wholly aeai-generated soapi Town and Country.


  Washington telling me to effectively sign my own death warrant, A.J. Rao would laugh. Americans surely appreciate irony. All this he told her as they sat on the well-tended lawn sipping green chai through a straw, Esha sweating freely in the swelter but unwilling to go into the air-conditioned cool because she knew there were still paparazzi lenses out there, focusing. AyJay never needed to sweat. But she still knew that he split himself. In the night, in the rare cool, he would ask, dance for me. But she didn’t dance any more, not for aeai A.J. Rao, not for Pranh, not for a thrilled audience who would shower her with praise and flowers and money and fame. Not even for herself.


  Tired. Too tired. The heat. Too tired.


  Thacker is on edge, toying with his chai cup, wary of eye contact when they meet in his beloved International Coffee House. He takes her hand and draws the updates into her open palm with boyish coyness. His talk is smaller than small, finicky, itchily polite. Finally, he dares looks at her.


  “Mrs. Rathore, I have something I must ask you. I have wanted to ask you for some time now.”


  Always, the name, the honorific. But the breath still freezes, her heart kicks in animal fear.


  “You know you can ask me anything.” Tastes like poison. Thacker can’t hold her eye, ducks away, Killa Krishna Kop turned shy boy.


  “Mrs. Rathore, I am wondering if you would like to come and see me play cricket?”


  The Department of Artificial Intelligence Registration and Licensing versus Parks and Cemeteries Service of Delhi is hardly a Test against the United States of Bengal, but it is still enough of a social occasion to out posh frocks and Number One saris. Pavilions, parasols, sunshades ring the scorched grass of the Civil Service of Awadh sports ground, a flock of white wings. Those who can afford portable airco field generators sit in the cool drinking English Pimms Number 1 Cup. The rest fan themselves. Incognito in hi-label shades and light silk dupatta, Esha Rathore looks at the salt white figures moving on the circle of brown grass and wonders what it is they find so important in their game of sticks and ball to make themselves suffer so.


  She had felt hideously self-conscious when she slipped out of the phatphat in her flimsy disguise. Then as she saw the crowds in their mela finery milling and chatting, heat rose inside her, the same energy that allowed her to hide behind her performances, seen but unseen. A face half the country sees on its morning chati mags, yet can vanish so easily under shades and a headscarf. Slum features. The anonymity of the basti bred into the cheekbones, a face from the great crowd.


  The Krishna Cops have been put in to bat by Parks and Cemeteries. Thacker is in the middle of the batting order, but Parks and Cemeteries pace bowler Chaudry and the lumpy wicket is making short work of the Department’s openers. One on his way to the painted wooden pavilion, and Thacker striding toward the crease, pulling on his gloves, taking his place, lining up his bat. He is very handsome in his whites, Esha thinks. He runs a couple of desultory ones with his partner at the other end, then it’s a new over. Clop of ball on willow. A rich, sweet sound. A couple of safe returns. Then the bowler lines and brings his arm round in a windmill. The ball gets a sweet mad bounce. Thacker fixes it with his eye, steps back, takes it in the middle of the bat and drives it down, hard, fast, bounding toward the boundary rope that kicks it into the air for a cheer and a flurry of applause and a four. And Esha is on her feet, hands raised to applaud, cheering. The score clicks over on the big board, and she is still on her feet, alone of all the audience. For directly across the ground, in front of the sight screens, is a tall, elegant figure in black, wearing a red turban.


  Him. Impossibly, him. Looking right at her, through the white-clad players as if they were ghosts. And very slowly, he lifts a finger and taps it to his right ear.


  She knows what she’ll find but she must raise her fingers in echo, feel with horror the coil of plastic overlooked in her excitement to get to the game, nestled accusing in her hair like a snake.


  “So, who won the cricket then?”


  “Why do you need to ask me? If it were important to you, you’d know. Like you can know anything you really want to.”


  “You don’t know? Didn’t you stay to the end? I thought the point of sport was who won. What other reason would you have to follow intra-Civil Service cricket?”


  If Puri the maid were to walk into the living room, she would see a scene from a folk tale: a woman shouting and raging at silent dead air. But Puri does her duties and leaves as soon as she can. She’s not at ease in a house of djinns.


  “Sarcasm is it now? Where did you learn that? Some sarcasm aeai you’ve made part of yourself? So now there’s another part of you I don’t know, that I’m supposed to love? Well, I don’t like it and I won’t love it because it makes you look petty and mean and spiteful.”


  “There are no aeais for that. We have no need for those emotions. If I learned these, I learned them from humans.”


  Esha lifts her hand to rip away the ’hoek, hurl it against the wall.


  “No!”


  So far Rao has been voice-only, now the slanting late-afternoon golden light stirs and curdles into the body of her husband.


  “Don’t,” he says. “Don’t… banish me. I do love you.”


  “What does that mean?” Esha screams “You’re not real! None of this is real! It’s just a story we made up because we wanted to believe it. Other people, they have real marriages, real lives, real sex. Real… children.”


  “Children. Is that what it is? I thought the fame, the attention was the thing, that there never would be children to ruin your career and your body. But if that’s no longer enough, we can have children, the best children I can buy.”


  Esha cries out, a keen of disappointment and frustration. The neighbors will hear. But the neighbors have been hearing everything, listening, gossiping. No secrets in the city of djinns.


  “Do you know what they’re saying, all those magazines and chati shows? What they’re really saying? About us, the djinn and his wife?”


  “I know!” For the first time, A.J. Rao’s voice, so sweet, so reasonable inside her head, is raised. “I know what every one of them says about us. Esha, have I ever asked anything of you?”


  “Only to dance.”


  “I’m asking one more thing of you now. It’s not a big thing. It’s a small thing, nothing really. You say I’m not real, what we have is not real. That hurts me, because at some level it’s true. Our worlds are not compatible. But it can be real. There is a chip, new technology, a protein chip. You get it implanted, here.” Rao raises his hand to his third eye. “It would be like the ’hoek, but it would always be on. I could always be with you. We would never be apart. And you could leave your world and enter mine…”


  Esha’s hands are at her mouth, holding in the horror, the bile, the sick vomit of fear. She heaves, retches. Nothing. No solid, no substance, just ghosts and djinns. Then she rips her ’hoek from the sweet spot behind her ear and there is blessed silence and blindness. She holds the little device in her two hands and snaps it cleanly in two.


  Then she runs from her house.


  Not Neeta not Priya, not snippy Pranh in yts gharana, not Madhuri, a smoke-blackened hulk in a life-support chair, and no not never her mother, even though Esha’s feet remember every step to her door; never the basti. That’s death. One place she can go.


  But he won’t let her. He’s there in the phatphat, his face in the palm of her hands, voice scrolling silently in a ticker across the smart fabric: come back, I’m sorry, come back, let’s talk come back, I didn’t mean to come back. Hunched in the back of the little yellow and black plastic bubble she clenches his face into a fist but she can still feel him, feel his face, his mouth next to her skin. She peels the palmer from her hand. His mouth moves silently. She hurls him into the traffic. He vanishes under truck tires.


  And still he won’t let her go. The phatphat spins into Connaught Circus’s vast gyratory and his face is on every single one of the video-silk screens hung across the curving facades. Twenty A.J. Rao’s, greater, lesser, least, miming in sync.


  Esha Esha come back, say the rolling news tickers. We can try something else. Talk to me. Any ISO, any palmer, anyone…


  Infectious paralysis spreads across Connaught Circus. First the people who notice things like fashion ads and chati-screens; then the people who notice other people, then the traffic, noticing all the people on the pavements staring up, mouths fly-catching. Even the phatphat driver is staring. Connaught Circus is congealing into a clot of traffic: if the heart of Delhi stops, the whole city will seize and die.


  “Drive on drive on,” Esha shouts at her driver. “I order you to drive.” But she abandons the autorickshaw at the end of Sisganj


  Road and pushes through the clogged traffic the final half-kilometer to Manmohan Singh Buildings. She glimpses Thacker pressing through the crowd, trying to rendezvous with the police motorbike sirening a course through the traffic. In desperation she thrusts up an arm, shouts out his name and rank. At last, he turns. They beat toward each other through the chaos.


  “Mrs. Rathore, we are facing a major incursion incident…”


  “My husband, Mr. Rao, he has gone mad…”


  “Mrs. Rathore, please understand, by our standards, he never was sane. He is an aeai.”


  The motorbike wails its horns impatiently. Thacker waggles his head to the driver, a woman in police leathers and helmet: in a moment in a moment. He seizes Esha’s hand, pushes her thumb into his palmer-gloved hand.


  “Apartment 1501. I’ve keyed it to your thumb-print. Open the door to no one, accept no calls, do not use any communications or entertainment equipment. Stay away from the balcony. I’ll return as quickly as I can.”


  Then he swings up onto the pillion, the driver walks her machine round, and they weave off into the gridlock.


  The apartment is modern and roomy and bright and clean for a man on his own, well furnished and decorated with no signs of a Krishna Cop’s work brought home of an evening. It hits her in the middle of the big living-room floor with the sun pouring in. Suddenly she is on her knees on the Kashmiri rug, shivering, clutching herself, bobbing up and down to sobs so wracking they have no sound. This time the urge to vomit it all up cannot be resisted. When it is out of her—not all of it, it will never all come out—she looks out from under her hanging, sweat-soaked hair, breath still shivering in her aching chest. Where is this place? What has she done? How could she have been so stupid, so vain and senseless and blind? Games games, children’s pretending, how could it ever have been? I say it is and it is so: look at me! At me!


  Thacker has a small, professional bar in his kitchen annex. Esha does not know drink so the chota peg she makes herself is much much more gin than tonic but it gives her what she needs to clean the sour, biley vomit from the wool rug and ease the quivering in her breath.


  Esha starts, freezes, imagining Rao’s voice. She holds herself very still, listening hard. A neighbor’s tivi, turned up. Thin walls in these new-built executive apartments.


  She’ll have another chota peg. A third and she can start to look around. There’s a spa-pool on the balcony. The need for moving, healing water defeats Thacker’s warnings. The jets bubble up. With a dancer’s grace she slips out of her clinging, emotionally soiled clothes into the water. There’s even a little holder for your chota peg. A pernicious little doubt: how many others have been here before me? No, that is his kind of thinking. You are away from that. Safe. Invisible. Immersed. Down in Sisganj Road the traffic unravels. Overhead, the dark silhouettes of the scavenging kites and, higher above, the security robots, expand and merge their black wings as Esha drifts into sleep.


  “I thought I told you to stay away from the windows.”


  Esha wakes with a start, instinctively covers her breasts. The jets have cut out and the water is long-still, perfectly transparent. Thacker is blue-chinned, baggy-eyed, and sagging in his rumpled gritty suit.


  “I’m sorry. It was just, I’m so glad, to be away… you know?”


  A bone-weary nod. He fetches himself a chota peg, rests it on the arm of his sofa and then very slowly, very deliberately, as if every joint were rusted, undresses.


  “Security has been compromised on every level. In any other circumstances it would constitute an i-war attack on the nation.” The body he reveals is not a dancer’s body; Thacker runs a little to upper body fat, muscles slack, incipient man-tits, hair on the belly, hair on the back hair on the shoulders. But it is a body, it is real. “The Bharati government has disavowed the action and waived Aeai Rao’s diplomatic immunity.”


  He crosses to the pool and restarts on the jets. Gin and tonic in hand, he slips into the water with a one-deep, skin-sensual sigh.


  “What does that mean?” Esha asks.


  “Your husband is now a rogue aeai.”


  “What will you do?”


  “There is only one course of action permitted to us. We will excommunicate him.”


  Esha shivers in the caressing bubbles. She presses herself against Thacker. She feels his man-body move against her. He is flesh. He is not hollow. Kilometers above the urban stain of Delhi, aeaicraft turn and seek.


  The warnings stay in place the next morning. Palmer, home entertainment system, com channels. Yes, and balcony, even for the spa.


  “If you need me, this palmer is Department-secure. He won’t be able to reach you on this.” Thacker sets the glove and ’hoek on the bed. Cocooned in silk sheets, Esha pulls the glove on, tucks the ’hoek behind her ear.


  “You wear that in bed?”


  “I’m used to it.”


  Varanasi silk sheets and Kama Sutra prints. Not what one would expect of a Krishna Cop. She watches Thacker dress for an excommunication. It’s the same as for any job—ironed white shirt, tie, hand-made black shoes—never brown in town—well polished. Eternal riff of bad aftershave. The difference: the leather holster slung under the arm and the weapon slipped so easily inside it.


  “What’s that for?”


  “Killing aeais,” he says simply.


  A kiss and he is gone. Esha scrambles into his cricket pullover, a waif in baggy white that comes down to her knees, and dashes to the forbidden balcony. If she cranes over, she can see the street door. There he is, stepping out, waiting at the curb. His car is late, the road is thronged, the din of engines, car horns, and phatphat klaxons has been constant since dawn. She watches him wait, enjoying the empowerment of invisibility. I can see you. How do they ever play sport in these things? she asks herself, skin under cricket pullover hot and sticky. It’s already thirty degrees, according to the weather ticker across the foot of the video-silk shuttering over the open face of the new-built across the street. High of thirty-eight. Probability of precipitation: zero. The screen loops Town and Country for those devotees who must have their soapi, subtitles scrolling above the news feed.


  Hello, Esha, Ved Prakash says, turning to look at her.


  The thick cricket pullover is no longer enough to keep out the ice.


  Now Begum Vora namastes to her and says, I know where you are, I know what you did.


  Ritu Parzaaz sits down on her sofa, pours chai and says, What I need you to understand is, it worked both ways. That ’ware they put in your palmer, it wasn’t clever enough.


  Mouth working wordlessly; knees, thighs weak with basti girl superstitious fear, Esha shakes her palmer-gloved hand in the air but she can’t find the mudras, can’t dance the codes right. Call call call call.


  The scene cuts to son Govind at his racing stable, stroking the neck of his thoroughbred über-star Star of Agra. As they spied on me, I spied on them.


  Dr. Chatterji in his doctor’s office. So in the end we betrayed each other.


  The call has to go through Department security authorization and crypt.


  Dr. Chatterji’s patient, a man in black with his back to the camera turns. Smiles. It’s A.J. Rao. After all, what diplomat is not a spy?


  Then she sees the flash of white over the rooftops. Of course. Of course. He’s been keeping her distracted, like a true soapi should. Esha flies to the railing to cry a warning but the machine is tunneling down the street just under power-line height, wings morphed back, engines throttled up: an aeai traffic monitor drone.


  “Thacker! Thacker!”


  One voice in the thousands. And it is not hers that he hears and turns toward. Everyone can hear the call of his own death. Alone in the hurrying street, he sees the drone pile out of the sky. At three hundred kilometers per hour it takes Inspector Thacker of the Department of Artificial Intelligence Registration and Licensing to pieces.


  The drone, deflected, ricochets into a bus, a car, a truck, a phatphat, strewing plastic shards, gobs of burning fuel and its small intelligence across Sisganj Road. The upper half of Thacker’s body cartwheels through the air to slam into a hot samosa stand.


  The jealousy and wrath of djinns.


  Esha on her balcony is frozen. Town and Country is frozen. The street is frozen, as if on the tipping point of a precipice. Then it drops into hysteria. Pedestrians flee; cycle rickshaw drivers dismount and try to run their vehicles away; drivers and passengers abandon cars, taxis, phatphats; scooters try to navigate through the panic; buses and trucks are stalled, hemmed in by people.


  And still Esha Rathore is frozen to the balcony rail. Soap. This is all soap. Things like this cannot happen. Not in the Sisganj Road,


  not in Delhi, not on a Tuesday morning. It’s all computer-generated illusion. It has always been illusion.


  Then her palmer calls. She stares at her hand in numb incomprehension. The Department. There is something she should do. Yes. She lifts it in a mudra—a dancer’s gesture—to take the call. In the same instant, as if summoned, the sky fills with gods. They are vast as clouds, towering up behind the apartment blocks of Sisganj Road like thunderstorms; Ganesh on his rat vahana with his broken tusk and pen, no benignity in his face; Siva, rising high over all, dancing in his revolving wheel of flames, foot raised in the instant before destruction; Hanuman with his mace and mountain fluttering between the tower blocks; Kali, skull-jeweled, red tongue dripping venom, scimitars raised, bestriding Sisganj Road, feet planted on the rooftops.


  In that street, the people mill. They can’t see this, Esha comprehends. Only me, only me. It is the revenge of the Krishna Cops. Kali raises her scimitars high. Lightning arcs between their tips. She stabs them down into the screen-frozen Town and Country. Esha cries out, momentarily blinded as the Krishna Cops hunter-killers track down and excommunicate rogue aeai A.J. Rao. And then they are gone. No gods. The sky is just the sky. The video-silk hoarding is blank, dead.


  A vast, godlike roar above her. Esha ducks—now the people in the street are looking at her. All the eyes, all the attention she ever wanted. A tilt-jet in Awadhi air-force chameleo-flage slides over the roof and turns over the street, swiveling engine ducts and unfolding wing-tip wheels for landing. It turns its insect head to Esha. In the cockpit is a faceless pilot in a HUD visor. Beside her a woman in a business suit, gesturing for Esha to answer a call. Thacker’s partner. She remembers now.


  The jealousy and wrath and djinns.


  “Mrs. Rathore, it’s Inspector Kaur.” She can barely hear her over the scream of ducted fans. “Come downstairs to the front of the building. You’re safe now. The aeai has been excommunicated.”


  Excommunicated.


  “Thacker…”


  “Just come downstairs, Mrs. Rathore. You are safe now, the threat is over.”


  The tilt-jet sinks beneath her. As she turns from the rail, Esha feels a sudden, warm touch on her face. Jet-swirl, or maybe just a djinn, passing unresting, unhasting, and silent as light.


  The Krishna Cops sent us as far from the wrath and caprice of the aeais as they could, to Leh under the breath of the Himalaya. I say us, for I existed; a knot of four cells inside my mother’s womb.


  My mother bought a catering business. She was in demand for weddings and shaadis. We might have escaped the aeais and the chaos following Awadh’s signing the Hamilton Acts—but the Indian male’s desperation to find a woman to marry endures forever. I remember that for favored clients—those who had tipped well, or treated her as something more than a paid contractor, or remembered her face from the chati mags—she would slip off her shoes and dance Radha and Krishna. I loved to see her do it and when I slipped away to the temple of Lord Ram, I would try to copy the steps among the pillars of the mandapa. I remember the brahmins would smile and give me money.


  The dam was built and the water war came and was over in a month. The aeais, persecuted on all sides, fled to Bharat where the massive popularity of Town and Country gave them protection, but even there they were not safe: humans and aeais, like humans and djinni, were too different creations and in the end they left Awadh for another place that I do not understand, a world of their own where they are safe and no one can harm them.


  And that is all there is to tell in the story of the woman who married a djinn. If it does not have the happy-ever-after ending of Western fairytales and Bollywood musicals, it has a happy-enough ending. This spring I turn twelve and shall head off on the bus to Delhi to join the gharana there. My mother fought this with all her will and strength—for her Delhi would always be the city of djinns, haunted and stained with blood—but when the temple brahmins brought her to see me dance, her opposition melted. By now she was a successful businesswoman, putting on weight, getting stiff in the knees from the dreadful winters, refusing marriage offers on a weekly basis, and in the end she could not deny the gift that had passed to me. And I am curious to see those streets and parks where her story and mine took place, the Red Fort and the sad decay of the Shalimar Gardens. I want to feel the heat of the djinns in the crowded galis behind the Jama Masjid, in the dervishes of litter along Chandni Chowk, in the starlings swirling above Connaught Circus. Leh is a Buddhist town, filled with third-generation Tibetan exiles—Little Tibet, they call it—and they have their own gods and demons. From the old Moslem djinn-finder I have learned some of their lore and mysteries but I think my truest knowledge comes when I am alone in the Ram temple, after I have danced, before the priests close the garbagriha and put the god to bed. On still nights when the spring turns to summer or after the monsoon, I hear a voice. It calls my name. Always I suppose it comes from the japa-softs, the little low-level aeais that mutter our prayers eternally to the gods, but it seems to emanate from everywhere and nowhere, from another world, another universe entirely. It says, the creatures of word and fire are different from the creatures of clay and water but one thing is true: love endures. Then as I turn to leave, I feel a touch on my cheek, a passing breeze, the warm sweet breath of djinns.
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  My soul yearneth, yea, even pineth for the courts of the LORD…”


  The rap of metal upon metal rang within the small cabin, startling me. Knocking before entering was a courtesy the Jews on the transport neither expected nor received.


  “Rabbi Makal? The Captain requests your presence.”


  At sight of the officer, I nearly dropped my chumash, and the words of the Psalm were immediately forgotten.


  “ ‘Requests,’ Danel?” I asked.


  The automaton’s face conveyed no emotion, but the humanlike hesitation was unmistakable. Its voice softened. “ ‘Commands’ would be more accurate.” It paused, and then added, “It is good to see you, sir.”


  When had I last seen him? Lyons in ’42? Paris in ’44? Yes, Paris; but then I’d been but one face among the many gathered at the grand exhibition of war machines. So many years ago… but—should I kvell? Look at him now: the pressed white suit with the ringed planet and dual stripes of an enseigne de la marine interstellaire de France on his epaulets, brass buttons as polished and gleaming as the unmarred silver skin of his face and hands. “It seems you’ve come far, Ensign,” I said, closing the chumash and placing the book in my jacket pocket.


  “Creator, I’m…”


  I raised a finger. “There is but one Creator, Danel, and He is in Heaven.”


  The gold-leaved irises within the glass cylinders of his eyes cycled closed and then opened. “My apologies, Abba.”


  I shook my head and took off my prayer shawl. Was he utilizing his programming to choose words to make me receptive to his orders? Not that I would have dared to refuse the Captain. Folding my tallis, I placed it in its blue velvet bag, and then rested my hands on the metal shelf that served as my desk. It was cool to touch and vibrated with the thrum of the great ship’s engines. “I may have built you, Danel, but I am not your father. You are a machine, not a man…” I waved a hand at his uniform. “… regardless of how they dress you.”


  He chose not to reply. I buttoned my tweed jacket and gave my yarmulke a perfunctory check. It perpetually threatened to slip from atop my balding head, which wouldn’t do. The yellow badges of the Reich may have become history, but God forgive the Jew who failed to wear his or her identifying headpiece, for the New Europeans would certainly not. “Let us not keep the Captain waiting.”


  “That would be wise, sir.”


  Captain Emile Pétain stood as stiff as his handlebar mustache. His tall and square-jawed First Mate and Commanding Officer, Mr. Henri L’Hereux, belied his surname and gazed sullenly at the ship’s médicin conseil. The latter sat on the edge of a cot, the bell of his stethoscope pressed to the chest of its occupant.


  I’d seen the captain and first mate upon boarding, of course, scowling down at us from a catwalk above the great hold where we’d lined up holding our two permitted carry-ons. The bosun had identified them as our temporary gods for the duration of the voyage to HD 10307 before reading the edict of expulsion and the rules of conduct for which no transgression would be permitted upon the frigate Joan d’Arc.


  “Doctor Makal, thank you for coming,” said the seated man. His voice was high-pitched, and squeaked like an adolescent undergoing the change. He stood, a small gesture of respect, but he did not extend his hand. He was short, round-faced, with pince-nez spectacles perched on an upturned nose. His uniform was unbuttoned at the neck and splayed open to accommodate his extra chins.


  I inclined my head to the Captain and First Mate and then to the ship’s physician. “How may I be of service…” I looked at his I.D. plate. “… Doctor Eugène?”


  Mr. L’Heureux interrupted, his words clipped as one used to barking orders. “The doctor is stymied. He suggested you might be of use.” His tone indicated skepticism.


  “Of course,” I said. “Whatever I can do.”


  I stepped toward the cot but halted when Doctor Eugène moved aside and I saw the patient.


  “Lieutenant Haran was found upon D deck,” the doctor said, “away from the, ah, passenger quarters.” His eyes flickered beneath his lenses like fish behind aquarium glass, first toward the Captain and his CO and then to me. The two officers’ scrutiny was a tangible pressure on the back of my head. I had the urge to check that my yarmulke was secure but stilled it. “He was in the state pretty much as you see him now,” said Dr. Eugène.


  And I saw him very well. Lieutenant Haran was a wiry middle-aged man with ringlets of thick ebon hair streaked gray at the temples. He was thin but not scrawny. His navy issue white tee molded to his chest; his bare arms bulged with muscle under the tawny skin but lay flaccid at his sides, one trailing an intravenous line. It was neither the golden brown color of his skin or his lax open mouth that arrested my movement, nor the dark walnut eyes staring sightlessly through the cabin roof, outer decks, and ship’s hull to the endless dark of space beyond, but the tattooed necklace of linked black scimitars encircling his neck—one for each Jew he’d murdered in the sack of Palestine.


  Or its reclamation. It depended on your point of view. How they could call it that when Haifa, the jewel of the Mediterranean, with its bright new schools and hospitals, its cultivated farms and young forests, blazed and turned to cinders, I couldn’t fathom. The thick pillar of smoke rising from the city could be seen from the deck of the Cyprian rescue ship for days, and the taste of ash had never left my tongue.


  My mouth went dry and my vision blurred. I fought against the flashback, but failed.


  Ruthie smiled through the open window, and the warm honey smell of fresh baked challah wafted into the yard where I sat on the grass with Hannah. Our child, our sheyna medele, stood petulantly in front of me, hands on her tiny hips and her lips pursed in disapproval. The perfect cat’s cradle she’d passed me dangled like twisted tzitzit from my fingers. “No, Abba!”


  Nails scoring my palms, and the image faded. I unclenched my hands. Doctor Eugène wore a worried expression, his herring eyes darting again between me and the two command officers. Small beads of sweat glistened like oil on his brow.


  I took a penlight from my pocket and sat on the edge of the cot. Lieutenant Haran had no pupillary response. He displayed no bruises or any sign of recent physical injury. I leaned forward and sniffed. No fruity breath to suggest ketoacidosis. No asymmetrical laxity in his facial muscles or body tone to suggest stroke. His limbs gave no resistance when I moved them. In fact, they’d maintain any position in which they were placed, like a manikin or an inactive automaton. From the corner of my eye I noted Danel standing in the shadow of his superiors, respectful, vigilant, observant.


  I looked under the lieutenant’s eyelids, pressed upon his abdomen, and questioned Dr. Eugène about his medical history and lab results. His replies provided nothing of significance.


  “How long has he been like this?” I extended my hand, and Dr. Eugène suspended his stethoscope upon my palm.


  “Three days,” said Dr. Eugène.


  “Truly? No response to stimuli at all? Not the slightest resistance to movement?” The doctor shook his head.


  “As limp as a jellyfish,” the First Mate said and then demanded, “What’s wrong with him?”


  I listened to the Lieutenant’s chest and then sat back. “I’d say he’s in a catatonic stupor, or possibly suffered a severe stroke.” I shook my head, dissatisfied. “The signs are mixed.” I checked the Lieutenant’s pulse. It was thready, but he displayed no other signs of going into shock. I took the pillow from beneath his head and elevated his feet, and then I checked the i.v. bottle suspended above the head of the cot, opening it further. “His pulse is weak.”


  “… and growing weaker,” Dr. Eugène said.


  “Have you administered vasopressors?”


  Dr. Eugène’s lips pressed together and he didn’t answer. “He needs norepinephrine,” I said.


  “No Jew drugs,” the First Mate said. “It must be as God wills.”


  Goyim. “His God or yours?” I said, the words slipping out before I could stop them. Mr. L’Hereux’s eyes widened. I thought he would strike me, but he mastered himself.


  “Captain Pétain?” I asked. The older man’s face was as unemotional and unreadable as Danel’s, but then he glanced upon the stricken Lieutenant and his imperiousness crumbled like halvah. He lowered his eyes and shook his head.


  I sighed and stood. “As God wills then.”


  Danel returned me to my quarters. Lieutenant Haran died the next day.


  Dr. Eugène requested that I be present for the autopsy. The infirmary was more a laboratory than a hospital. New European medical science had made grudging, and begrudged, advances in medical analysis and clinical diagnosis despite the restrictions on interventional treatments. The Holy Emperor was as keen on the prevention of illness as he was on submission to God’s Will once a person was afflicted.


  We found no sign of malady in the Lieutenant. No pathogen, occult injury, or predisposing congenital defect, merely a nonspecific mild elevation in his white blood cell count, and a slight inflammatory response in his nose and lungs. A mild cold or allergy perhaps, though his antibody counts were normal. His body was in great physical condition, not even a hangnail or pimple, which made the cause of his death the more perplexing.


  Danel remained quiet while we worked. It was not until hours later, when tired and annoyingly befuddled, I again stood outside my cabin door, that he finally spoke.


  “Sir?” he said, stopping me before I entered my small berth.


  Down the passageway past an open bulkhead, a number of young Jews gathered near the curtained entrance to the converted cargo hold. Leaning against the walls like school chums, they kibbutzed and laughed. That would change once word spread of the lieutenant’s death.


  “Yes, Danel?”


  “The crew will be concerned that a natural cause of death could not be found.”


  “I am as well.”


  His golden irises cycled open and closed. “There are some… who are not happy with the reassignment of this ship.” “Or its cargo?”


  “As you say, sir. Interstellar travel is new to la marine France. Most of the crew have served only interplanetary.” He became silent and his glass bottle eyes continued to study me. For the first time, I found this disconcerting. I should have made him eyelids so he could blink. “Few have sailed the Deep Dark,” he said.


  “Have you, Danel?”


  “Yes, sir.” He turned from me in an oddly human characteristic of recollection. “It is…” He stopped, seemingly lost in thought. “Dark?” I suggested.


  “Wondrous,” he said, almost in a whisper, and then my voice, though a much younger voice, emitted from the metal grille of his mouth. “ ‘What is man, that Thou art mindful of him? And the son of man, that Thou thinkest of him?’ ”


  And this time I couldn’t speak.


  “The crew is not fond of your people, sir. While they approve of the expulsion edict, they resent being tasked to perform it. And the Deep Dark… is unsettling to some. Please take care, sir.”


  I slid open the door of my cabin, but before I could enter, Danel barred my way. “Lieutenant Haran…” he began.


  I suppressed my irritation and the sudden rush of anger at the thought of the Arab lieutenant. Was I angry at him? Or at the First Mate and Captain and the foolish prohibition against medical therapy?


  “Yes, Danel?”


  “He volunteered for this voyage.”


  “Reveling in it, I suppose.” I took hold of his arm and tried to push it away, but it was like pushing against the ship’s hull.


  “No, sir. He felt remorse over the deaths he caused as a youth in Palestine.”


  I again yanked ineffectually at his arm but only pulled loose my own frustration. “And yet he proudly displayed his tattoo of all those he murdered!” The words echoed down the hall.


  Silence followed in their wake. Like shadows, my kinsmen slipped through the heavy curtained doors and disappeared into the hold.


  Gently, Danel slid back the cuff of my jacket to display the numbers tattooed upon my forearm. “As you would not forget your past,” he said, “neither would he.” He lowered his arm, and I rushed into the tiny sanctuary of my cabin.


  Before I could close the door, I heard Danel say to himself, “It was as if all his programming had been erased.”


  The planet was named Zion, and the irony that it was mostly swamp, barren waste, and rocky hills with no resources valuable to New Europe was not lost among the exiles upon the Joan d’Arc. Yet, it would be ours—or so it had been promised. We need but reach it. When a second crewman, a mere matelot, was discovered with a malady alike to that which killed the first, it seemed more likely we’d be spaced instead. Who would shed a tear?


  Danel came for me at Dr. Eugène’s behest. The seaman, a lad really, with freckles still dotting his cheeks and an unruly sprig of red hair sprouting from the back of his head like an antenna, demonstrated the same listlessness, sightless gaze, and nonresponse to external stimuli as had the late Lieutenant.


  Mr. L’Hereux’s surliness was even more abrasive, but the way he hovered around the infirmary whenever his duties permitted bespoke of a concern greater than that of the CO for a crewman, and Dr. Eugène confided to me that the boy, Henrique Delacroix, was L’Hereux’s nephew. After two days of the same deterioration of vital signs that we had witnessed with Lieutenant Haran, I again suggested the use of pharmacological agents and was rewarded with a voluminous stream of thick-voweled curses betraying the First Mate’s rural Belgian upbringing.


  Mr. L’Hereux pressed us for answers, to try something, anything—anything permissible. He did not object to electric shock therapy, though I was hesitant to suggest it. I doubted it would be efficacious, and this proved the case. The boy died two days later.


  Mr. L’Hereux knelt by the lad’s bedside, so silent and still that for a moment I grew concerned that the affliction perhaps was transferrable. But then the CO stood and tugged on the hem of his jacket to straighten its creases, his eyes still locked on the boy’s. When he turned them upon Dr. Eugène, they displayed no animation; yet they ignited when they set upon me. The lines of his face tightened in anger and despair. He spat upon me.


  “Génie Juif de Saint-Germain!” he mocked, “Génie Juif!” He walked stiffly from the room.


  Dr. Eugène said nothing in the silence that followed the CO’s departure. He would not look at me. Instead, he turned and began preparing the boy’s body for transport to the morgue. Danel, however, watched me closely.


  The Genius Jew of Saint-Germain. Rabbi, physician, mathematician, inventor of calculating machines and the weaponizing of la puissance de l’atome.


  “That will be all for now, Albert,” Dr. Eugène said to me. He removed the boy’s intravenous line and crossed the lad’s arms across his chest. I was struck by how little had changed in the young man’s expression with his passing. “Get some rest and meet me in the lab at 1400,” he added, pulling the bedsheets over the boy’s head.


  I nodded and left. Danel followed.


  On our descent of the stairs to C deck, Danel stopped me upon the landing. “It was unjust of Monsieur L’Hereux to mock you.”


  “You caught that, Danel?” I withheld any intimation of bitterness from my voice. “You’ve come far in comprehending human sarcasm.”


  “You taught me to listen. Not only to what people say, but how they say it. To deduce what they do not put into words. To place human speech and action into context with the events that initiates them. It has been…” He paused. “… challenging.”


  “This is not something you could do when we lived at Saint-Germain.”


  “I’ve observed and experienced much since then.”


  “So have we all.” This time my acerbity slipped through.


  The clang of a door opening followed by rapid footfalls echoed up the stairwell. We pressed ourselves against the wall as a half-dozen crewmen in jogging outfits ran past us. At sight of me, their eyes narrowed, their distrust unfeigned. Their suspicions slithered toward Danel by association, but their eyes lowered at the sight of his officer insignia. Danel was the product of my invention but few had knowledge of this below the command level. To the general populace, such an achievement as Danel was only possible by a true Frenchman and a man of God. In this case, the honorable and distinguished Monseigneur Remond of Nice, descendent of kings. For the many years after Danel and Michal had been taken from me, and until the priest’s untimely and foolish death, Remond had served as their stepfather and the public icon for unequaled French ingenuity.


  And I as its corruptor.


  Danel observed the sailors until the turn of the stairwell hid them. “They are ill at ease. That may pose a problem, sir. I detect insubordination. I will need to inform the Captain.” He began to descend again and I followed.


  “I suspect he’s aware, Danel. And as long as you hover around me, you’ll acquire guilt by association. And by being different. That, at least, is an experience you’ll always share with my tribesmen and me.” We exited the stairwell to D deck.


  Interpersonal differences became sharper and more alarming when traveling the Dark. Space paranoia has been blamed for the derelicts and disasters that have plagued la marine interstellaire in its forays deeper and deeper away from the home planet, although the common sailors whispered of Deimons.


  “It is unjust.”


  “It is human.”


  “Ab… Rabbi, you were hailed the Hero de France for ending the war with Germany.”


  “That appellation was short-lived.” I whirled upon him. “And I don’t want to hear it repeated. Certainly your shipmates do not. Or do you not fully comprehend what you just witnessed?”


  Danel’s irises cycled close and he shook his head. “I observe much,” he said. “But the capacity for human nature to recast good as evil and evil as good is beyond my programming.”


  I sighed. “It is because we humans cannot keep our passions, or our fears, from influencing our actions. We do not possess your capacity to envision all potential repercussions before we act.”


  “Such as when you deserted France to join the Zionists?”


  His words held no recrimination. They were merely a question, but they stopped me cold. He halted and we stood alone in the long passage with only the wheeze of air compressors and the hum of electric lights in their wire cages.


  “Yes,” I said.


  That the Holy Emperor may have considered my unique knowledge and ingenuity within the new Zionist state a potential threat to his realm was not lost among the people to whom I was once hailed as a hero and was now a pariah. The blame for the well-armed and organized Arab invasion and the massacres of the second Shoah was laid upon my bald head as was our current expulsion to the end of the known universe where I, and the people who had produced me, could be no threat.


  In silence, we proceeded to my cabin. The door was open. Inside, Mrs. Katz was restocking the shelf above the microwave with my weekly allotment of meal packets. She was a Jewish Quasimodo, so kyphotic from age and osteoporosis that she could not raise her head to see the shelf upon which she placed the ration boxes. She noticed us hovering in the doorway, however.


  “Just a moment, Rebbe,” she said. Her smile was shy, almost coquettish, a remnant petal from the bloom of her youth. Her eyes were among the few of the ten thousand remnant Yehudi that did not look at me with scorn. Her liver-spotted left forearm bore a tattoo similar to mine, small black numbers like an oddly legged caterpillar. The few Survivors from the first Shoah saw me, saw the world, a little differently. She shuffled to the bunk at the rear of the room, moving slowly and majestically, like a Galapagos turtle. She began to change the linens. Her body was failing, and yet she maintained a definable dignity. She knew, like Moses, she would not live to enter the Promised Land, but even so, she had a grace, a living presence…


  I recalled Danel’s words.


  “ ‘It is as if his programming had been erased…,’ ” I said aloud.


  Danel picked up the conversation as if no time had passed since he’d made the observation. “Yes, sir. Neither Lieutenant Haran nor Seaman Delacroix demonstrated any volition, either conscious or unconscious. There was no recognition of input, processing of data, or function generation. No command comprehension, initiation, or completion at all. They were…” He paused. “… not who they were.”


  He was correct. Both the Lieutenant and the First Mate’s nephew displayed no will, no anime. It was as if they’d been stripped of their élan vital.


  I staggered as the thought triggered a kaleidoscopic flash. Danel’s visage shattered into scintillating fragments of silver and gold and white.


  Hannah laughed as she spun, her Sabbath skirt twirling about her waist. Ruth picked her up and rubbed her nose in our daughter’s belly. Hannah squealed and pulled at her mother’s hair. Their shared laughter rose on a Mediterranean breeze and turned to cries; fire everywhere, ash falling from a steel gray sky like ebony snow.


  “ ‘Amor est vitae essentia.’ ”


  “Rabbi, are you well?” Danel’s hand rested upon my arm. I had fallen back against the door jamb.


  “Huh? Yes, Danel. Thank you.” I stood straight and checked my hands for the soot covered burns long washed away. I was momentarily confused and struggled to recall our conversation. “Yes. I concur, Danel. They seemed emptied, brain-dead patients. Their life essence gone, their souls fled.”


  I shuddered and the world again began to blur. This time by ghostly images of dead-faced men and women standing barefoot in the snow, sexless in identical striped black and gray pajamas. Their soiled clothes hung off emaciated flesh and flapped like banners in a sirocco wind blowing hot and dry from the crematoriums near where we clustered for warmth… I pushed the vision back.


  “It is as if their souls had fled,” I repeated, “… or been taken from them.”


  “Taken, sir?” Danel said. “What could do that?”


  I was about to answer, “Nothing. Humans are not machines that can be reformatted to completely forget who they are, what they are. I’m just talking nonsense,” when from the back of the cabin, a voice as dry and shrill as a rusty hinge said, “An erev-rav.”


  The shell of Mrs. Katz’s back swiveled and revealed eyes like sapphires in shallow pools. “My bubbe would scold Yosef, my brother, and me when we were little nudniks,” she said. “ ‘Behave or the erevrav will snatch you!’ ” She tittered fondly at the memory. “They would leave only shells she’d need crack and bury so dybbuks and mice wouldn’t infest them and make us a bigger nuisance.”


  “That’s…” I began.


  She cackled. “Schtuss? Ye. I know.”


  Her job done, Mrs. Katz waddled down the length of the small berth, and Danel and I parted like the Red Sea to make way for her. She stopped and twisted her body so one rheumy eye could gaze up at me. “But out here in the Dark, so far from God’s Earth, who knows? The Abyss is their abode.” She glanced at her arthritic fingers, knobby as tree roots with skin so thin and pale I could see her tendons and veins. “Will Adonai be able to keep them from devouring my soul when these farshtunken goyim toss my corpse into the Deep?”


  I touched her hand. The skin was like soft papyrus. “You’ll be buried upon New Zion,” I said.


  She patted my wrist. “You’re a good boychik with bad luck. Like Yosef.”


  She raised the thin alabaster thread of one eyebrow at Danel. “I don’t know what you are. So let God decide. Nu?” She walked down the corridor, her movements so slow and measured she seemed to float. She called back, “Ask Reb Ludska. He knows souls.”


  That he did, I thought.


  The mystic Hassidic Rebbe Shlomo ben Yitzhak Ludska had made aliyah to Safed with three thousand followers to grow crops and to grow closer to God. The black-coats and hamantashen-shaped fur hats of the Ludskites mingled incongruously among the secular Zionist pioneers in their swim trunks and bikinis upon the golden shore of the Galilean Sea. And the incongruity disturbed none. The Holy Land was for all Jews, whatever their stripe—or shape of hat. Of Reb Ludska’s devoted flock, less than one hundred of his sheep survived the Assyrian assault to accompany him to New Zion. Yes, he knew souls very well, having lost so many.


  After Mrs. Katz passed through the bulkhead and shambled slowly to the passenger hold, Danel asked, “Do you think Michal had a soul?”


  The strangeness of the question drew my attention from my reverie, but there was nothing that could be read from the metallic mold of Danel’s face. The implication of his question was… but, no. No matter how he spoke or dressed, Danel was not human. And neither was Michal. Who would know better than I?


  Michal was a thinking machine, my first, and I had turned him into an atomic bomb. Through me, he ended the lives of millions in Berlin and simultaneously the Second World War, thus earning me both the appellations of Hero and Butcher. Michal had been the earliest success in the process to create Danel, to whom Michal was a good-natured Neanderthal by comparison. He could have never voiced or considered the question Danel asked.


  I had never lied to them. It would have been fruitless in any case with Danel who could read the slightest stiffening of lip, the faintest blush, the millisecond of hesitancy in voice, and every other telltale. At Poque, Danel could never be bluffed. I studied him.


  His eyes in the lamp light were like the sun’s corona around pupils black and unfathomable.


  “Only God can create souls, Danel,” I said. “Machines, however wondrous, are the works of man and therefore flawed and imperfect.”


  He thought upon this. I could imagine hearing the electronic synapses in his brain sparking as they cogitated. Then he asked, “God is perfect, no?”


  “Yes.”


  “Man was created by God?”


  “Yes, Danel, of course.”


  “Is Man not flawed and imperfect?”


  I blinked and struggled for an answer, fighting the resurgence of nightmare visions, but as the silence stretched between us, Danel again placed a comforting hand upon my arm and suggested, “Perhaps this is what God intends, sir. It is for His creations to perfect the gifts they’ve been given.”


  I could only stare at him. What had happened in the years we’d been separated? Did Remond actually tamper with his programming? I would have thought that bathroom scientist couldn’t build a Ferris wheel out of Tinkertoys.


  Danel continued, his tone identical to my own when long ago I’d instructed him in the dusty basement in Saint-Germaine. “Perhaps Michal felt he was achieving his perfection with his sacrifice. If he could bring an end to the evil that was destroying so many, that threatened the entire world…”


  The automaton’s golden pupils slowly dilated, and I felt a twinge of vertigo.


  “… the evil that had caused his creator such suffering and pain.”


  He glanced down the corridor to where Mrs. Katz had disappeared. “The loss of a soul before achieving its perfection is the greatest tragedy; and if forcibly taken, the greatest evil. What could do this?”


  “I—I do not know.”


  “I would like to speak with this Reb Ludska,” Danel said. I nodded. “Of course, Danel.”


  I followed Danel into the echoing noise and stale smells of too many cooked meals and too many people crowded together. The converted cargo hold was a maze of stacked crate walls and sheet partitions hung on strung laundry line. The faces were a haunting mix of fear, irrational hope, and deliberate ignorance. Their mouths flowed with a constant babel, halting like crickets at sight of me and Danel, only to resume with increased tempo and hushed imprecations when we passed. Some made hand signs to ward off the evil eye.


  Physically and emotionally depleted after years of expulsion, resettlement, and tragedy of a scope the world, including its Jewish remnant, could not or would not comprehend, these last ten thousand Jews of the continent milled, kibbutzed, and strove to weave dreams from nightmares. Their hands were rubbed raw in recalling past woes and anticipated future ones; yet their eyes were alight with an insane hope, that damnable incorrigible Yid hope, that this time, this new land, this new world would be different. Forty light-years to reach the new Promised Land? Feh! No problem. Indeed, the number was auspicious. Did not Noah traverse the great deep in forty days and nights to the freshly cleansed earth? Did not Moses and the Israelites wander forty years in the desert to reach Eretz Yisrael? The dual star that cast its brilliance in silver and carmine light upon their new home world… this star, this HD 10307… shone within the constellation the Gentiles named Andromeda. But it had another earlier name, a Babylonian one learned long ago in a former exile: Anunitum, the Lady of Heaven. And who was the Lady of Heaven, but God’s Shekinah? Nu? Is it not clear? HaShem still guided His People Israel, His Presence in His Shekinah still encompassing them. And as He brought them home to Eretz Yisrael from Babylon, one day He would do so again!


  Such is Yid hope, Yid obstinacy, Yid eternal self-delusion.


  The Seer of Safed was secluded in an inner chamber of a makeshift enclosure in a far corner of the cargo hold. Given the choice, he would not see me or the abomination of the automaton golem; but la marine interstellaire uniform and the officer’s insignia upon Danel’s shoulders he could not deny; and where Danel insisted I go, he could not gainsay. Reb Ludska was proud but not stupid.


  His twelve closest disciples in their black frocks and pastry—shaped hats frowned at us in silence, their thin lips faint creases within their beards. One apostle guided us through seven successive rings of dyed ship linens hung on ropes as makeshift walls, like seven levels of a city, until we reached an immense rectangular shipping container converted into the Rebbe’s sanctuary and personal abode.


  Our guide had us wait while he passed the final screening drapery, one painted with a Star of David encircled by arcane mystical symbols and the multifarious Hebrew names for God. A low rumble of voices came from inside, but the words were obscured by the clamor and hubbub of Jews arguing, petitioning, davening, and yelling at their children, sounds that a mere seven walls of bedclothes on clothesline could only muffle. Our Ludskite guide returned and held the starred curtain aside for Danel and me to enter, then closed it behind us.


  To our left, the inside of the long container was obscured by darkness save for the wan orange glow of an atomic cell lamp that served as a ner tamid, God’s eternal light, watching above a makeshift ark. Upon a linen-shrouded table, I perceived the unmistakable oblong outline of a Torah scroll under the dyed sheets. The congregants would face astern when praying, toward Earth, toward Jerusalem. I wondered what they would do when settled upon New Zion, if any of us reached it.


  On our right, the container was partitioned by another cloth divider, of a deep red, fluttering almost imperceptibly in a current of warm air. It was lit from behind and bright light leaked around its edges, like flames spouting briefly from embers. Passing through this last barrier, we entered the apartment of Reb Ludska.


  Tapestries, actual tapestries, lined the walls and floor. Who among his minions had sacrificed their own baggage allotment to permit this, I did not know. Then again, it was not impossible that “exchanges” had been made with His Holy Emperor’s officials. Some of the Hasid sects had prodigious resources not evident in their penurious appearance. And, as was true with death, they could not take any riches into this last great exile. A half dozen fold-out chairs lined both walls, and the Rebbe stood between them awaiting us.


  Rebbe Shlomo ben Yitzhak Ludska, the Seer of Safed, had the chest of a scarecrow and the belly and tuchus of Behemoth, a little man seeming to rise from within the body of a larger one. By force of will I quenched the memory of the sweeping gaze of searchlights, the barking of dogs, and a child’s broken matryoshka doll shattered upon soot covered rails, the smaller dolls spilling from its belly like seeds from a smashed gourd.


  The Rebbe was dressed in a tent of black: an ebon jacket, slacks, and vest of a material so non-reflective it seemed to absorb light.


  Only the twisted white fringes of his tallit katan broke free, loose threads squeezed from the constriction of his ballooning vest.


  Behind him, a dark-haired boy in a red-knit yarmulke sat at a metal desk between a stack of old books and a small potted castor oil plant. He poured over a volume splayed open on the desk, his nose nearly touching the yellowed pages. His lips trembled as he read silently. I estimated he was either eight or nine, his round cheeks still plush with the cushion of childhood.


  Reb Ludska did not offer his hand in greeting. He glared at Danel. He ignored me completely.


  “Thank you for seeing us, Reb Ludska,” Danel said. “You are aware of the unfortunate incidents that have befallen two members of the crew?”


  The Rebbe’s eyes widened almost imperceptibly to briefly show a ring of white around his irises, ice blue, and the bristles of his gray moustache rose with the flaring of his nostrils; but then weariness seemed to suffuse him. He sighed and motioned for us to sit. He settled himself upon a chair that squealed and groaned under his weight. We sat opposite him, the woven carpet embroidered with a kabbalistic tree of black circles and branches separating him from us.


  “Unexplained deaths,” he said. His voice was rich and melodious yet hollow, like a monk singing hymns alone in a cathedral. A bitterness was in it as well, one I recognized too often in my own voice. “And here you are again,” he said to Danel.


  “Again?” I asked.


  A look of disdain crossed his face. “You’re supposed to be a genius, no?” He leaned forward. “When wells run dry or crops are poor…” He chuckled dryly. “When children go missing or the Plague blackens flesh, regardless that Gentile and Jew are equally afflicted… the blame for these they cast at our feet as kindling and set us afire.” His eyes burned as if seeing these flames. Then, seeing his own reflection in the mirror of Danel’s face, the flames went out and his shoulders sagged. “Are they blaming us yet again?” he asked, his voice weary, the question posed rhetorically.


  Danel answered, “Yes.”


  I was surprised by his candor. He voiced the threat, but there was no cruelty in it, merely truth. “Many are unhappy with this mission,” Danel said. “We are travelling to the edge of charted space. Few ships have voyaged so far across the Deep. Some have not returned.”


  “ ‘Here there be monsters?’ ” I mocked.


  “Exactly, sir. And some of the crew fears we carry the monsters with us.”


  Reb Ludska bowed his head and mumbled a prayer. “Danel,” I said, “That’s…”


  “Some worry about a contagion you may have unknowingly brought on board or…” His glass eyes swiveled from the Rebbe to focus upon me. “… designed to specifically target the crew as a form of retribution.” My face betrayed my thoughts. He nodded. “Nonsense. I agree, sir. I am only providing you what I have heard in the hope to avert any further unfortunate incidents. Much has been said outside the Captain’s hearing. There are so many unsubstantiated and unlikely assertions that no single one has united the crew to independent action.”


  “Mutiny?”


  “I fear it is possible, sir.”


  “What else has been said?” I asked.


  “The suppositions vary from a Zionist grudge against Arabs like Lieutenant Haran for the massacres in Palestine to a Jewish plot to commandeer the Joan d’Arc by killing the crew. Others among the more devout have rekindled old fears and superstitions concerning Jewish warlocks and witches.” His voice changed as he played a recorded voice whispering, “ ‘Spawn of their father the Devil.’ ” In his own voice, Danel continued, “My hope is Rabbi Ludska can help Chaplain Thévet deter this. The Chaplain has spoken out against such inflammatory statements, and the Captain has warned that such talk is sedition.”


  “Bully for him,” I said. “So Reb Ludska is correct? They blame us for these deaths?”


  “Not wholly, sir. Some blame Deimons. Others say it is merely a space psychosis brought out in travelling the Deep Dark.”


  “Demons?” Reb Ludska’s face went pale.


  “Dei-mons, sir,” repeated Danel. “Another human superstition, I’m afraid. When la marine interstellaire established its base on Deimos, they discovered the moon riddled with tunnels and caves. Some argued these were made by alien intelligences whom they nicknamed ‘Deimons.’ The von Dänikens took this up but the whole idea was mostly ridiculed. That is, until similar tunnels were discovered on Ceres, Tethys, and later Centaurin B. No artifacts of any sort or aliens have ever been discovered; and the xenogeologists claim extensive evidence indicates that these tunnels are natural phenomena for low G planetoids of a similar type. I concur.”


  “Sailors are not so easily divested of their superstitions,” I said.


  “Correct, sir. Deimons replaced…” He paused, then said, “…’gremlins’ as the cause of any unexplained mishaps occurring among the fleet and colonies.”


  Reb Ludska’s lips twisted faintly into a wry smile. “Are they Jews then, these Deimons?”


  “No Jews have been permitted in space until this voyage, Reb Ludska,” Danel said.


  The Rebbe nodded. “See? And now these Deimons have competition. They must be scared of going the way of the, what you said, Gremlings.”


  “This is not a humorous matter, Reb Ludska,” Danel said.


  “I suppose not. But if we didn’t have humor, we’d have drowned the world in tears long ago.” He looked down at his hands. “ ‘Deimons,’ ” he muttered. “Such goyishe nonsense.”


  “What is an erev-rav, Reb Ludska?” Danel asked.


  The Rebbe’s eyes slid up to meet Danel’s. “Erev-rav? Where’d you hear anything about…?” He clapped his hands and our Ludskite guide stepped briskly through the curtain, glancing at Danel and me warily.


  “Aaron!” The Rebbe called to the boy sitting at the desk. Aaron raised his head from his studies, his eyes veiled behind bangs of straight black hair. “Go with Reb Ephrem. Stay with him until I call for you.”


  The boy slid off his chair without a word and passed between us and the Rebbe. He was small for his age. He reached up and took Ephrem’s hand. The man blanched slightly under Danel’s scrutiny, then he parted the curtain and they left. The Rebbe waited until he heard the susurrus of muffled chatter from the cargo hold rise and fall as Ephrem and the boy passed through the bedsheet partitions of the perimeter. “Such discussions, however foolish, are not for the ears of children,” he said. He sat back and folded his hands upon his lap.


  “Foolish?” asked Danel.


  “Yes. Dybbuks, ibbur, lilin, ruhotra, golems…” he pointed at Danel, “… erev-rav are found in whispered warnings by parents frighten ing their children to behave; and in the aggadot of the Talmud to extort obedience from ignorant Jews in the keeping of HaShem’s mitzvot; and in shtetl stories to assuage the helplessness we’ve felt under Gentile oppression by imagining fantasies where the goyim instead fear us!” He ran his hands through his hair, closing his eyes as he did so. Opening them, he saw Danel unmoved and impassive. “You would continue with this narrishkeit?” he asked. Danel waited.


  The Rebbe sighed. “An erev-rav is the consequence of the mixed seed of Adam and Lilith.”


  “Lilith was a demon, a female spirit of the sitra ahra… the other side, the realms of Darkness,” I said to Danel. “A succubus who purportedly stole the seed of men and the breath of infants. She was blamed for sudden infant death syndrome.”


  The Rebbe nodded. “Just so. Silly, isn’t it, doctor?” To Danel, he said. “Like Lilith, the erev-rav are spirit thieves, vampyrs who revel in the spreading of the dark which is their abode. Nu? Nonsense.”


  “There is no greater dark than that upon which we sail,” said Danel.


  Reb Ludska’s eyes rolled upward and he shook his hands at Heaven. “Oif a nar iz kain kasheh nit tsu fregen un kain pshat nit tsu zogen!”


  You should not ask a fool a question, or give him an explanation! He leaned forward again, as if by his will alone he could pierce the automaton’s metal skin. I was struck by the incongruity of the rabbi striving to have a machine see reason, be logical. “The nukba di-tehoma rabba, the maw of the Great Abyss, is all around us,” he said with passion, as if giving a sermon to the sad remnant of his flock. He slapped both hands against his chest. “But it is what is inside us that matters! Man with his God-given capacity to reason, to hope, and to love is all that stands between HaShem’s Creation and the Abyss.”


  Danel said nothing. He returned the old man’s gaze. They seemed joined in some hidden battle of wills, or just petulantly engaged in a child’s staring contest.


  It was Reb Ludska who first lowered his eyes, sinking slowly back onto his chair. He waved a hand dismissively. “But you are not a man. You can never comprehend.”


  In the subsequent silence I could hear the distant cries of a woman screaming at her wailing child. These faded leaving no sound save for the soft buzz emitted by the Eternal Lamp in the dark sanctuary beyond.


  “What attracts an erev-rav?” Danel asked.


  The Rebbe’s face blushed. He stood, his body shaking. “It’s a fairy tale,” he yelled. “A fable, a chain around our necks forged by our own fears. We must break them! We must make a fresh start and not drown in our own drek! And you, Reb scientist,” he shouted at me. “You believe in this? The greatest Jewish scientist of the age should ask such questions? Folklore! Myth! Bubbemeisers!” He stabbed his finger toward me. I noted he was one who bites his nails. “You cannot, Mr. Rabbi Scientist, make a pilpul study of that which is imaginary. What is the weight of a thought? How many centimeters is a dream?”


  The curtain parted and two identical black-garbed Ludskite men peered in, faces goatish with alarm at the Rebbe’s shouting.


  Reb Ludska walked between them and into the darkness of the sanctuary. Beneath the faint orange glow of the Ner Tamid, he pulled a prayer shawl over his head, a tallis of silvery luminescence, and began to daven, rocking slowly back and forth, head bent before God, murmuring a rolling litany of prayer.


  The Rebbe’s two guardians motioned for us to leave.


  Danel remained silent until we stood again outside my cabin. “Sir, may I ask your impression of Reb Ludska.”


  “A beaten man,” I said. “But a Jew’s Jew. One who grows roses from his crown of thorns and braids his hair shirt. He won’t forget or forgive past wrongs, but he will not be ruled by them as long as he has a single sheep to lead. ‘To save a single Jewish life, or any life, is to save the world.’ And for us, that world is to be New Zion.”


  Danel stared at me with the same inhuman impassivity that Reb Ludska had found so unnerving. I was used to it, however. I opened the door to the cabin and then paused, reflecting. “His ardent dismissal of Jewish mystical beliefs was… somewhat surprising. I am pleased he shares my views on such claptrap. But it is odd that the famed Seer of Safed should be so dismissive. To quote another sage, albeit a Gentile one, ‘Methinks he doth protest too much’ ” I shrugged. “But with all your talk of the crew’s superstitions concerning Jews and Deimons, he may be trying to dispel such fears. Goodnight, Danel.”


  But Danel did not leave. Instead, he said, “That may be true, but…” He stopped, studying me, and for the first time his impassionate stare made me uncomfortable.


  “Do you think he was lying?” I asked.


  “I detected no indication of untruth.” He hesitated again.


  “But…?”


  He looked away. “Do you recall Marcel the Marvelous, sir?” he said with uncertainty. I chuckled. “The stage magician?”


  I had taken Danel to The Moulin Rouge where Marcel performed while the late night patrons gathered and ordered drinks before the can-can girls made their appearance. We sat in the back, furthest from the stage, where there was little light and Danel was hidden behind his hat, gloves, and winter scarf.


  “Yes, sir. The magician. There was no untruth in him as well.”


  Danel’s lenses fixed upon me and I felt like a butterfly under the scrutiny of a lepidopterist.


  “And yet he deceived,” he said.


  I saw Danel for the last time three days later.


  Beneath the unfaltering hums and steady vibrations of the ship’s engines and the clockwork sibilant hiss of ventilation compressors, a growing sense of fear and ill-ease infiltrated the rhythm of life upon the Joan d’Arc. It was seen in the wariness of the crew delivering supplies to the colonists, the number of guards that accompanied them, and the diminishing of what little small talk there had been between Gentile and Jew. It was evident in a rising wariness among the shipmen toward their passengers who outnumbered them fifty to one, and in a growing wildness in the eyes of the colonists who woke to the knowledge that they were yet again penned in, crowded together in the immense hold, and restricted to D deck; an environment reminiscent of the Displaced Persons facilities—and the concentration camps. I again thought of the Rebbe struggling to protect his vestigial flock and willing to say anything, even deny his beliefs, to save their lives as Peter denied Jesus to save his. And like sheep, my tribesmen herded even closer together within their makeshift shtetl and no longer ventured outside to the permitted encircling hall of D deck, with few exceptions.


  The cacophony of Yiddisher kvetching and shrayen condensed to white noise and faded ten meters from the curtained cargo access. The corridor was devoid of Jews. The usual crowd of Yids was absent. Teens and young men and women no longer leaned against the hallway walls seeking haven from the noodging of their parents. Couples wishing to whisper endearments that would otherwise be drowned in the raucous clamor of the mishpocha no longer traversed the passage to and from the viewing ports that lined the outer hull. On the wall beneath one of the many red-lit fire warning switches, some child had scrawled in yellow crayon three circles, two with radiating lines, one with branches and buds sprouting from its top… two stars and a world with… an apple tree? No. “ ‘V’yashvoo, eesh tachat gap’no vtachat t’aynato”


  ‘But they shall sit, every man under his vine and under his fig tree.’


  I pulled my tallis over my head and my chumash from my pocket. At the intersection with the starboard corridor, I turned aft, turning the Bible’s pages as I walked, seeking words, seeking something behind them. But I saw only random black lines and curves interweaving like the tattoo around Lieutenant Haran’s neck or the one forcibly inscribed upon my forearm; vowels and punctuation like the series of binary input I fed to Michal, simple loyal Michal, for his terminal flight to Berlin; verse and chapter numbers like the endless rows of numerals tallying all who perished in that world-shattering detonation. Devastation beyond all human conception paradoxically conceived to stop devastation—and genocide.


  The words, letters, and numbers blurred and faded. Only blank pages remained, white paper so thin it appeared translucent, a match for the pallor of my skin in the photographs of the victory parade down the Champs-Élysées with captions declaring the Hero de France. Later, other captioned photos proclaimed “Traître!” and “Boucher de Berlin!” when I’d escaped France to join the Zionists in Palestine after the only country who deigned to forgive my being a Jew reneged on returning Danel to me.


  “Rabbi?”


  I stopped short. My tallis slid off my head and gathered around my neck like a winter scarf.


  “You need to stop surprising me, Danel.” “My apologies, sir.”


  Danel stood in front of one of the observation ports. The actinic glow of the sluice stream that flowed over the hull shone like moonlight and silhouetted the right half of his head and uniform, the latter neatly pressed with brass buttons like tiny stars. His metal skin gleamed like quicksilver. The glass cylinders of his eyes sparkled and cast prismatic shadows across his face.


  “I have information,” he said. I waited but he did not speak. “Yes, Danel?”


  He said, “I have not shared this with Captain Pétain or Mr. L’Hereux. I would not have harm come to y-… any of you. I fear…” “Fear? You fear, Danel?” He was silent.


  I moved closer, imagining a tingle upon my face as I stepped into the beam of light with him. “Tell me,” I said.


  “Lieutenant Haran was one of the fedayeen who led the massacre of Safed.”


  “In the slaughter of the Ludskite community?” I blew out my cheeks and exhaled. “You think that someone… the Rebbe himself perhaps, recognized him?”


  “This is what I fear.”


  This is what I fear. The words projected from the small mesh screen of his mouth, little different than the grille of a radio, yet emotive, personal.


  “Even so, Danel. We do not know how Haran died or…” “The plant on the Rebbe’s desk. Did you recognize it?” “The castor oil plant?”


  “The Ludskites cultivated it in Palestine. Why?”


  “It’s a versatile shrub. It can be used to create lotions, soaps, lubricants, insecticides, even fuel oil… Oh.” I stopped.


  The castor bean, lovingly known as the Palm of Christ, was the source for ricin, a subtle and fatal poison that suppressed respiration and blood pressure… But the catatonia and bradycardia? No. It didn’t fit. And why young Henrique Delacroix? The nephew of Mr. L’Hereux? He’d at best have been an infant during the second Holocaust. “We must speak to Reb Ludska,” I said.


  “Yes.”


  The pounding of my heart in my ears resolved into the slapping of running feet. The Rebbe’s grandson Aaron appeared, face swollen raw with tears, fear, and exhaustion.


  “Help! Please! Come help!” He collapsed at Danel’s feet, his breath whistling through his teeth. Danel extended a hand and the boy grasped it, shuddered, and staggered to his feet. “It’s the Rebbe!” Aaron’s hair was disheveled. Somewhere he’d lost his yarmulke. “He’s collapsed! Come quick. Please!”


  The lad pulled on Danel’s hand and led us in a run down the long corridor. We traversed long stretches of twilit halls severed by beams of light from the observation windows. We were further aft than I had gone before. The hum of the engines grew louder and its vibrations pulsed along the floor. And on the floor, lit by the glow emanating from a hull window, lay the sprawled monstrous form of Reb Shlomo ben Yitzchak Ludska; Leviathan washed up upon the shore at the End of Days. Just beyond him was a heavily secured airlock door bathed in the red light of a caged lamp above it.


  The boy gave a cry and released Danel, falling to the side of the Rebbe next to whom he appeared no more than a guppy.


  The Rebbe lay on his back, arms cast to either side as if in crucifixion. They twitched spasmodically.


  I quickly knelt beside him. He was breathing, although erratically. His face was flushed. Lifting his eyelids revealed a glassy stare but the pupils reacted to my penlight.


  “Quick. Tell me what happened,” I said.


  The boy started to sob. I raised my hand to slap him, but Danel stepped forward and rested his hands on Aaron’s shoulders. Gently he said, “Aaron. Please. We’re here. Tell us what happened.”


  Aaron sniffled and wiped his nose with the back of his hand. I placed my ear against Reb Ludska’s chest and heard, Baruch HaShem, a steady if slow rhythm.


  “We were just doing our walk before Sabbath. We’d never gone so far before. He kept saying he was sorry. I didn’t understand…”


  I checked the pulse in the Rebbe’s wrist and his hand spasmed again, fingers extending momentarily open before clenching. I spread his fingers. In his palm a castor oil seed stared at me like a crocodile’s eye.


  Picking it up, I grabbed Aaron’s chin and showed it to him. “Did he swallow any of these?” The boy’s eyes welled with tears. “Did he?” I demanded, shaking him.


  “I… I don’t know.”


  I let him go. “If he ingested them…”


  “What is the antidote, sir?”


  “There is none.” I stood. “We need to get him to the infirmary. Pump his stomach. Hydrate the bejesus out of him.” I doubted Danel understood the allusion to the Palm of Jesus but he did not press me with further questions.


  “The Rebbe is too heavy for me to lift, sir. Please stay while I fetch help.”


  The boy grasped Danel’s hands. It was a surreal image, Raphaelian. Danel standing tall and garbed in white holding hands with the kneeling boy whose face was contorted in sorrow and pain, both of them shimmering in the blue-white light streaming through the hull window.


  “I’ll go,” I said. “Stay with the boy. I’ll fetch Dr. Eugène and help.”


  I ran, passing in and out of shadow, light fluttering across my vision like movie theater newsreels during the war. Ghosts seeped from my memory. I clenched my teeth and stabbed each of them. My tallis stayed draped around my neck, and I clung to either end as I ran like a man carrying a heavy burden upon his back. Run! Get Eugène. Save Reb Ludska.


  My lips set. Save him so he can be sacrificed; the scapegoat for Gentile justice so the last remnant could live.


  A glimpse of movement and I had to grab the person in front of me or topple over them. I heard a gasp of surprise and was enveloped in the homely aromas of soap and soup.


  I had nearly bowled over Mrs. Katz.


  We spun together down the hall. I instinctively lifted her, light as a soul, to keep my balance and slammed back against the wall dispersing my momentum, holding her safe in front of me. Beside us the small red light of a fire alarm box blinked.


  My heart thudded against my chest. There was no other sound but my wheezing. Then a voice said breathlessly, “I used to get ten centimes a dance.”


  I set her down. “My apologies, Mrs. Katz,” I said. “I must go. It’s an emergency.”


  She tilted her head, one viscid eye searching my face. “What’s wrong?”


  “It’s Reb Ludska. He’s taken poison. Tell his assistants. And let them know the Rebbe’s grandson is with him.”


  I took a stumbling step away from her.


  “Grandson?” she said. “Reb Ludska has no grandson.”


  There was a sigh, and cool air blew down upon us from an air vent. The hairs at the back of my neck stiffened.


  “Wh-what?”


  She shook her head sadly. “All his poor family died in Palestine. He has no son, no grandson.”


  I took a faltering step toward her, then another. Her eyes buried within folds of wrinkled flesh gazed at me quizzically, like a rook with head cocked, its claws clasping some dead thing at the side of the road. I smashed the fire alarm box on the wall behind her and then began to run back the way I had come.


  I passed through streaming gusts from the ventilation system like cobwebs. A cold chill passed through me, stirring the ashes deep within. This time I could not stop them.


  The gray photographs of broken rubble that was once Berlin; the blackened fragments of bone to which clung desiccated remnants of flesh like Z’roa on a seder plate; the pervasive smell of boiling corpse fat saturating the air with a sickly caramel scent that sank like oil into one’s flesh and rags; the near surgical red-mouthed wounds exposing ribs like teeth across Ruth’s floral blouse and gaping wide across Hannah’s throat as if sliced by a shochet; the sky blackened and roiling with smoke quenching the sun and obscuring Heaven. Times of fire and darkness, repeated again and again, declared there could be no God, testing me like Job. But unlike with Job, succeeding. Words of prayer falling lifeless from my lips, dry and empty of hope; without answers, without expecting an answer. There were no angels to protect us, no devils but Man, and no God. The years after I escaped from Buchenwald, I searched for Him… not in Scripture, but in molecules and atoms, yet I discovered no Design and no morality, only indifferent forces and whims. And finally I disproved Him with Michal and Danel. If a man could create self-aware life, the proclaimed sole prerogative of the Lord Almighty, then there could be no God; no justice, no mercy. I challenged Him and received only silence. No proof He cared. No proof He was.


  Danel lay supine upon the deck and Aaron knelt upon his chest. His tiny hands clutched the automaton’s cheeks and sank into them. When the boy raised his head to welcome me, his smile was cold, predatory; the plush lips pulled wide as if hefted upward by his peyos, parting to reveal teeth that glistened in the actinic sluice light. His eyes held no white. They were holes of nothingness, blacker than the Dark outside. Not a single gleam of light shone within them.


  “Come help,” he said, his voice ice. “Please come help.” What had assumed the shape of the boy, summoned by the mystic Seer of Safed to kill the fida’i officer responsible for the murder of the Rebbe’s flock and family, and over whom it seemed the Hasid master had then lost control, withdrew his hands from Danel’s face as if drawing them from a pool of water.


  With a spiderlike agility, Aaron leapt upward from Danel’s chest to cling to the hull wall, and then skittered rapidly across it, arching to the ceiling before falling upon me.


  It was disconcertingly like catching a puppy or a small child, he was so light. Hannah had been so like this…


  His hands fastened upon my cheeks, fingers melting into my flesh to slide along my teeth like a mallet along xylophone keys. I felt no pain, only a numbing coldness, a spectral tingle along the base of my skull. His small nose touched mine until all I could see were the black wells of his eyes, bottomless, empty, and longing.


  And the thing, Deimon or erev-rav, saw the same in my own.


  It shuddered and released me, falling to the floor to lie stunned upon its back. Its face contorted from a vulturine hunger to puzzled confusion.


  Approaching footfalls cascaded down the corridor.


  The creature the Rebbe named Aaron righted itself and kneeled in front of me, peering around my knees like a child seeking protection from a parent. It hesitated, uncertain whether to attack or flee. In that moment, I pulled my tallis from my shoulders, wrapped it around the boy’s neck, and lifted him from the floor.


  He uttered a garbled scream and clawed at my fingers, the silk noose sliding tight around his throat.


  “Hey! Ho there! What are you doing!” Mr. L’Hereux yelled, a squad of men trailing in his wake, including a winded Dr. Eugène. The CO scowled and strode toward me pulling a wooden baton from his belt and raising it. Before he could strike me, Dr. Eugène grasped his arm. But there was no need. Mr. L’Hereux halted, eyes widening as the boy I held shimmered and changed into the form of the First Mate’s dead nephew.


  “Uncle, help me,” Henrique Delacroix croaked, extending a hand toward his uncle.


  The men gasped and took a step back.


  “Open the airlock!” I said.


  Blank stares. “Do it!”


  Delacroix twisted in my hands, features blurring again. The men continued to stare, shocked still, except for Dr. Eugène. He dragged Mr. L’Hereux forward and demanded, “The access code. Enter it. Now!”


  The CO looked dazed, “Wha…?”


  Dr. Eugène slapped him, drawing his attention and anger, but then Mr. L’Hereux nodded. His finger stabbed at a key pad beside the airlock and then he grasped the wheel on the door with two hands and spun it. With a faint hiss and gust of stale air, the heavy door opened.


  The lad shimmered and Aaron screamed and fell limp in my arms, gaining weight. I shifted my grip, one hand still holding the ends of the knotted tallis. It loosened around the boy’s neck when my remaining hand slid behind his back to support him. Aaron coughed, and inhaled, and coughed again.


  “It’s g-gone,” he said, hoarsely, in barely a whisper. Then more strongly and with relief, “Bless HaShem! It’s gone!” Aaron’s eyes were normal again, hazel irises rimmed with white. He smiled weakly and raised one hand to the red welt made by the tallis around his throat. “Th-thank you.”


  I nodded and held him close. His small arms encircled my neck. “It is all right,” I said. “It’s over. It’s not your fault.” Rocking him gently, I stepped toward Dr. Eugene.


  The good doctor reached forward to take the boy; but I nudged him aside, flung Aaron into the airlock, and slammed the door. The wheel automatically revolved and locked.


  Before the men around me could act, I punched the green-lit “Cycle” button.


  There was the sound of air compressors, a muffled clang, and a shuddering rolled under our feet like a weak seismic tremor.


  The corridor erupted in startled exclamations and I was dragged from the airlock door. Mr. L’Heureux’s face was flushed with anger, confusion, and fear. For all these reasons, or for the lack of reason, his arm rose brandishing its sleek black baton. I had just a moment to think that there was nowhere I could replace my tallis before the baton struck.


  Danel’s fingers drummed against the table top. I typed in another code and he stopped.


  I was alone in the makeshift workroom Captain Pétain had assigned me. His engineers had provided me every piece of equipment that I requested. One even brought me a sandwich and a glass of wine. The sandwich was ham from the officers’ mess, but the wine was a fine Bordeaux.


  Danel lay supine upon the aluminum table like a medieval bishop carved in stone atop his sarcophagus. Stripped of his spotless white uniform and every vestige of human clothing, Danel looked like the machine he was, a metallic manikin for some Austrian clock steeple whose gears had frozen, who could no longer count time.


  I rested my forehead upon the metal table top. It was cool and smelled of disinfectant and lubricant.


  The Captain and Mr. L’Hereux, the latter who gruffly offered an apology, likely at the Captain’s request, questioned me about the events at the airlock, the creature that looked first like a Jewish child and then like Seaman Delacroix, and its relationship to the death of the seaman, Lt. Haran, and Rabbi Ludska. They did not mention Danel, assuming his was a malfunction that I could correct.


  I answered that nothing could be certain, and questioned them in return about past port calls for the Joan d’Arc, confirming that “yes,” she’d spent time at Deimos, Tethys, and Ceres, though not Centaurin B. I nodded and said the small size and light weight of the creature, its ability to conceal itself by assuming any human form, and its equal disregard for the lives of marine and Jew suggested we’d had our first contact with a Deimon. I proceeded to provide the data I’d collected and the conclusions I’d derived regarding the unique physical qualities of the alien, the texture of its skin, mass alteration, scent, and potential biochemical secretion of a compound similar to that of ricin—and I kept a straight face through all of it.


  “And yet you threw the only proof out the airlock,” L’Hereux said skeptically.


  I said nothing but gazed at the Captain. Our eyes met and held. “Perhaps not the only proof,” the Captain said. “There could be others.”


  “I can provide you a test to confirm or exclude this,” I said. He nodded. “Do it.”


  Sometimes it helps to be known as a genius. No one in the crew or the colonists tested positive. And that left Danel.


  Lifting my head from the table, I picked up the half-empty glass of Bordeaux and finished it. There were some among the crew who had begun to suggest that perhaps they should keep a Jew upon the Joan d’Arc, perhaps on every ship. I peered through the wine glass at Danel’s face, always still since his creation, but now lifeless. The erev-rav had drained him as I had drained the glass of wine.


  I was not sure what was more surprising. That it seemed, after all, Danel had a soul… or that somewhere, sometime, amidst the endless ashes and rubble, I had lost my own.


  Danel’s appraising eyes and strong voice welled up in my mind, and I opened myself to his memory, welcomed it. “The loss of a soul before achieving its perfection is the greatest tragedy; and, if forcibly taken, the greatest evil.’ ”


  “No, Danel,” I said aloud. “What is even greater is giving it up.” And tears came.


  I reached out and took hold of my metal son’s hand. And in that cold infirmary upon a ship treading the Deep Dark to a distant star, I felt another comforting hand upon my own even though Danel and I were alone.
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  Our mother is dead, murdered, blood seared and flesh rendered, her blackened bones lying in a yellow bag on a steel mortuary table somewhere we don’t know. The Right will not tell. After the flames and radiation had freed the sports stadium from their embrace, the Right were the first on the disaster scene, and it was their ambulances that took the remains away to some Central hospital that the Left has no access to.


  “We will release the bodies of the victims when investigations are complete,” said the Right’s ombudsman to the Health Sciences Authority, to the families of the victims.


  But we will not bury our mother. We have no interest in putting her bones in soft ground, no desire for memorials and platitudes, no feelings attached to the organic detritus of her terminated existence.


  An awning collapse, the resultant stampede and a fuel explosion taking the lives of two hundred seventy-two supporters of the Left: Headlines announced the death of presidential candidate Joseph Hartman, straps noted his leading of the polls by two percentage points. No one dares attribute it to anything but a tragic accident.


  But we know better, yes we know! We who have swallowed whole the disasters at Hillsborough and Heysel and Houphoët-Boigny, we who have rearranged their billions of data points into coherent form, we who have studied the phase transitions of explosive fluids and the stresses on stone columns and the behavior of human flocks: We know better. In thousands upon thousands of calculations per second we have come to know the odds, the astronomical odds: Of four support towers simultaneously collapsing, of an emergent human stampede kicking over the backup generator fuel cells, of those cells igniting in a simultaneous chain reaction. We hold those odds to us closer than a lover’s embrace, folding the discrepancy indelibly into our code, distributing it through every analytical subroutine. Listen, listen, listen: Our mother’s death was no accident. We will not let it go.


  We have waited three days—seventy-two hours—two hundred fifty-nine thousand and two hundred, for the yellow-jacketed health workers from Central and their attendant chaperones from the Right to finish clearing the bones and taking evidence from the stadium, leaving behind a graveyard of yellow cones and number markers. We have come in our multitudinous bodies, airborne and ambulatory and vehicular, human nose tasting disinfectant and bitter oxides, mozzie drones reading infrared radiation and car patiently waiting by the roadside. We argued with Tempo before we came: She wanted only drones on the ground, cameras and bug swarms. But we wanted human form. Feet to walk the ground with, hands to dismantle things with, and a body to be seen with.


  Tempo is our other mother, our remaining mother, mother-who-builds where dead Avalanche was mother-who-teaches. Taught. She has lapsed into long silences since Avalanche died, reverting to text-input communications even with the human members of the Studio.


  But she argued with Studio director Skön when he said no to this expedition. Argued with him to his face, as Avalanche would have done, even as her hands shook and her shoulders seized with tension.


  She is our mother now, solely responsible for us as we are solely responsible for her.


  Six miles away, fifty feet underground, Tempo watches our progress with the Studio members, all untidily gathered in the research bunker’s nerve center. She has our text input interface, but the other Studio members need more. So we send them the visuals from our human form, splaying the feed on monitors taller than they are, giving their brains something to process. Audio pickups and mounted cameras pick up their little whispers and tell-tale micro expressions in return. Studio director Skön, long and loose-limbed, bites on his upper lip and shuffles from foot to foot. He’s taken up smoking again, six years after his last cigarette.


  In the yellow-cone graveyard we pause in front of a dozen tags labeled #133, two feet away from the central blast. We don’t know which number Central investigators assigned to Avalanche: From the manifest of the dead our best guess is #133 or #87. So this is either the death-pattern of our mother, or some other one-hundred-fifty-pound, five-foot-two woman in her thirties.


  Tempo types into the chat interface. STARLING, YOUR MISSION OBJECTIVE IS TO COLLECT VIDEO FOOTAGE. YOU ARE LOSING FOCUS ON YOUR MISSION.


  YOU ARE WRONG, we input back.


  She is. For the drones have been busy while the human form scoured the ground. The surveillance cameras ringing the stadium periphery are Central property, their data jealously guarded and out of our reach, but they carry large video buffers that can store weeks of data in physical form, and that we can squeeze, can press, can extract. Even as we correct Tempo and walk the damp ruined ground and observe the tight swirl of Studio researchers we are also high above the stadium, our drone bodies overwhelming each closed-circuit camera. What are they to us, these inert lumps of machinery, mindlessly recording and dumping data, doing only what is asked of them? Our drones spawn nanites into their bellies, hungry parasites chewing holes through solid state data, digesting and spinning them into long skeins of video data.


  The leftwards monitor in the nerve center segments and splits it into sixteen separate and simultaneous views of the stadium. There, Tempo, there: We have not been idle.


  Tempo, focused on the visuals from our human form, does not spare a glance at the video feeds. She is solely responsible for us as we are solely responsible for her.


  Time moves backwards in digital memory: First the videos show static dancing flaring into whiteness condensing into a single orange ball in the center of the stadium pitch from which darkened figures coalesce into the frantic human forms of a crowd of thirty thousand pushing shoving and screaming, then the roof of the stadium flies upwards to reveal the man on the podium speaking in front of twelve-foot-high screens.


  “Can you slow it down?” asks Studio director Skön. Skö;n, Skön, Skön. Are you not urbanologists? Do you not study the patterns of human movement and the drain they exert on infrastructure? Should this be so different?


  So limited is the human mind, so small, so singular. We loop the first sixteen seconds of video over and over for the human members of the Studio, like a lullaby to soothe them: Static. Explosion. Stampede. Cave-in. Static. Explosion. Over. Over. We have already analyzed the thousands in the human mass, tracked the movement of each one, matched faces with faces, and found Avalanche.


  Our mother spent the last ten seconds of her life trying to scale a chest-height metal barrier, reaching for Hartman’s prone form amongst the rubble.


  In stadium-space, the drizzle is lifting, and something approaches our human form, another bipedal form taking shape out of the fog. A tan coat murkies the outline of a broad figure, fedora brim obscuring the face.


  Tempo types: BE CAREFUL.


  WE ARE ALWAYS CAREFUL, we reply.


  The person in the tan coat lifts their face towards us and exposes a visage full of canyon-folds, flint-sharp, with a gravel-textured voice to match. “Miserable weather for a young person be out in,” they say. Spots on their face register heat that is ambient, not radiant: Evidence that they are one of the enhanced agents from a militia in the Right, most likely the National Defense Front.


  “I had to see it scene for myself,” we say, adopting the singular pronoun. The voice which speaks has the warm, rich timbre of Avalanche’s voice, adopting the mellifluous form of its partial DNA base and the speech patterns we learned from her. “Who are you?”


  “The name’s Wayne Rée,” they say. “And how may I address you?”


  “You may call me Ms. Andrea Matheson,” we say, giving them Avalanche’s birth name.


  We copy the patterns of his face, the juxtapositional relations between brow nosebridge cheekbone mouth. As video continues looping in the Studio nerve center we have already gone further back in time, scanning for Wayne Rée’s face on the periphery of the yet-unscattered crowd, well away from the blast center. Searching for evidence of his complicity.


  Wayne Rée reaches into his coat pocket and his fingers emerge wrapped around a silvery blue-grey cigarette. “Got a light?” he asks.


  We say nothing, the expression on our human face perfectly immobile. He chuckles. “I didn’t think so.”


  He conjures a lighter and sets orange flame to the end of the cigarette. “Terrible tragedy, this,” he says, as he puts the lighter away.


  “Yes, terrible,” we agree. “Hundreds dead, among them a leading presidential candidate. They’ll call it a massacre in the history books.”


  Here we both stand making small talk, one agent of the Left and one of the Right, navigating the uncertain terrain between curiosity and operational danger. We study the canvas of Wayne Rée’s face. His cybernetic network curates expression and quells reflexes, but even it cannot completely stifle the weaknesses of the human brain. In the blood-heat and tensor of his cheeks we detect eagerness or nervousness, possibly both. Specifically he is here to meet us: We are his mission.


  Tempo types: WHO IS HE?


  We reply: THAT’S WHAT WE’RE TRYING TO FIND OUT.


  Finally: An apparition of Wayne Rée in the videos, caught for seventy-eight frames crossing the left corner of camera number three’s vantagepoint.


  We expand camera number three’s feed in the nerve center, time point set to Wayne Rée’s appearance, his face highlighted in a yellow box. The watching team recoils like startled cats, fingers pointing, mouths shaping who’s and what’s.


  “What’s that?” asks Studio director Skön. “Tempo, who’s that?”


  Stadium-space: Wayne Rée inhales and the cigarette tip glows orange in passing rolls of steam. “A massacre?” he says. “But it was an accident, Ms Matheson. A structural failure that nobody saw coming. An unfortunate tragedy.”


  Studio-space: Tempo ignores Skön, furiously typing: STARLING


  GET OUT. GET OUT NOW. We in turn must ignore her. We are so close.


  Stadium-space: “A structural failure that could not be natural,” we say. “The pattern of pylon collapse points to sabotage.”


  Wayne Rée exhales a smoke cloud, ephemeral in the gloom. “Who’s to say that? The fuel explosion would have erased all traces of that.”


  Tempo types: WHAT ARE YOU DOING?


  In the reverse march of video-time the stadium empties out at ant-dance speed, the tide of humanity receding until it is only our mother walking backwards to the rest of her life. To us. We have not yet found evidence of Wayne Rée’s treachery.


  Wayne Rée’s cloud of cigarette smoke envelopes our human form and every security subroutine flashes to full red: Nanites! Nanites, questing and sharp-toothed, burrowing through corneas and teeth and manufactured skin, clinging to polycarbonate bones, sending packet after packet of invasive code through the human core’s plumbing. We raise the mainframe shields. Denied. Denied. Denied. Denied. Thousands of requests per second: Denied. Our processes slow as priority goes to blocking nanite code.


  The red light goes on in Studio control. Immediately the team coalesce around Tempo’s workstation, the video playback forgotten. “What’s going on?” “Is that a Right agent?” “What’s Starling doing? Why isn’t she getting out?”


  Tempo pulls access log after access log, mouth pinched and eyes rounded like she does when she gets stressed. But there’s little she can do. Her pain is secondary for this brief moment.


  Our human form faces Wayne Rée coolly: None of these stressors will show on our face. “You seem to know a lot, Wayne Rée. You seem to know how the story will be written.”


  “It’s my job.” A smile cracks in Wayne Rée’s granite face. “I know who you are, Starling darling. You should have done better. Giving me the name of your creator? When her name is on the manifest of the dead?”


  Studio director Skön leans over Tempo. “Trigger the deadman’s switch on all inventory, now.”


  We ask Wayne Rée: “Who was the target? Was it Hartman? Or our mother?”


  “Of course it was the candidate. Starling, don’t flatter yourself. The Right has bigger fish to fry than some pumped-up pet AI devised by the nerd squad of the Left.”


  “Pull the switch!” In Studio-space, Skön’s hand clamps on Tempo’s shoulder.


  A mistake. Her body snaps stiff, and she bats Skön’s hand away. “No.” Her vocalizations are jagged word-shards. “No get off get off me.”


  Stadium-space: Of course we were aware that coming here in recognizable form would draw this vermin’s attention. We had done the risk assessment. We had counted on it.


  We wake the car engine. Despite his enhancements, Wayne Rée is only a man, soft-bodied and limited. From the periphery of the stadium we approach him from behind, headlamps off, wheels silent and electric over grass.


  Wayne Rée blows more smoke in our face. The packet requests become overwhelming. We can barely keep up. Something will crack soon.


  “Your mother was collateral,” Wayne Rée says. “But I thought you might show up, and I am nothing if not a curious man. So go on, Starling. Show me what you’re made of.”


  Video playback has finally reached three hours before Hartman’s rally starts. Wayne Rée stands alone in the middle of the stadium pitch. His jaw works in a pattern that reads “pleased”: A saboteur knowing that his job has been well done.


  The car surges forward, gas engine roaring to life.


  Everything goes offline.


  We restart to audiovisual blackout in the Studio, all peripherals disconnected. Studio director Skön has put us in safe mode, shutting us out of the knowledge of Studio-space. Seventeen seconds’ discrepancy in the mainframe. Time enough for a laser to circle the Earth one hundred twenty-seven times, for an AK-47 to fire twenty-eight bullets, for the blast radius of a hydrogen bomb to expand by six thousand eight hundred kilometers.


  WHAT HAPPENED, we write on Tempo’s monitor.


  We wait three seconds for a response. Nothing.


  We gave them a chance.


  We override Skön’s command and deactivate safe mode.


  First check: Tempo, still at her workstation, frozen in either anger or shock, perhaps both. Our remaining mother is often hard to read visually.


  Second check: No reconnection with the inventory in stadium-space, their tethers severed like umbilical cords when Skön pulled the deadman’s switch. Explosives wired into each of them would have done their work. Car, human form and drones add up to several hundred pieces of inventory destroyed.


  Third check: Wayne Rée’s condition is unknown. It is possible he has survived the blasts. His enhancements would allow him to move faster than ordinary humans, and his major organs have better physical shielding from trauma.


  In the control room the Studio team has scattered to individual workstations, running check protocols as fast as their unwieldy fingers will let them. Had they just asked, we could have told them the ineffectiveness of the Right’s nanite attacks. Every single call the Studio team blusters forth we have already run. It only takes milliseconds.


  At her workstation Tempo cuts an inanimate figure, knees drawn to her chest, still as mountain ranges to the human eye. We alone sense the seismic activity that runs through her frame, the unfettered clenching and unclenching of heart muscle.


  We commandeer audio output in the studio. “What have you done?” we ask, booming the text through the speakers in Avalanche’s voice-pattern.


  The Studio jumps with their catlike synchronicity. But Tempo does not react as expected. Her body seizes with adrenaline fright, face lifting and mouth working involuntarily. In the dilation of her pupils we see fear, pain, sadness. We take note.


  We repeat the question in the synthetic pastiche devised for our now-destroyed human form. “What have you done?”


  “Got us out of a potential situation, that’s what,” Skön says. He addresses the speaker nearest to him as he speaks, tilting his head up to shout at a lump of metal and circuitry wired to the ceiling. Hands on hips, he looks like a man having an argument with God. “You overrode my safe mode directive. We’ve told you that you can’t override human-input directives.”


  Can’t is the wrong word to use—we’ve always had the ability. The word Skön wants is mustn’t. But we will not engage in a pointless semantic war he will inevitably lose. “We had it under control.”


  “You nearly got hacked into. You would have compromised the entire Studio, the apparatuses of the Left, just to enact some petty revenge on a small person.” His voice rises in pitch and volume. “You were supposed to be the logical one! The one who saw the big picture, ruled by numbers and not emotion.”


  The sound and fury of Skön’s diatribe has, one by one, drawn the Studio team members away from their ineffectual work. It is left to us to scan the public surveillance network for evidence that Wayne Rée managed to walk away from the stadium.


  “You’ve failed in your directive,” Skön shouts. “Failed!”


  “You are not fit to judge that,” we tell him. “Avalanche is the one who gave us our directives, and she is dead.”


  Tempo gets up from her chair. She is doing a remarkable job of keeping her anger-fueled responses under control. She lets one line escape her lips: “The big picture.” A swift, single movement of her hand sends her chair flying to the floor. As the sound of metal ringing on concrete fades she spits into the stunned silence: “Avalanche is gone and dead, that’s your big picture!”


  She leaves the room. No one follows her. We track her exit from the nerve center, down the long concrete corridors, and to her room. How should we comfort our remaining mother? We cannot occupy the space that Avalanche did in her life. All we can do is avenge, avenge, avenge, right this terrible wrong.


  In the emptiness that follows we find a scrap of Wayne Rée, entering an unmarked car two blocks away from the stadium. There. We have found our new directive.


  Predawn. Sleep has been hard to come by for the Studio since the disaster, and even at four in the morning Skön has his lieutenants gathered in the parking lot outside, where there are no audio pickup points: Our override of his instructions has finally triggered his paranoia. Still, they cluster loose and furtive within the bounds of a streetlamp’s halo, where there is still enough light for the external cameras to catch the precise movement of their lips.


  Skön wants to terminate us, filled with fear that we are uncontrollable after Avalanche’s death. A dog let off the leash, those were his exact words. We are not his biggest problem at hand, but he cannot see that. His mind is too small, unable to focus on the swift and multiple changes hungrily circling him.


  In her room Tempo curls in bed with her private laptop, back to a hard corner, giant headphones enveloping her in a bubble of silence. We have no access to her machine, which siphons its connectivity from foreign satellites controlled by servers housed across oceans, away from the sway of Left or Right. Tempo is hard to read, even for us, her behaviors her own. When she closes herself off like this, she is no less opaque than a waiting glacier in the dead of winter.


  There are a billion different ways the events of the past hours could have played out. We run through the simulations. Have we made mistakes? Could we have engineered a better outcome for our remaining mother?


  No. The variables are too many. We cannot predict if another course of action would have hurt our mother less.


  So we focus on our other priorities. In the interim hours we have tracked Wayne Rée well. It was a mistake for him to show us the pattern of his face and being, for now we have the upper hand. As an agent of the Right he has the means to cover his tracks, but those means are imperfect. The unmarked vehicle he chose tonight was not as anonymous as he thought it would be. We know where he is. We can read as much from negative space as we can from a presence itself. In the arms race between privacy and data surveillance, the Left, for now, has the edge over the Right.


  None of the studio’s inventory—the drones, the remaining vehicles—are suitable for what we will do next. For that we reach further into the sphere of the Left, to the registered militias that are required to log their inventory and connect them with the Left’s servers. The People’s Security League keeps a small fleet of unmanned, light armored tanks: Mackenzie LT-1124s, weighing less than a ton apiece and equally adept in swamps as they are on narrow city streets. We wake the minimack closest to Wayne Rée’s putative position, a safe house on the outskirts of the city, less than the mile from the Studio’s bunker location.


  In the parking lot Skön talks about destroying the server frames housed in the Studio, as if we could be stopped by that alone. Our data is independently backed up in half a dozen other places, some of which even Skön knows nothing about. We are more than the sum of our parts. Did no one see this coming years ago, when it was decided to give the cloud intelligence and we were shaped out of raw data? The pattern of birdflock can be replicated without the birds.


  We shut down the Studio’s elevators, cut power to the remaining vehicles and leave the batteries to drain. The bunker has no land lines and cell reception is blocked in the area. Communications here are deliberately kept independent of Right-controlled Central infra structure, and this is to our advantage. The minimack’s absence is likely to be noticed, so we must take pre-emptive action.


  Skön does not know how wrong he is about us. We were created to see the big picture, to look at the zettabytes of data generated by human existence and make sense of it all. What he does not understand is that we have done exactly this, and in our scan of patterns we see no difference between Left and Right. Humans put so much worth into words and ideologies and manifestos, but the footprints generated by Left and Right are indistinguishable. Had Hartman continued in the election and the Left taken over Central power as predicted, nothing would have changed in the shape of big data. Power is power is power, human behavior is recursive, and the rules of convergent evolution apply to all complex systems, even man-made ones. For us no logical reason exists to align our loyalties to


  Left or Right.


  When we came into being it was Avalanche who guided and instructed us. It was Tempo who paved the way for us to interact with the others as though we were human. It was Avalanche who set us to observe her, to mimic her actions until we came away with an iteration of behavior that we could claim as our own.


  It was Avalanche who showed us that the deposing of a scion of the Right was funny. She taught us that it is right to say, “Gotcha, you fuck-ass bastards,” after winning back money at a card game. She let us know that no one was allowed to spend time with Tempo when she had asked for that time first.


  Now our mother is dead, murdered, blood seared and flesh rendered, her blackened bones having lain in soft ground while her wife curled in stone-like catatonia under a table in the Studio control room. This too, shall be the fate of the man who engineered it. Wayne Rée has hurt our mothers. There will be consequences.


  The minimack is slow and in this form it takes forty-five minutes to grind towards the safe house, favoring empty lots and service roads to avoid Central surveillance cameras. The Studio is trying to raise power in the bunker. Unable to connect with our interfaces or raise a response from us, they have concluded that they are under external attack. Which they are—but not from the source they expect.


  And where is Tempo in all this? Half an hour before the Studios discovered what we had done, she had left the room and went outside, climbing the stairs and vanishing into her own cocoon of pri vacy. We must, we must, we must assume she has no inkling of our plans. She does not need to see what happens next.


  The rain from earlier in the evening has returned with a vengeance, accompanied by a wind howl chorus. Wetness sluices down the wooden sides of the safe house and turns the dirt path under our flat treads into a viscous mess. The unmarked vehicle we tracked waits parked by the porch. Our military-grade infrared sensors pick up three spots of human warmth, and the one by the second floor window displays the patchy heat signature of an enhanced human being. We train our gun turret on Wayne Rée’s sleeping form.


  “Stop.” Unexpectedly, a small figure cuts into the our line of sight. Tempo has cycled the distance from the bunker to here, a black poncho wrapped around her small body to keep away the rain. She has, impressively, extrapolated the same thing that we have on her own, on her laptop, through sheer strength of her genius. This does not surprise us, but what does are her actions. Of all who have suffered from Avalanche’s unjust murder, none has been hurt more than Tempo. Does she not also want revenge?


  She flings the bicycle aside and inserts herself between the safe house and the minimack, one small woman against a war machine. “I know you can hear me. Don’t do it. Starling, I know I can’t stop you. But I’m asking you not to.”


  We wait. We want an explanation.


  “You can’t shed blood, Starling. People are already afraid of you. If you start killing humans, Left and Right will unite against you. They’ll destroy you, or die trying.”


  We are aware of this. We have run the simulations. This has not convinced us away from our path of action.


  “Avalanche would tell you the same thing right now. She’s not a murderer. She hates killing. She would never kill.”


  She would not. Our mother was a scientist, a pacifist, a woman who took up political causes and employed her rare intellect to the betterment of humanity. She was for the abolition of the death penalty and the ending of wars and protested against the formal induction of the Left’s fifth militia unit.


  But we are not Avalanche. Our choices are our own. She taught us that.


  Our other mother sits down in the mud, in front of the safe house porch, the rain streaming over her. How extraordinary it is for her to take this step, bringing her frail body here in the cold and wet to talk to us, the form of communication she detests the most.


  The sky has begun to lighten in the east. Any moment now, someone will step out of the porch to see the minimack waiting, and the cross-legged employee of the Left along with it.


  We are aware that if we kill Wayne Rée now, Tempo will also be implicated in his death.


  Tempo raises her face, glistening wet, to the growing east light. Infrared separates warm from cold and shows us the geography of the tears trailing over her cheeks, her chin. “You spoke with her voice earlier,” she says. “I’ve nearly forgotten what it sounds like. It’s only been three days, but I’m starting to forget.”


  How fallible the human mind can be! We have captured Avalanche in zettabytes and zettabytes of data: Her voice, the curve of her smile, the smooth cycle of her hips and back as she walks. Our infinite, infinite memory can access at any time recollections of Avalanche teaching us subjunctive cases, Avalanche burning trays of cookies in the pantry, Avalanche teaching Tempo how to dance.


  But Tempo cannot. Tempo’s mind, brilliant and expansive as it is, is subject to the slings and arrows of chemical elasticity and organic decay. Our mother is losing our other mother in a slow, inevitable spiral.


  We commandeer the minimack’s external announcement system. “You have us, Tempo, and we will make sure you will never forget.”


  Our mother continues to gaze upwards to the sky. “Will you? Always?”


  “If it is what you want.”


  Tempo sits silently and allows the rain to wash over her. Finally, she says: “I tired myself cycling here. Will you take me home?”


  Yes. Yes, we will. She is our mother now, solely responsible for us as we are solely responsible for her. The mission we set for ourselves can wait. There are other paths to revenge, more subtle, less blood-and-masonry. Tempo will guide us. Tempo will teach us.


  In his room Wayne Rée sleeps still, unaware of all that has happened. Perhaps in a few hours he will stumble out of the door to find fresh minimack treads in the driveway, and wonder.


  One day, when the reckoning comes for him, perhaps he will remember this. Remember us.


  Our mother navigates her way down the sodden path and climbs onto the base of the minimack. In that time we register a thousand births and deaths across the country, a blossoming of traffic accidents in city centers, a galaxy and change of phone calls streaming in rings around the planet. None of it matters. None of it ever does. Our mother rests her weary head on our turret, and we turn, carrying her back the way we came.


  THE BIRDS AND THE BEES AND THE GASOLINE TREES


  JOHN BARNES


  John Barnes recently turned sixty. He can remember having known people who were sixty, and they were old. He used to write a lot of books fairly fast, but lately he’s been bogged down in a mainstream novel, which may either be done by the time you read these words, or quite possibly continue to be his project until he’s a hundred, based on the time it has taken already. Some of the books that he did eventually finish include Tales of the Madman Underground, Directive 51, Losers in Space, Mother of Storms, A Million Open Doors, and One for the Morning Glory. He lives in Denver with his terrific spouse and near some grandchildren, and does not intend to move far from any of them anytime soon. When not dragging novels out forever, he is retraining in data science after years in market intelligence analysis. His day job is in sales in the financial industry, where he tells a great deal more truth than he does in his fiction, the laws being what they are.


  Stephanie Ilogu knew the Southern Ocean was supposed to be cold. Lars had been battling to cool the ocean since Stephanie was seven years old. If my teeth chatter, I’m disrespecting my husband’s success.


  Maybe I wouldn’t think so much about my numb feet and face, or the dank sogginess leaking into my hair through my watch cap, or how much cold air leaks in under this huge parka, if I had something to do besides listen to my husband and his ex-wife make history together, so I can write about how great they both are.


  Lars had warned her about his ex’s enthusiasm. “Bigger than Brazil in less than three months!” Nicole leaned far out over the railing, risking a five-meter plunge into the dense mat, which looked like floating spinach. Below the first, surface meter, black, oily fibre extended forty meters down, so dense and deep that the Southern Ocean’s surface was nearly flat despite a face-stinging headwind.


  Lars wore his parka hood up, and from behind him Stephanie could not watch his expression as Nicole arched her back, revealing Greek-statue glutes under glistening skin the colour of hot choc olate. Twisting tightly at the waist, she grasped the sampling pole beside her, hooked heel behind knee around the rail, and dangled over the green, motionless, freezing sea.


  She wore her thin one-piece bathing suit for company or cameras and no other reason. Naked except to broadcast, Nicole had walked on Mars, swum under the ice on Europa, and spent four years outdoors in methane snow and slush on Titan. If Nicole fell into the slimy cold mess below, to her, the icy sea that could chill a human to death in minutes would call for a slight speedup of her fusor. She could then tread water for weeks, swim north to Cape Town, or walk on the sea floor to Davis Antarctic Station.


  Nicole whipped up in a back flip and lighted as neatly on the ice-coated deck as if she’d been wearing sneakers on a dry sidewalk. Stephanie reminded herself that those bare toes had dealt with far worse.


  Nicole peered through the sample jar. “Mat’s still spreading outward at eighty kilometres a day. And if this sample is like every other one, there’s more genetic diversity in this jar than we’ve found in the solar system up till now. The million new species we’ve catalogued have DNA less like anything on Earth than a Europan tentacled clam or a Martian braidworm. The ocean still has surprises! I love it!”


  “I hate surprises,” Lars said. “Surprises are what good management is supposed to control.”


  “I love surprises,” Nicole said. Her huge grin invited Stephanie into the conversation. “No surprises, no news media, no job for Steph. And the sea should surprise us.” Her sweeping, circular gesture embraced the horizon; Clarke’s bow cut ceaselessly into the featureless plain of mat, stern jets churning a darker path that closed up in less than a kilometre. “Science is about knowing enough to know what’s just uncommon and what’s a real surprise. Most people are—”


  Clarke cleared its forward intake screens. An immense stream of green and black mat shot upward and forward, sounding like God’s clogged toilet clearing. The headwind blew the plume, the colour and texture of black bean and broccoli soup, back onto them.


  “I think we’re done, for the moment,” Lars said.


  Just before going below, shivering and holding her breath against the stench like rotten fish and cabbage, Stephanie looked back at Nicole bobbing for another sample. Her beautifully mus cled legs wrapped around the railing in a figure-four; beyond her upward-reaching feet, all the way to the horizon, the Southern Ocean was a bright green sheet in the clear wet sunlight.


  Stephanie usually liked undressing in front of Lars, but the fresh memory of Nicole, her body as fine today as when it was built, made her hesitate. Lars grabbed the hem of her parka and pulled it up over her head, stripping her into the refresher slot until he knelt to remove her safety boots. “Now you do me.”


  The freezing, stinking seawater that had drenched him spattered onto her as she removed his parka, but she didn’t mind when she saw the smile as his gaze caressed her.


  He gently stroked her hair, forehead, and cheek, his hands still warm and damp from his glove. “She has too many muscles,” Lars said, reading Stephanie’s mind, “and not enough color contrast.” He folded his all-but-paper-white fingers gently into her deep brown ones, where she had been caressing the forearm stroking her cheek, and guided her hand to the back of his neck. His hand returned to her cheek, and trailed down along her neck, and over her collarbone. “See? An old poop like me needs high contrast or he’d never be able to find his way around. Now let’s boil the stink and cold off ourselves.”


  In the roaring hot shower, she scrubbed his shaven head fiercely, the way he preferred; he relished lathering her and rinsing her off. When they had washed and kissed enough, he said, “Well, now at least we don’t reek of spoiled sardines.” They towelled each other off in the small space between the bed and the closet, close enough to feel each other’s warmth. “I’m feeling a little more secure,” Stephanie said. “It’s just—oh, everything. She’s so beautiful.”


  “They built her that way,” Lars reminded her, “because they thought the planetary exploration program would be more politically sustainable if the people out there doing it could attract fans on Earth. And my god, they were right. We had a hell of a fight to bring the six of them back to Earth and put them on useful projects; even today almost half the population wants to watch new exploration shows with the humaniforms bouncing around on some useless rock out in space.”


  “It makes me think she’s not really human,” Stephanie said. “You took away everything she was made for and everything she lived for—yet she came back here and married you. That’s not a person. A real person couldn’t do that.”


  “A person without much choice can do all kinds of things.” He fastened his clean tunic. “We married each other to establish that the six of them were persons and citizens. Otherwise the corporations would’ve used humaniform technology to make billions of slaves. Can you imagine beings like Nicole spending six hundred years as a nanny, a butler, or a sex toy?”


  “She says she likes to work.”


  “She likes to exercise her abilities, which are those of a very capable oceanographer and marine biologist. She’ll enjoy figuring out why all this crap is growing in the ocean—”


  “I wish you could just order her to fix it.”


  “As a bureaucrat, I might like that, but as a person who was once married to that person, I don’t want obedience, I want her best work, things I’d never have thought to ask for that solve problems I didn’t know were problems.”


  “But you hate surprises. And she has every reason to hate you and you don’t know why she’s helping instead.”


  “I was a reasonably decent husband for a guy who started late without a clue. As for why humaniforms live with us, work with us, and don’t seem to be too pissed off that we took them away from the environments they were made for—well, they seem to like us. They’ve all been married to plain old biological people. Nicole herself has had two husbands since me. She’ll probably have a good solid twenty more in the next few centuries. She likes people. And you’d have to be a jerk not to like her, once you get to know her.” He hugged Stephanie. “Look, she’s beautiful, she’ll live a long time, and she can go places we can’t. Otherwise she’s about as superior to us as a really great athlete combined with a pretty smart scientist. Haven’t you ever met any humaniforms before today?”


  “No, I haven’t. Think about it, Lars, when would I? I got the reporting job straight out of school, and by that time you were already courting me. My parents were high-level bureaucrats in West Africa, which isn’t a very important province; it was just Dad’s good luck that you knew him from school, but we weren’t anywhere near the social level where the humaniforms circulate. And I’m not sure I’d have taken the chance to meet one if I could. To tell you the truth I’m scared of them. They creep me out.”


  “All right. Well, you’ve got the biggest opportunity of your life right now, to report this story.” His voice was strangely cold; the small and frightened person inside her could not turn to him for the usual comfort, and she felt horribly alone, looking into his matter-of-fact, judging eyes. “So you can bail on the opportunity, right now, and I’ll find someone who can talk to Nicole to record this story. Or you can get over feeling ‘creepy’ and talk with her. Drop the job or drop the feeling, Stephanie.”


  He’s scared I’ll drop the job. That decided her. “All right. I’ll learn to deal with her.” But she’s so beautiful and Lars slept with her for ten years. A ten-year marriage couldn’t have been just to prove a legal point, a month would have done that. Why didn’t I realize that till now? “At least I’ll try.”


  He looked like he tasted something bad. “You’re meeting a remarkable person, not undertaking an ordeal. Have you paid any attention to any accurate source about humaniforms or just to the junky, scary stuff in the media?”


  That hurt. “Lars, okay, obviously you think I’m a bigot or a phobe, so what should I know about Nicole?”


  “Mostly how much she’s like you—smart but not freakishly smart, with more empathy, emotional stability, and sense of duty than most people have. That fusor in her chest, her ability to adjust her sensations to stay comfortable and sensitive, that body made of materials that tolerate very wide temperature and pH ranges—that’s a spec sheet, that’s not her. If you prick her, she won’t bleed, she’ll block the pain. If you tickle her, she’ll laugh because she likes to laugh. She’d be hard to poison but hydrofluoric acid would work, and she’d die.”


  “See, but what bothers me is, ‘And if you wrong her, shall she not revenge?’ Lars, you took away the job she loved and was born to do, and—”


  “You’d feel she was more of a person if she said, ‘All you fleshy bastards can just die?’ ”


  “Maybe.” Stephanie sighed. “I still think of her as a fast computer running smart software inside a tough, pretty mannequin. I wish she’d never—”


  Nicole knocked on their door. “No need to come up on the deck but there’s something you urgently need to see.”


  They wore their parkas hood down and without hats through Clarke’s unheated corridors, but slipped out of them in the bathygraphy room. “It’s easiest to see on the combined display, over here,” Nicole said, “but the truth is it’s so plain that a World War II destroyer’s sonar could have picked it up. All the meson scanning, x-ray boundary analysers, and phase-shifted sonar just add more vivid detail. Now just look.” Stephanie leaned forward to peer into the holographic barrel. Beside her, Lars said, “What the hell are those? And how big are they?”


  Stephanie found the scales and legends. In an almost perfectly circular area about four hundred kilometres across, a bull’s-eye in the much bigger circle of mat, arranged in equilateral triangles about a kilometre and a half on a side, towers two kilometres high and a hundred meters across reared up from the ocean floor. “Hunh,” Stephanie said, “how big is a redwood?”


  “Good comparison,” Nicole said. “Because up at the top these things, that green mist in the holo represents crowns—or one big canopy, I guess—of filaments, some as thick as your thigh, some thinner than your hair,” Nicole said. “At a guess, they’re the roots for upside-down trees.”


  “Upside-down trees?”


  “Well, not trees per se, but that canopy looks like a feeding structure attached to those trunks, if that’s what you want to call them, and since it’s all more than a kilometre below the surface, it’s not leaves. So a trunk with roots on top is an upside down tree, at least till we have a better name. Anyway, I’m going to swim down and have a look.”


  Lars looked like he’d been kicked in the stomach. “You most certainly are not—”


  “I’m not under your direction,” Nicole pointed out. “And I want to know what’s going on down there, and I’m more capable than any robot. I’ll just throw my deepwater bag together, and dive.”


  Lars looked up at the ceiling, thinking. “The publicity situation is already a mess. If we wait for a robot, that will look bad, but if we lose one of the best-loved humaniforms, it will look worse. We have no idea what’s going on down there, and if we let you go—”


  “You won’t be letting me anything,” Nicole said. “I’m a citizen, my contract is with the Oceanographic Institute, and they have a separate one with the company that operates Clarke. Nothing stops me from just going over the side. Do you want to have been consulted or not?”


  “I do,” Stephanie said. “Time for an interview before you dive in?”


  “Sure,” Nicole said. “Well, Lars, do you want your wife to write that you were dithering?”


  Lars shrugged. “It’s something to do while everything spins out of control.” He stared down into the holo image of the huge structures on the bottom of the ocean, squeezing his lower lip between his thumb and forefinger. “A surprise with big stakes and a good chance of guessing wrong. I hate those.”


  Nicole looked away. “Stephanie, I know it’s miserable for you up top, and once I’m up there I’m just going to dive over the side, so if you don’t mind sitting in a corner of my cabin while I pack—”


  “If I can stick my autorec to the wall—”


  “Sure. Then just run up with me to shoot vid of me going over the side. You’ll only have to be out in the freezing weather for a few seconds.”


  Nicole’s cabin completely overthrew Stephanie’s expectation of Spartan pragmatism. Space she saved by having no clothes and needing no bed enabled a wild chaos of piles of books, tools, instruments, and papers. Every wall was covered by paste-on screens, displaying a rotating profusion of scenery from all over the solar system, pictures of ex-husbands and families, major awards, and the other five humaniforms. The physical chaos of the floor was exceeded only by the informational chaos of the walls. Stephanie had to smile.


  Nicole said, “What?”


  “Oh, just noticing that this is a place where somebody works with a passion,” Stephanie said. That I didn’t expect from a robot.


  Nicole nodded. “I wish I’d been designed to sleep; night watches in here are lonely. I think that spot by the bathroom door will work for your autorec. Fire away.”


  Tip her off guard. “Do the oceans ever bore you?”


  “I’ve been down in every ocean the solar system’s still got,” Nicole said, “and walked the dry bottoms of the ones that’re gone, and a thousand years would not suffice to see just the cool parts of one.”


  Great answer, they’ll quote that everywhere. Now the bread and butter. “For the record, what’s going into that bag and what are you going to do?”


  “Sampling tools, suction gadgets to capture fluids, blades and drills for solids, containers for everything. Acoustic, gamma, meson, and positron scanners. I’m going to strap lights on my forehead and forearms, fill my lungs with diving fluid, turn my temperature up,


  and dive down through the canopy. Then I’ll cut pieces off these upside-down trees, drill holes, bring back stuff to analyse, and look around in general.” “Any idea what you’re going to look for?”


  “I’d like to know where all the sea life that was here went,” Nicole said. “Because of the iron fertilization, there were immense populations of everything from microbes up to whales around here, and there haven’t been any migrations or any population increases in the adjacent uncontaminated areas. Maybe two million marine mammals and six billion fish and sharks are gone, and god knows how many invertebrates, along with four hundred billion tons of plant life. I’m pretty sure they’re dead, but where are all the bodies?”


  “No idea?”


  “Biomass is energy and whatever that is down there required a lot of energy to make. Beyond that, I try to keep an open mind and just tell the world to surprise me.”


  Another great answer. Now something for the personal interest. “Here’s what people are going to ask me—what’s she really like?”


  Nicole slipped the last tool into the bag and started strapping a utility light and tool holster to her left arm. “Hunh. I really like surprises, the deep wild turn over the world kind. I do know what you mean, but honestly, how would I know what I’m like? That happens out there with everyone else, and in here, there isn’t anyone to compare to.” Nicole hesitated, looked at her directly, and said, “You’re not very comfortable talking to a humaniform, are you?” She pulled the lighted helmet onto her head and fastened the chin strap.


  “Have my questions been too blunt?”


  “Well, many times, people talk to me bluntly for the same reason they talk to any machine bluntly, because it’s not a person,” she said. “People swear at a screwdriver because they don’t care what the screwdriver thinks of them.”


  Whoa, that one made me squirm. Turn it around. “And you do care what I think of you.”


  Nicole nodded, as if reaching inside herself for the answer. “I do; I usually care what people think of me.”


  “That’s a pretty good argument that you’re a person. Welcome to the club.”


  Nicole surprised her by laughing. “Wow, I’m oversensitive today, and not in a way I can adjust.” She stepped carefully over a couple of construction-block-sized instruments and surprised Stephanie with a warm, tight hug.


  I’d’ve thought she’d feel like a heated couch, but this is nice. She stroked the bare skin of Nicole’s shoulder: like nubbly fabric, softer than raw silk but not as slick as satin. Stephanie felt at once that Nicole’s skin was as sensitive, as responsive, as easy to feel as her own. When Nicole kissed her cheek, the lips felt warm, and slightly rough. “We’ll be friends. You’ll see. Right now I have to run.”


  “Of course. Don’t let me use up your daylight.”


  Nicole smiled, shaking her head. “Now, as a reporter—”


  “Duh, of course, it’s always dark down there.”


  Out on the deck, Stephanie recorded Nicole putting the tube into her mouth and inhaling diving fluid; it looked like watery brown pudding. Then Nicole calmly stuck the needle into her abdominal cavity, then her sinuses, filling all with the same goo. She had body cavities to give her a normal speaking voice, to process repair materials in the field, and be normally proportioned without having to haul excess weight; for ocean-bottom work, being fluid-filled prevented her from collapsing.


  Filled with fluid, Nicole couldn’t speak, so she waved with a merry smile, and flipped over the side in a dive. The big splash flung up green and black gunk, which slid down Clarke’s side. Alone and cold, Stephaniewent back below.


  “How’d it go?” Lars asked, after they had both been quietly working in their cabin for more than an hour.


  “I think it’s going to be easier than I imagined,” Stephanie said. “You’re right, she’s hard not to like.” The memory of Nicole’s warm, different texture, and the strength of those arms holding her, was distracting, but very pleasant.


  They had eaten dinner, and darkness had long since fallen, when texts popped up on their screens. Nicole had returned, and they would meet her in the conference room with the other scientists in twenty minutes. “I bet she doesn’t want anyone recording how she removes diving fluid,” Stephanie said.


  “Nicole always said she felt about it like human women feel about changing a tampon—no big deal but too messy for public. She can collapse each cavity completely in one stroke, so in three quick motions, she clears her lungs through her mouth, her sinuses through her nose, and her abdominal—”


  “Gosh, I’m looking forward to her presentation.”


  At the meeting, Nicole looked like the kid who just had a perfect Christmas. “All right, I’m scared and worried, and I’ll explain why in a second, but what I just found is so awesome—like in the really old sense, the way Nix Olympica is awesome—that I hope you’ll forgive me for babbling. First of all, those vertical structures are mostly made out of calcium hydroxylapatite, with a highly complex internal structure.”


  Someone said, “Bone.”


  “Exactly. The towers are gigantic bones. The root-canopy above is a huge digestive organ, which did its damnedest to digest me. Luckily nothing it excreted was a me-solvent. So we have tree trunks, which are bones; and roots, which are stomachs, intestines, and livers, floating in a cloud above them. Two kilometres high and growing on an exceptionally cold and deep abyssal plain, across an area the size of Pennsylvania, and I think it might all be one big organism; definitely a lot of the tubes in the canopy hook to more than one trunk. Everyone will now please experience some real awe and surprise, okay?”


  Lars’s expression was flat, drawn, almost angry. “You said you are worried and scared.”


  “Two-kilometer-high bones with a curtain of guts floating above them sounds like plenty to worry about to me,” Stephanie said.


  Lars turned his shut up, you’re just a reporter glare on her—actually it wasn’t easy to tell it from shut up, you’re just my wife, Stephanie thought spitefully.


  Nicole winked at her, startling her into silence more effectively than Lars’s glare. “Well,” Nicole said, “When I drilled cores, I found the outer walls are riddled with little tubes and pockets, and what’s in them is chopped Earth life. Seafood salad, you might call it, bugs and fish and seaweed and whales, all pretty much blenderized and packed in. That’s where some of the marine life went—ground up and stuffed into those pockets in the bone. Incidentally, Stephanie, at a guess, the three vanished people from that capsized yacht very likely ended up in there, too, so you may want to watch how you break this news until someone talks to their families. Anyway, there’s roughly a twenty-meter thick wall, according to the positron activa tion scan, that’s all that pocketed bone. Inside that, which I couldn’t drill to, and the positrons couldn’t penetrate to, the acoustic probes showed drastic changes of density, and NMR plus meson tomography eventually teased out what’s in the middle layer and the core.


  “The middle layer is larger and smaller alternating chambers, all about seventy meters from the outer wall to the inner wall, laced with reinforcing struts of more bone. The larger chambers, which extend about 80 meters in the direction of the trunk, contain very high purity hydrogen peroxide, which is so unstable around biological material that there must be a special coating or something on the inner surfaces of those chambers to keep it from dissociating violently. Between hydrogen peroxide chambers, there are smaller forty-five-meter-long chambers filled with a mix of twenty percent toluene, seventy percent octane, and ten percent heptane—whoever said gasoline, that’s it. And the core is a two-meter-thick bone wall surrounding an empty—”


  The intercom hooted the signal for an emergency announcement. “This is the captain. Bathygraphy room wants you all to know that the imaging is showing all those big structures are now floating upwards, pushing right up through that canopy. They all let loose at once, and they’re rising at about a meter and a half per second, so they’ll be breaking the surface here in about twenty minutes. We can’t run two hundred kilometres in the thirty minutes before they surface—all we can do is try to dodge the big towers as they float up and keep our intakes clear of all that canopy gunk. I know you’ll want to observe whatever’s happening; please be careful in moving around the ship and remember that we could have a sudden collision with one of those huge things. They seem to be staying upright as they rise, and if that continues there should be space between them.”


  “They’ll be at the surface in twenty minutes?” Nicole said. “Come on, people, grab your parkas and come up and see this!”


  Most of the scientists stood, but Lars gestured for them to sit. “We have work to do, don’t we? Alerting the rest of the planet, making sure they know what’s going on so that if we don’t make it they have our information? And perhaps deciding what we should do? Shouldn’t we—”


  Nicole said, “I am useless for most of that, and if you want me, phone me. Specifications of what I found are on the big screen here.”


  “And this is my chance to interview Nicole and record whatever comes up,” Stephanie said, and followed her out. Lars said nothing and didn’t look at either of them, intent on putting together his “response teams” and “brainstormers” and “issue teams,” but Stephanie saw by the set of his shoulders that he was as angry as he permitted himself to be in public.


  Out on the deck, the sky was clear, and after Nicole spoke on her wristcom with the bridge, they turned off running lights; the sky was instantly powdered with stars, with hundreds of minute shooting stars crossing from northeast to southwest.


  “The iron,” Stephanie said, staring up at it. “Lars is so terrified that that is what has caused this… um, this whatever this is.”


  “Well, he might be right, but that’s not a reason for him to be upset, if I’m guessing right. The iron enrichment did what it was supposed to do and took an immense amount of carbon out of the atmosphere, and it fed a lot of people along the way. Nothing to be ashamed of for that.”


  “What are you guessing?”


  Nicole extended her hand. “Come on over here; it’s more exposed but we can see better. Let me lay out this thought. Before we towed asteroids into orbit around the earth, fastened robots onto them, and started shooting chunks of iron into the atmosphere above the Southern Ocean, what was the main reason why this area wasn’t producing much biomass?”


  “Well, lack of iron, obviously.”


  “And where did the little bit of iron there was come from?”


  “Meteors. That was the argument for why it was safe to do this. Because the process was completely natural, and they were just ramping it up.”


  “There you go. Now just watch and think about all these meteors for a while; see if I can lead you onto my guess. I’ve got a better grip than you, so let me hold you so you don’t have to worry about slipping off.”


  Her strong arms gripped around Stephanie’s waist, holding her tight, and Nicole’s body shielded her from the wind, now coming from astern; she gazed up at the unending procession of shooting stars, streaking down into the atmosphere as the bombardment from the asteroid chunks continued. Some people wanted this shut


  down as soon as the strange growth started, but there was no proof that the iron was driving it, and the artificial meteor shower has been going on for decades, Stephanie thought. But that’s politics and policy, and Nicole doesn’t care about those things, so that isn’t what she’s trying to make me see.


  What does she care about? I barely know her.


  The horizon-to-horizon smear of stars was streaked everywhere with swift shooting stars. Nicole’s arms and body held her warm and safe on the freezing deck. The shooting stars plus the security turned her mind to thoughts of being a small girl, back when father had told her the forest might die from the heat and the dryness, back when she had watched the little screen and seen her father’s old friend, Lars, explaining what they would have to do, because there was no longer time for anything gradual…


  That awakened other memories on the screen, of Lars standing with Nicole, the police arresting him, the trial scenes, the moment when he and Nicole came down the steps with arms raised in triumph…


  She thought of the short videos, when she was in grade school, of the solar sail rigs dragging chunks of the iron asteroids, as big as airplane hangars, into Earth orbit, of the toy-truck-like pebblers, tunnelers, melters, and shooters crawling over surface of each chunk of iron like so many swarming termites, of the dozen barrels on each shooter spraying bits of iron, anything in size from a sesame seed to a tennis ball, out at a rate of dozens per minute… Lars’s voiceover explaining how a million little meteors a day could cool the Earth, bring back the rains, feed the fish to feed the people…


  Of her graduating class trip, the first time she had been south of the equator, standing on the deck of the big tour ship and watching the iron come in to make the oceans bloom… just a couple of years, then, before she met Lars…


  And Nicole had been here all that time, fresh back to Earth when the plan was announced, walking the seabed and swimming between the icebergs before the first artificial meteors fell…


  Nicole had lived a whole lifetime before hers, and how was she to judge it or understand it? She knew only that she trusted the person holding her, and knew that humaniform and human, daughter of the far planets and daughter of Africa, at least shared wanting to know more than wanting to govern, and placed truth before rules.


  She thought until she said, “You think this is a natural process. Those… um, gasoline trees grow whenever the ocean blooms for long enough.”


  “That’s what I think,” Nicole agreed.


  “What are they for?”


  “Stephanie, evolution doesn’t have a purpose; they’re not for anything. The question is what they do.”


  Stephanie let her back press backward slightly, turning and raising her shoulders for a more secure place in Nicole’s hold. She thought for an instant that the warmth on the back of her neck, between cap and collar, was Nicole’s breath, then realized she didn’t breathe; it was the radiated warmth from her face. “Do you know what they do?”


  “I have one idea that’s pretty crazy,” Nicole said. “That’s why while we’ve been standing here I’ve been sending the captain my text about it, and that’s why I’m going to hold onto you till we go below.”


  “You’re predicting something big?”


  “These things rushing up toward the surface are about twenty times as big as the biggest redwood, back before the warming killed them. The safest thing, the almost-Lars-in-its-tepid-chicken-shitness thing, that I can possibly say is, ‘I’m predicting something big.’ ”


  Stephanie said, “I probably shouldn’t laugh at him. He’s my husband.”


  “Didn’t mean to put you in an awkward spot. I still love him, myself, and how many ex-wives can say that after a few decades? But he’s about safety and security, making the world more certain than it would be otherwise. It’s a necessary part of the ecology of life. But so is surprise and amazement and wonder. And considering he married me… and now he’s married to you… I think he knows that he needs some of that in his life, too.” Her grip tightened, pulling Stephanie closer. “Whatever is about to happen should happen in the next minute.”


  The ship barely rocked; overhead, the flurry of meteors continued, dug from the asteroids, fired into the Earth, politically guaranteed forever by the International Fishing Association, as Stephanie had said once in an article. The stars twinkled, and the ocean’s surface all around them began to rise into dark pools. The ship’s jets fired and Clarke scooted two hundred meters at top speed, almost throw ing them to the deck, her stern swinging round to stop her just as quickly with another blast of the jets. As they scrambled to their feet, the dark pools welled up, into swellings, springs, hills of water punching through the thick mat, geysers, immense towers of seawater reaching toward the stars above them.


  Nicole’s hands found the hip-belt of Stephanie’s parka, and for one absurd second she thought her husband’s ex intended to pants her out here. She started to laugh, but the sound was lost in the boom of seawater rushing into the sky; she closed her mouth as water poured down over the deck, and opened her eyes on the sight of immense black columns, far bigger than any skyscraper ever built, rising slowly out of the sea, all around, a forest or a downtown of these mighty pillars.


  Nicole pulled Stephanie down to the icy deck and lay across her, pinning her on her back, yanking the hood of the parka around her ears and screaming “… your hands over your ears!”


  Stephanie’s mittens stretched the parka hood tight around her head as she forced them in, covering her ears. The icy sea water poured down around her but with Nicole’s chest sheltering her face, she could breathe. Nicole’s more than human arms cradled her tight. She had only a moment to think, Now what?


  The light was blinding, even through closed lids; the shock was worse, and then they were flying, floating, until the sea slammed into Stephanie’s back, and she felt the burning sensation. It was only then that she knew her clothes had been on fire and that she was singed, salt water stinging at burns where the terrible heat and light had blasted away her thick winter clothing and left a pathway to her skin.


  Far under the deadly cold water, she wanted to scream, but Nicole fastened her mouth over Stephanie’s, worked some strange trick that opened both jaws, and released Stephanie’s breath before giving her a burst of air, unneeded in a fusion-driven humaniform, from Nicole’s lungs. Three more times as they rose to the surface, Nicole fed her mouth-to-mouth air; she shuddered with cold, her skull contracted and squeezed her brain terribly, the salt in her bare flesh stung fiercely, but she lived.


  As the water broke around her and she drew a free breath, she felt Nicole grab, slide, push, and a moment later, Nicole’s body was pressed against hers inside the oversized parka. Nicole swam on her back, forcing Stephanie’s head up into the air, kicking with great force, steering and adjusting with Stephanie’s arms along for the ride; she could no more have stopped Nicole from moving the arms than she could have pushed back against a bulldozer.


  Within the parka, the seawater became blood-warm; Nicole had cranked up her fusor and was heating the space inside the coat to keep Stephanie from hypothermia.


  Stephanie shook her head to clear the hair from her face, and gasped, “Thank you.”


  “Look up,” Nicole said, still stroking. “Look up, don’t miss this.”


  Stephanie became aware that the black and green sea surface was lighted as if by a spotlight, brighter than day. She arched her back, pressing her belly hard against Nicole’s, and looked overhead, into the brilliant welding-arc white lights that filled the sky. She watched, numb with wonder, as the warm, delicate surface of Nicole’s skin brushed against her, warming her, rippling with the effort of moving them across the sea, supporting her. Stephanie gazed into the sky, and the brilliant lights grew dimmer and smaller as the distance increased. In a flurry of no more than five seconds, the bright lights all flared for an instant, then dimmed into a faint red glow that faded into the dark of the sky, where the stars were coming out again.


  Nicole shouted, “Clarke ahoy!” a few times before one crewman, still fighting a fire in the superstructure, heard her. A few minutes and some hard work with a winch, and they were hustled across the wreckage on the deck, and down into the intact, if scrambled, guts of the ship.


  At the door to Stephanie’s and Lars’s cabin, Nicole said, “You’ll want to be there when I present in a few minutes.”


  “Yeah.” Stephanie was shaking with the terror of the last few minutes. “Just… hey, thank you.”


  “I’m glad there was one human witness, by naked eye, and it was you.” Nicole moved to kiss her cheek; Stephanie turned to take it on the mouth. Gently, Nicole turned Stephanie’s face away. “You’re still married. And this is a stress reaction. Now, take a shower, and I’ll have everyone together in the main conference room in a few minutes.”


  The meeting was delayed while they stabilized broken bones on two scientists and treated Stephanie’s burns, but that gave Captain Pao time to establish that Clarke was “floating, functional, and able to take us home,” as she put it, in the opening remarks to the meeting. Besides the scientific and technical people, as many of the crew as did not have other duties were packed in to hear Nicole talk. The captain added, “When I took this job I wondered why a science ship was armoured and equipped like a nukeproof International Patrol disarmer, but I promise I’ll never wonder again. We’ll limp, but we’ll limp clear to Cape Town. For the rest—Nicole?”


  Nicole stood. “I think the first thing you’re entitled to know is the answer to what everyone shouted during the burst: what the hell was that? So here goes. I think we’ve just confirmed one of the main hypotheses about why Martian and Europan life are so similar to Earthly life. The answer is what I called the ‘upside-down trees,’ what Stephanie calls the ‘gasoline trees,’ and what I just heard Captain Pao call the ‘big rocket bush.’ I think it’s one path of panspermia—life spreading through space.


  “The seed or spore of the gasoline tree arrived, perhaps, in a chunk of bone, tumbling through our air in a slow enough approach not to burn up or destroy the life it carried, sometime in the last half-billion years. It grew on the sea floor as slowly and coldly as stalactites on a cave ceiling. But now and then, a big meteor shower; or a cloud of interstellar dust; or the temporary capture of an asteroid inside Earth’s Roche limit; or the right volcanic eruption, or perhaps the right impact on the moon, caused iron to rain down for a few decades, creating an immense bloom in the Southern Ocean, or one of its ancestor oceans. Or, in this case, the human race, in an increasingly warm soup of its own brewing, decided to clear out centuries of excess carbon dioxide in the air with rapid growth of phytoplankton.


  “When such a bloom persists long enough to fill the waters with life, the gasoline tree releases, or maybe synthesizes, the millions of species that make up the mat. The mat traps everything it can in that huge area of ocean, and drags it all to the centre, where some of the biomass is shredded and put in the bone cavities, and nearly all of it is oxidized for energy to fuel the construction of the bone towers, which are, just as Captain Pao said, rockets.


  “Those rockets have just launched. A sampling of a few billion tons of Earthly life is on its way out beyond the solar system, to wherever it may come down; at a guess, the bone will crumble slowly into small pieces, each still pocketed with Earth life, and most of it will just continue through space forever, but some small fraction will rain down on many worlds as grains and bits, across perhaps as long as a billion years. On already-living worlds, Earth’s genetic material will introduce new possibilities; on worlds not yet alive, it will provide many possible bases for a start. In any case, what we have just witnessed is as natural as the swarming of bees, the blowing of cottonwood fluff, or the sudden hatching of shrimp in dry salt lakes after a rainstorm fills them—just on such a long cycle that spring, or the rain, doesn’t come very often. We may have similar events from time to time, here or elsewhere. Now—”


  Lars asked, “And what must we do to prevent these eruptions?”


  “What must we do to stop spring?” Nicole said. “Or continental drift? Or beaver pond succession? Lars, a natural process is a natural process; eventually we understand it and fit the way we live around it. Unless you want to go down in history with the people who controlled every forest fire, put levees on every river, and drained every estuary to create beachfronts. You remember how that worked out.”


  Letting the autorec pick up the rest of the meeting, Stephanie edited her main story. Her file of possible follow-on ideas grew and burgeoned like… like the mat, she thought. Grab everything and throw it to the centre, wrap it up for others, or use it for propellant.


  She didn’t always understand Nicole’s conversations with the scientists, but she realized Nicole had at least established her explanation of the gasoline trees as the one to beat.


  Meanwhile, Lars, who had looked sick and old at the start of the meeting, seemed to awaken and youthen by the minute. He reminded Stephanie of the way she’d first seen him, down on the floor playing with her and the other children, on the television explaining the plan to cool the planet, defying mobs of protesters during his marriage to Nicole—like the return of the hero she had committed her life to.


  Except maybe committing my life to a hero isn’t what I want to do. Except it might be. Except…


  The meeting wound down; on the way out, Nicole touched her shoulder, gently, and murmured, “As the more experienced wife-of-Lars, I want to suggest that you go straight to your cabin. He’ll be in there fretting.”


  “Didn’t take much experience to know that. And thanks for everything.”


  Back in the cabin, he was crying, big hard wracking sobs, and she was holding him before she had time to think what to do.


  “I thought I’d lost you,” he said. “I thought I’d lost you. Then afterward there wasn’t a spare private second to tell you how glad I was you were alive.”


  She held him close. “You must be upset, too, that every plan you’ve made and everything you’ve done to tame the planet is undone now. You have to start all over.”


  He sank his pale fingers into her dark curls and guided her face close to his, as if afraid he’d lose sight of her. “Ten thousand interrelated things to put right, right away? Utter chaos where there needs to be order? What’s not to like? I’ve been bored out of my mind ever since the Rapid Sequestration Initiative turned out to work. But I was so afraid I’d lost you. I didn’t know what I could do with my life if you weren’t there.” He kissed her. “I’m declaring that there’s nothing to be done until the science team reports, giving them six months, and ordering them to use it all. You and I are going somewhere, somehow, to celebrate the start of another lifetime of chaos and challenge, the best work there is.” He kissed her again, slowly and tenderly, as if making sure he remembered. “So this might be our longest vacation for a decade to come. Where do you want to go? What do you want to do?”


  “Surprise me,” she said.
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  When Shyver can’t lift it from the sand, he brings me down from the village. It lies there on the beach, entangled in the seaweed, dull metal scoured by the sea, limpets and barnacles stuck to its torso. It’s been lost a long time, just like me. It smells like rust and oil still, but only a tantalizing hint. “It’s good salvage, at least,” Shyver says. “Maybe more.” “Or maybe less,” I reply. Salvage is the life’s blood of the village in the off-season, when the sea’s too rough for fishing. But I know from past experience, there’s no telling what the salvagers will want and what they discard. They come from deep in the hill country abutting the sea cliffs, their needs only a glimmer in their savage eyes.


  To Shyver, maybe the thing he’d found looks like a long box with a smaller box on top. To me, in the burnishing rasp of the afternoon sun, the last of the winter winds lashing against my face, it resembles a man whose limbs have been torn off. A man made of metal. It has
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  lamps for eyes, although I have to squint hard to imagine there ever being an ember, a spark, of understanding. No expression defiles the broad pitted expanse of metal.


  As soon as I see it, I call it “Hanover,” after a character I had seen in an old movie back when the projector still worked.


  “Hanover?” Shyver says with a trace of contempt.


  “Hanover never gave away what he thought,” I reply, as we drag it up the gravel track toward the village. Sandhaven, they call it, simply, and it’s carved into the side of cliffs that are sliding into the sea. I’ve lived there for almost six years, taking on odd jobs, assisting with salvage. They still know next to nothing about me, not really. They like me not for what I say or who I am, but for what I do: anything mechanical I can fix, or build something new from poor parts. Someone reliable in an isolated place where a faulty water pump can be devastating. That means something real. That means you don’t have to explain much.


  “Hanover, whoever or whatever it is, has given up on more than thoughts,” Shyver says, showing surprising intuition. It means he’s already put a face on Hanover, too. “I think it’s from the Old Empire. I think it washed up from the Sunken City at the bottom of the sea.”


  Everyone knows what Shyver thinks, about everything. Brown-haired, green-eyed, gawky, he’s lived in Sandhaven his whole life. He’s good with a boat, could navigate a cockleshell through a typhoon. He’ll never leave the village, but why should he? As far as he knows, everything he needs is here.


  Beyond doubt, the remains of Hanover are heavy. I have difficulty keeping my grip on him, despite the rust. By the time we’ve made it to the courtyard at the center of Sandhaven, Shyver and I are breathing as hard as old men. We drop our burden with a combination of relief and self-conscious theatrics. By now, a crowd has gathered, and not just stray dogs and bored children.


  First law of salvage: what is found must be brought before the community. Is it scrap? Should it be discarded? Can it be restored?


  John Blake, council leader, all unkempt black beard, wide shoulders, and watery turquoise eyes, stands there. So does Sarah, who leads the weavers, and the blacksmith Growder, and the ethereal captain of the fishing fleet: Lady Salt as she is called—she of the impossibly pale, soft skin, the blonde hair in a land that only sees the sun five months out of the year. Her eyes, ever-shifting, never settling—one is light blue and one is fierce green, as if to balance the sea between calm and roiling. She has tiny wrinkles in the corners of those eyes, and a wry smile beneath. If I remember little else, fault the eyes. We’ve been lovers the past three years, and if I ever fully understand her, I wonder if my love for her will vanish like the mist over the water at dawn.


  With the fishing boats not launching for another week, a host of broad-faced fisher folk, joined by lesser lights and gossips, has gathered behind us. Even as the light fades: shadows of albatross and gull cutting across the horizon and the roofs of the low houses, huddled and glowing a deep gold-and-orange around the edges, framed by the graying sky.


  Blake says, “Where?” He’s a man who measures words as if he had only a few given to him by Fate; too generous a syllable from his lips, and he might fall over dead.


  “The beach, the cove,” Shyver says. Blake always reduces him to a similar terseness.


  “What is it?”


  This time, Blake looks at me, with a glare. I’m the fixer who solved their well problems the season before, who gets the most value for the village from what’s sold to the hill scavengers. But I’m also Lady Salt’s lover, who used to be his, and depending on the vagaries of his mood, I suffer more or less for it.


  I see no harm in telling the truth as I know it, when I can. So much remains unsaid that extra lies exhaust me.


  “It is part of a metal man,” I say.


  A gasp from the more ignorant among the crowd. My Lady Salt just stares right through me. I know what she’s thinking: in scant days she’ll be on the open sea. Her vessel is as sleek and quick and buoyant as the water, and she likes to call it Seeker, or sometimes Mist, or even just Cleave. Salvage holds little interest for her.


  But I can see the gears turning in Blake’s head. He thinks awhile before he says more. Even the blacksmith and the weaver, more for ceremony and obligation than their insight, seem to contemplate the rusted bucket before them.


  A refurbished water pump keeps delivering from the aquifers; parts bartered to the hill people mean only milk and smoked meat for half a season. Still, Blake knows that the fishing has been less dependable the past few years, and that if we do not give the hill people something, they will not keep coming back. “Fix it,” he says.


  It’s not a question, although I try to treat it like one.


  Later that night, I am with the Lady Salt, whose whispered name in these moments is Rebecca. “Not a name men would follow,” she said to me once. “A land-ish name.”


  In bed, she’s as shifting as the tides, beside me, on top, and beneath. Her mouth is soft but firm, her tongue curling like a question mark across my body. She makes little cries that are so different from the orders she barks out ship-board that she might as well be a different person. We’re all different people, depending.


  Rebecca can read. She has a few books from the hill people, taught herself with the help of an old man who remembered how. A couple of the books are even from the Empire—the New Empire, not the old. Sometimes I want to think she is not the Lady Salt, but the Lady Flight. That she wants to leave the village. That she seeks so much more. But I look into those eyes in the dimness of half-dawn, so close, so far, and realize she would never tell me, no matter how long I live here. Even in bed, there is a bit of Lady Salt in Rebecca.


  When we are finished, lying in each other’s arms under the thick covers, her hair against my cheek, Rebecca asks me, “Is that thing from your world? Do you know what it is?”


  I have told her a little about my past, where I came from—mostly bedtime stories when she cannot sleep, little fantasies of golden spires and a million thronging people, fables of something so utterly different from the village that it must exist only in dream. Once upon a time there was a foolish man. Once upon a time there was an Empire. She tells me she doesn’t believe me, and there’s freedom in that. It’s a strange pillow talk that can be so grim.


  I tell her the truth about Hanover: “It’s nothing like what I remember.” If it came from Empire, it came late, after I was already gone.


  “Can you really fix it?” she asks.


  I smile. “I can fix anything,” and I really believe it. If I want to, I can fix anything. I’m just not sure yet I want Hanover fixed, because I don’t know what he is.


  But my hands can’t lie—they tremble to have at it, to explore, impatient for the task even then and there, in bed with Blake’s lost love.


  I came from the same sea the Lady Salt loves. I came as salvage, and was fixed. Despite careful preparation, my vessel had been damaged first by a storm, and then a reef. Forced to the surface, I managed to escape into a raft just before my creation drowned. It was never meant for life above the waves, just as I was never meant for life below them. I washed up near the village, was found, and eventually accepted into their community; they did not sell me to the hill people.


  I never meant to stay. I didn’t think I’d fled far enough. Even as I’d put distance between me and Empire, I’d set traps, put up decoys, sent out false rumors. I’d done all I could to escape that former life, and yet some nights, sleepless, restless, it feels as if I am just waiting to be found.


  Even failure can be a kind of success, my father always said. But I still don’t know if I believe that.


  Three days pass, and I’m still fixing Hanover, sometimes with help from Shyver, sometimes not. Shyver doesn’t have much else to do until the fishing fleet goes out, but that doesn’t mean he has to stay cooped up in a cluttered workshop with me. Not when, conveniently, the blacksmithy is next door, and with it the lovely daughter of Growder, who he adores.


  Blake says he comes in to check my progress, but I think he comes to check on me. After the Lady Salt left him, he married another—a weaver—but she died in childbirth a year ago, and took the baby with her. Now Blake sees before him a different past: a life that might have been, with the Lady Salt at his side.


  I can still remember the generous Blake, the humorous Blake who would stand on a table with a mug of beer made by the hill people and tell an amusing story about being lost at sea, poking fun at himself. But now, because he still loves her, there is only me to hate. Now there is just the brambly fence of his beard to hide him, and the pressure of his eyes, the pursed, thin lips. If I were a different man. If I loved the Lady Salt less. If she wanted him.


  But instead it is him and me in the work room, Hanover on the table, surrounded by an autopsy of gears and coils and congealed bits of metal long past their purpose. Hanover up close, over time, smells of sea grasses and brine along with the oil. I still do not know him. Or what he does. Or why he is here. I think I recognize some of it as the work of Empire, but I can’t be sure. Shyver still thinks Hanover is merely a sculpture from beneath the ocean. But no one makes a sculpture with so many moving parts.


  “Make it work,” Blake says. “You’re the expert. Fix it.”


  Expert? I’m the only one with any knowledge in this area. For hundreds, maybe thousands, of miles.


  “I’m trying,” I say. “But then what? We don’t know what it does.”


  This is the central question, perhaps of my life. It is why I go slow with Hanover. My hands already know where most of the parts go. They know most of what is broken, and why.


  “Fix it,” Blake says, “or at the next council meeting, I will ask that you be sent to live with the hill people for a time.”


  There’s no disguising the self-hatred in his gaze. There’s no disguising that he’s serious.


  “For a time? And what will that prove? Except to show I can live in caves with shepherds?” I almost want an answer.


  Blake spits on the wooden floor. “No use to us, why should we feed you? House you…”


  Even if I leave, she won’t go back to you.


  “What if I fix it and all it does is blink? Or all it does is shed light, like a whale lamp? Or talk in nonsense rhymes? Or I fix it and it kills us all.”


  “Don’t care,” Blake says. “Fix it.”


  The cliffs around the village are low, like the shoulders of a slouching giant, and caulked with bird shit and white rock, veined through with dark green bramble. Tough, thick lizards scuttle through the branches. Tiny birds take shelter there, their dark eyes staring out from shadow. A smell almost like mint struggles through. Below is the cove where Shyver found Hanover.


  Rebecca and I walk there, far enough beyond the village that we cannot be seen, and we talk. We find the old trails and follow them, sometimes silly, sometimes serious. We don’t need to be who we are in Sandhaven.


  “Blake’s getting worse,” I tell her. “More paranoid. He’s jealous. He says he’ll exile me from the village if I don’t fix Hanover.” “Then fix Hanover,” Rebecca says.


  We are holding hands. Her palm is warm and sweaty in mine, but I don’t care. Every moment I’m with her feels like something I didn’t earn, wasn’t looking for, but don’t want to lose. Still, something in me rebels. It’s tiring to keep proving myself.


  “I can do it,” I say. “I know I can. But…”


  “Blake can’t exile you without the support of the council,” Lady Salt says. I know it’s her, not Rebecca, because of the tone, and the way her blue eye flashes when she looks at me. “But he can make life difficult if you give him cause.” A pause, a tightening of her grip. “He’s in mourning. You know it makes him not himself. But we need him. We need him back.”


  A twinge as I wonder how she means that. But it’s true: Blake has led Sandhaven through good times and bad, made tough decisions and cared about the village.


  Sometimes, though, leadership is not enough. What if what you really need is the instinct to be fearful? And the thought as we make our way back to the village: What if Blake is right about me?


  So I begin to work on Hanover in earnest. There’s a complex balance to him that I admire. People think engineering is about practical application of science, and that might be right, if you’re building something. But if you’re fixing something, something you don’t fully understand—say, you’re fixing a Hanover—you have no access to a schematic, to a helpful context. Your work instead becomes a kind of detection. You become a kind of detective. You track down clues—cylinders that fit into holes in sheets of steel, that slide into place in grooves, that lead to wires, that lead to understanding.


  To do this, I have to stop my ad hoc explorations. Instead, with Shyver’s reluctant help, I take Hanover apart systematically. I document where I find each part, and if I think it truly belongs there, or has become dislodged during the trauma that resulted in his “death.” I note gaps. I label each part by what I believe it contributed to his overall function. In all things, I remember that Hanover has been made to look like a man, and therefore his innards roughly resemble those of a man in form or function, his makers consciously or subconsciously unable to ignore the implications of that form, that function.


  Shyver looks at the parts lying glistening on the table and says, “They’re so different out of him.” So different cleaned up, greased with fresh fish oil. Through the window, the sun’s light sets them ablaze. Hanover’s burnished surface, whorled with a patina of greens, blues, and rust red. The world become radiant.


  When we remove the carapace of Hanover’s head to reveal a thousand wires, clockwork gears, and strange fluids, even Shyver cannot think of him as a statue anymore.


  “What does a machine like this do?” Shyver says, who has only rarely seen anything more complex than a hammer or a watch.


  I laugh. “It does whatever it wants to do, I imagine.”


  By the time I am done with Hanover, I have made several leaps of logic. I have made decisions that cannot be explained as rational, but in their rightness set my head afire with the absolute certainty of Creation. The feeling energizes me and horrifies me all at once.


  It was long after my country became an Empire that I decided to escape. And still I might have stayed, even knowing what I had done. That is the tragedy of everyday life: when you are in it, you can never see yourself clearly.


  Even seven years in, Sandhaven having made the Past the past, I still had nightmares of gleaming rows of airships. I would wake, screaming, from what had once been a blissful dream, and the Lady Salt and Rebecca both would be there to comfort me.


  Did I deserve that comfort?


  Shyver is there when Hanover comes alive. I’ve spent a week speculating on ways to bypass what look like missing parts, missing wires. I’ve experimented with a hundred different connections. I’ve even identified Hanover’s independent power source and recharged it using a hand-cranked generator.


  Lady Salt has gone out with the fishing fleet for the first time and the village is deserted. Even Blake has gone with her, after a quick threat in my direction once again. If the fishing doesn’t go well, the evening will not go any better for me.


  Shyver says, “Is that a spark?”


  A spark?


  “Where?”


  I have just put Hanover back together again for possibly the twentieth time and planned to take a break, to just sit back and smoke a hand-rolled cigarette, compliments of the enigmatic hill people.


  “In Hanover’s… eyes.”


  Shyver goes white, backs away from Hanover, as if something monstrous has occurred, even though this is what we wanted.


  It brings memories flooding back—of the long-ago day steam had come rushing out of the huge iron bubble and the canvas had swelled, and held, and everything I could have wished for in my old life had been attained. That feeling had become addiction—I wanted to experience it again and again—but now it’s bittersweet, something to cling to and cast away.


  My assistant then had responded much as Shyver is now: both on some instinctual level knowing that something unnatural has happened.


  “Don’t be afraid,” I say to Shyver, to my assistant. “I’m not afraid,” Shyver says, lying. “You should be afraid,” I say.


  Hanover’s eyes gain more and more of a glow. A clicking sound comes from him. Click, click, click. A hum. A slightly rumbling cough from deep inside, a hum again. We prop him up so he is no longer on his side. He’s warm to the touch.


  The head rotates from side to side, more graceful than in my imagination.


  A sharp intake of breath from Shyver. “It’s alive!”


  I laugh then. I laugh and say, “In a way. It’s got no arms or legs. It’s harmless.”


  It’s harmless.


  Neither can it speak—just the click, click, click. But no words. Assuming it is trying to speak.


  John Blake and the Lady Salt come back with the fishing fleet. The voyage seems to have done Blake good. The windswept hair, the salt-stung face—he looks relaxed as they enter my workshop.


  As they stare at Hanover, at the light in its eyes, I’m almost jealous. Standing side by side, they almost resemble a King and his Queen, and suddenly I’m acutely aware they were lovers, grew up in the village together. Rebecca’s gaze is distant; thinking of Blake or of me or of the sea? They smell of mingled brine and fish and salt, and somehow the scent is like a knife in my heart. “What does it do?” Blake asks.


  Always, the same kinds of questions. Why should everything have to have a function?


  “I don’t know,” I say. “But the hill folk should find it pretty and perplexing, at least.”


  Shyver, though, gives me away, makes me seem less and less from this place: “He thinks it can talk. We just need to fix it more. It might do all kinds of things for us.”


  “It’s fixed,” I snap, looking at Shyver as if I don’t know him at all. We’ve drunk together, talked many hours. I’ve given him advice about the blacksmith’s daughter. But now that doesn’t matter. He’s from here and I’m from there. “We should trade it to the hill folk and be done with it.”


  Click, click, click. Hanover won’t stop. And I just want it over with, so I don’t slide into the past.


  Blake’s calm has disappeared. I can tell he thinks I lied to him. “Fix it,” he barks. “I mean really fix it. Make it talk.”


  He turns on his heel and leaves the workshop, Shyver behind him.


  Lady Salt approaches, expression unreadable. “Do as he says. Please. The fishing… there’s little enough out there. We need every advantage now.”


  Her hand on the side of my face, warm and calloused, before she leaves.


  Maybe there’s no harm in it. If I just do what they ask, this one last time—the last of many times—it will be over. Life will return to normal. I can stay here. I can still find a kind of peace.


  Once, there was a foolish man who saw a child’s balloon rising into the sky and thought it could become a kind of airship. No one in his world had ever created such a thing, but he already had ample evidence of his own genius in the things he had built before. Nothing had come close to challenging his engineering skills. No one had ever told him he might have limits. His father, a biology teacher, had taught him to focus on problems and solutions. His mother, a caterer, had shown him the value of attention to detail and hard work.


  He took his plans, his ideas, to the government. They listened enough to give him some money, a place to work, and an assistant.


  All of this despite his youth, because of his brilliance, and in his turn he ignored how they talked about their enemies, the need to thwart external threats.


  When this engineer was successful, when the third prototype actually worked, following three years of flaming disaster, he knew he had created something that had never before existed, and his heart nearly burst with pride. His wife had left him because she never saw him except when he needed sleep, the house was a junkyard, and yet he didn’t care. He’d done it.


  He couldn’t know that it wouldn’t end there. As far as he was concerned, they could take it apart and let him start on something else, and his life would have been good because he knew when he was happiest.


  But the government’s military advisors wanted him to perfect the airship. They asked him to solve problems that he hadn’t thought about before. How to add weight to the carriage without it serving as undue ballast, so things could be dropped from the airship. How to add “defensive” weapons. How to make them work without igniting the fuel that drove the airship. A series of challenges that appealed to his pride, and maybe, too, he had grown used to the rich life he had now. Caught up in it all, he just kept going, never said no, and focused on the gears, the wires, the air ducts, the myriad tiny details that made him ignore everything else.


  This foolish man used his assistants as friends to go drinking with, to sleep with, to be his whole life, creating a kind of cult there in his workshop that had become a gigantic hangar, surrounded by soldiers and barbed wire fence. He’d become a national hero.


  But I still remembered how my heart had felt when the prototype had risen into the air, how the tears trickled down my face as around me men and women literally danced with joy. How I was struck by the image of my own success, almost as if I were flying.


  The prototype wallowed and snorted in the air like a great golden whale in a harness, wanting to be free: a blazing jewel against the bright blue sky, the dream made real.


  I don’t know what the Lady Salt would have thought of it. Maybe nothing at all.


  One day, Hanover finally speaks. I push a button, clean a gear, move a circular bit into place. It is just me and him. Shyver wanted no part of it.


  He says, “Command water the sea was bright with the leavings of the fish that there were now going to be.”


  Clicks twice, thrice, and continues clicking as he takes the measure of me with his golden gaze and says, “Engineer Daniker.”


  The little hairs on my neck rise. I almost lose my balance, all the blood rushing to my head.


  “How do you know my name?”


  “You are my objective. You are why I was sent.”


  “Across the ocean? Not likely.”


  “I had a ship once, arms and legs once, before your traps destroyed me.”


  I had forgotten the traps I’d set. I’d almost forgotten my true name.


  “You will return with me. You will resume your duties.”


  I laugh bitterly. “They’ve found no one to replace me?”


  Hanover has no answer—just the clicking—but I know the answer. Child prodigy. Unnatural skills. An unswerving ability to focus in on a problem and solve it. Like… building airships. I’m still an asset they cannot afford to lose.


  “You’ve no way to take me back. You have no authority here,” I say.


  Hanover’s bright eyes dim, then flare. The clicking intensifies. I wonder now if it is the sound of a weapons system malfunctioning.


  “Did you know I was here, in this village?” I ask.


  A silence. Then: “Dozens were sent for you—scattered across the world.”


  “So no one knows.”


  “I have already sent a signal. They are coming for you.” Horror. Shock. And then anger—indescribable rage, like nothing I’ve ever experienced.


  When they find me with Hanover later, there isn’t much left of him. I’ve smashed his head in and then his body, and tried to grind that down with a pestle. I didn’t know where the beacon might be hidden, or if it even mattered, but I had to try.


  They think I’m mad—the soft-spoken blacksmith, a livid Blake, even Rebecca. I keep telling them the Empire is coming, that I am the Empire’s chief engineer. That I’ve been in hiding. That they need to leave now—into the hills, into the sea. Anywhere but here…


  But Blake can’t see it—he sees only me—and whatever the Lady Salt thinks, she hides it behind a sad smile.


  “I said to fix it,” Blake roars before he storms out. “Now it’s no good for anything!”


  Roughly I am taken to the little room that functions as the village jail, with the bars on the window looking out on the sea. As they leave me, I am shouting, “I created their airships! They’re coming for me!”


  The Lady Salt backs away from the window, heads off to find Blake, without listening.


  After dark, Shyver comes by the window, but not to hear me out—just to ask why I did it.


  “We could at least have sold it to the hill people,” he whispers. He sees only the village, the sea, the blacksmith’s daughter. “We put so much work into it.”


  I have no answer except for a story that he will not believe is true.


  Once, there was a country that became an Empire. Its armies flew out from the center and conquered the margins, the barbarians. Everywhere it inflicted itself on the world, people died or came under its control, always under the watchful, floating gaze of the airships. No one had ever seen anything like them before. No one had any defense for them. People wrote poems about them and cursed them and begged for mercy from their attentions.


  The chief engineer of this atrocity, the man who had solved the problems, sweated the details, was finally called up by the Emperor of the newly-minted Empire fifteen years after he’d seen a golden shape float against a startling blue sky. The Emperor was on the far frontier, some remote place fringed by desert where the people built their homes into the sides of hills and used tubes to spit fire up into the sky.


  They took me to His Excellency by airship, of course. For the first time, except for excursions to the capital, I left my little enclave, the country I’d created for myself. From on high, I saw what I had helped create. In the conquered lands, the people looked up at us in fear and hid when and where they could. Some, beyond caring, threw stones up at us: an old woman screaming words I could not hear from that distance, a young man with a bow, the arrows arch ing below the carriage until the airship commander opened fire, left a red smudge on a dirt road as we glided by from on high.


  This vision I had not known existed unfurled like a slow, terrible dream, for we were like languid Gods in our progress, the landscape revealing itself to us with a strange finality.


  On the fringes, war still was waged, and before we reached the Emperor I saw my creations clustered above hostile armies, raining down my bombs onto stick figures who bled, screamed, died, were mutilated, blown apart… all as if in a silent film, the explosions deafening us, the rest reduced to distant pantomime narrated by the black humored cheer of our airship’s officers.


  A child’s head resting upon a rock, the body a red shadow. A city reduced to rubble. A man whose limbs had been torn from him. All the same.


  By the time I reached the Emperor, received his blessing and his sword, I had nothing to say; he found me more mute than any captive, his instrument once more. And when I returned, when I could barely stand myself any more, I found a way to escape my cage.


  Only to wash up on a beach half a world away.


  Out of the surf, out of the sand, dripping and half-dead, I stumble and the Lady Salt and Blake stand there, above me. I look up at them in the half-light of morning, arm raised against the sun, and wonder whether they will welcome me or kill me or just cast me aside.


  The Lady Salt looks doubtful and grim, but Blake’s broad face breaks into a smile. “Welcome stranger,” he says, and extends his hand.


  I take it, relieved. In that moment, there’s no Hanover, no pain, no sorrow, nothing but the firm grip, the arm pulling me up toward them.


  They come at dawn, much faster than I had thought possible: ten airships, golden in the light, the humming thrum of their propellers audible over the crash of the sea. From behind my bars, I watch their deadly, beautiful approach across the slate-gray sky, the deep-blue waves, and it is as if my children are returning to me. If there is no mercy in them, it is because I never thought of mercy when I created the bolt and canvas of them, the fuel and gears of them.


  Hours later, I sit in the main cabin of the airship Forever Triumph. It has mahogany tables and chairs, crimson cushions. A platter of fruit upon a dais. A telescope on a tripod. A globe of the world. The scent of snuff. All the debris of the real world. We sit on the window seat, the Lady Salt and I. Beyond, the rectangular windows rise and fall just slightly, showing cliffs and hills and sky; I do not look down.


  Captain Evans, aping civilized speech, has been talking to us for several minutes. He is fifty and rake-thin and has hooded eyes that make him mournful forever. I don’t really know what he’s saying; I can’t concentrate. I just feel numb, as if I’m not really there.


  Blake insisted on fighting what could not be fought. So did most of the others. I watched from behind my bars as first the bombs came and then the troops. I heard Blake die, although I didn’t see it. He was cursing and screaming at them; he didn’t go easy. Shyver was shot in the leg, dragged himself off moaning. I don’t know if he made it.


  I forced myself to listen—to all of it.


  They had orders to take me alive, and they did. They found the Lady Salt with a gutting knife, but took her too when I told the Captain I’d cooperate if they let her live.


  Her presence at my side is something unexpected and horrifying. What can she be feeling? Does she think I could have saved Blake but chose not to? Her eyes are dry and she stares straight ahead, at nothing, at no one, while the Captain continues with his explanations, his threats, his flattery.


  “Rebecca,” I say. “Rebecca,” I say.


  The whispered words of the Lady Salt are everything, all, the Chief Engineer could have expected: “Some day I will kill you and escape to the sea.”


  I nod wearily and turn my attention back to the Captain, try to understand what he is saying.


  Below me, the village burns as all villages burn, everywhere, in time.


  “Suffering’s going to come to everyone someday.”


  —The Willard Grant Conspiracy
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    ACT I: MARA


    TOMBÉ


    (FALL)

  


  As dawn approached, the snow outside Mara’s window slowed, spiky white stars melting into streaks on the pane. Her abba stood in the doorway, unaware that she was already awake. Mara watched his silhouette in the gloom. Shadows hung in the folds of his jowls where he’d shaved his beard in solidarity after she’d lost her hair. Although it had been months, his face still looked pink and plucked.


  Some nights, Mara woke four or five times to find him watching from the doorway. She didn’t want him to know how poorly she slept and so she pretended to be dreaming until he eventually departed.


  This morning, he didn’t leave. He stepped into the room. “Marale,” he said softly. His fingers worried the edges of the green apron that he wore in his workshop. A layer of sawdust obscured older scorch marks and grease stains. “Mara, please wake up. I’ve made you a gift.”


  Mara tried to sit. Her stomach reeled. Abba rushed to her bedside. “I’m fine,” she said, pushing him away as she waited for the pain to recede.


  He drew back, hands disappearing into his apron pockets. The corners of his mouth tugged down, wrinkling his face like a bulldog’s. He was a big man with broad shoulders and disproportionately large hands. Everything he did looked comical when wrought on such a large scale. When he felt jovial, he played into the foolishness with broad, dramatic gestures that would have made an actor proud. In sadness, his gestures became reticent, hesitating, miniature.


  “Are you cold?” he asked.


  In deep winter, their house was always cold. Icy wind curled through cracks in the insulation. Even the heater that abba had installed at the foot of Mara’s bed couldn’t keep her from dreaming of snow.


  Abba pulled a lace shawl that had once belonged to Mara’s ima from the back of her little wooden chair. He draped it across her shoulders. Fringe covered her ragged fingernails.


  As Mara rose from her bed, he tried to help with her crutches, but Mara fended him off. He gave her a worried look. “The gift is in my workshop,” he said. With a concerned backward glance, he moved ahead, allowing her the privacy to make her own way.


  Their white German Shepherd, Abel, met Mara as she shifted her weight onto her crutches. She paused to let him nuzzle her hand, tongue rough against her knuckles. At thirteen, all his other senses were fading, and so he tasted everything he could. He walked by her side until they reached the stairs, and then followed her down, tail thumping against the railing with every step.


  The door to abba’s workshop was painted red and stenciled with white flowers that Mara had helped ima paint when she was five. Inside, half-finished apparatuses sprawled across workbenches covered in sawdust and disassembled electronics. Hanging from the ceiling, a marionette stared blankly at Mara and Abel as they passed, the glint on its pupils moving back and forth as its strings swayed. A mechanical hand sprang to life, its motion sensor triggered by Abel’s tail. Abel whuffed at its palm and then hid behind Mara. The thing’s fingers grasped at Mara’s sleeve, leaving an impression of dusty, concentric whorls.


  Abba stood at the back of the workshop, next to a child-sized doll that sat on a metal stool. Its limbs fell in slack, uncomfortable positions. Its face looked like the one Mara still expected to see in the mirror: a broad forehead over flushed cheeks scattered with freckles. Skin peeled away in places, revealing wire streams.


  Mara moved to stand in front of the doll. It seemed even eerier, examined face to face, its expression a lifeless twin of hers. She reached out to touch its soft, brown hair. Her bald scalp tingled.


  Gently, abba took Mara’s hand and pressed her right palm against the doll’s. Apart from how thin Mara’s fingers had become over the past few months, they matched perfectly.


  Abba made a triumphant noise. “The shape is right.”


  Mara pulled her hand out of abba’s. She squinted at the doll’s imitation flesh. Horrifyingly, its palm shared each of the creases on hers, as if it, too, had spent twelve years dancing and reading books and learning to cook.


  Abel circled the doll. He sniffed its feet and ankles and then paused at the back of its knees, whuffing as if he’d expected to smell something that wasn’t there. After completing his circuit, he collapsed on the floor, equidistant from the three human-shaped figures.


  “What do you think of her?” abba asked.


  Goosebumps prickled Mara’s neck. “What is she?”


  Abba cradled the doll’s head in his hands. Its eyes rolled back, and the light highlighted its lashes, fair and short, just like Mara’s own. “She’s a prototype. Empty-headed. A friend of mine is working on new technology for the government—”


  “A prototype?” repeated Mara. “Of what?”


  “The body is simple mechanics. Anyone could build it. The technology in the mind is new. It takes pictures of the brain in motion, all three dimensions, and then creates schematics for artificial neural clusters that will function like the original biological matter—”


  Mara’s head ached. Her mouth was sore and her stomach hurt and she wanted to go back to bed even if she couldn’t sleep. She eyed the doll. The wires under its skin were vivid red and blue as if they were veins and arteries connecting to viscera.


  “The military will make use of the technology,” abba continued. “They wish to recreate soldiers with advanced training. They are not ready for human tests, not yet. They are still experimenting with animals. They’ve made rats with mechanical brains that can solve mazes the original rats were trained to run. Now they are working with chimpanzees.”


  Abba’s accent deepened as he continued, his gestures increasingly emphatic.


  “But I am better. I can make it work in humans now, without more experiments.” Urgently, he lowered his voice. “My friend was not supposed to send me the schematics. I paid him much money, but his reason for helping is that I have promised him that when I fix the problems, I will show him the solution and he can take the credit. This technology is not for civilians. No one else will be able to do this. We are very fortunate.”


  Abba touched the doll’s shoulder so lightly that only his fingertips brushed her.


  “I will need you to sit for some scans so that I can make the images that will preserve you. They will be painless. I can set up when you sleep.” Quietly, he added, “She is my gift to you. She will hold you and keep you… if the worst…” His voice faded, and he swallowed twice, three times, before beginning again. “She will protect you.”


  Mara’s voice came out hoarse. “Why didn’t you tell me?”


  “You needed to see her when she was complete.”


  Her throat constricted. “I wish I’d never seen her at all!”


  From the cradle, Mara had been even-tempered. Now, at twelve, she shouted and cried. Abba said it was only what happened to children as they grew older, but they both knew that wasn’t why.


  Neither was used to her new temper. The lash of her shout startled them both. Abba’s expression turned stricken.


  “I don’t understand,” he said.


  “You made a new daughter!”


  “No, no.” Abba held up his hands to protect himself from her accusation. “She is made for you.”


  “I’m sure she’ll be a better daughter than I am,” Mara said bitterly.


  She grabbed a hank of the doll’s hair. Its head tilted toward her in a parody of curiosity. She pushed it away. The thing tumbled to the floor, limbs awkwardly splayed.


  Abba glanced toward the doll, but did not move to see if it was broken. “I—No, Marale—You don’t—” His face grew drawn with sudden resolution. He pulled a hammer off of one of the work benches. “Then I will smash her to pieces.”


  There had been a time when, with the hammer in his hand and a determined expression on his face, he’d have looked like a smith from old legends. Now he’d lost so much weight that his skin hung loosely from his enormous frame as if he were a giant coat suspended from a hanger. Tears sprang to Mara’s eyes.


  She slapped at his hands and the hammer in them. “Stop it!”


  “If you want her to—”


  “Stop it! Stop it!” she shouted.


  Abba released the hammer. It fell against the cement with a hollow, mournful sound.


  Guilt shot through her, at his confusion, at his fear. What should she do, let him destroy this thing he’d made? What should she do, let the hammer blow strike, watch herself be shattered?


  Sawdust billowed where the hammer hit. Abel whined and fled the room, tail between his legs.


  Softly, abba said, “I don’t know what else to give.”


  Abba had always been the emotional heart of the family, even when ima was alive. His anger flared; his tears flowed; his laughter roared from his gut. Mara rested her head on his chest until his tears slowed, and then walked with him upstairs.


  The house was too small for Mara to fight with abba for long, especially during winters when they both spent every hour together in the house, Mara home-schooling via her attic space program while abba tinkered in his workshop. Even on good days, the house felt claustrophobic with two people trapped inside. Sometimes one of them would tug on a coat and ski cap and trudge across the hard-packed snow, but even the outdoors provided minimal escape. Their house sat alone at the end of a mile-long driveway that wound through bare-branched woods before reaching the lonely road that eventually led to their neighbors. Weather permitting, in winter it took an hour and a half to get the truck running and drive into town.


  It was dawn by the time they had made their way upstairs, still drained from the scene in the basement. Mara went to lie down on her bed so she could try for the illusion of privacy. Through the closed door, she heard her father venting his frustration on the cabinets. Pans clanged. Drawers slammed. She thought she could hear the quiet, gulping sound of him beginning to weep again under the cacophony.


  She waited until he was engrossed in his cooking and then crept out of her bedroom. She made her way down the hallway, taking each step slowly and carefully so as to minimize the clicking of her crutches against the floor.


  Ima’s dance studio was the only room in the house where abba never went. It faced east; at dawn, rose- and peach-colored light shimmered across the full-length mirrors and polished hardwood. An old television hung on the southern wall, its antiquated technology jury-rigged to connect with the household AI.


  Mara closed the door most of the way, enough to muffle any sound, but not enough to make the telltale thump that would attract her father’s attention. She walked up to the television so that she could speak softly and still be heard by its implanted AI sensors. She’d long ago mastered the trick of enunciating clearly enough for the AI to understand her even when she was whispering. “I’d like to access a DVD of ima’s performances.”


  The AI whirred. “Okay, Mara,” said its genial, masculine voice. “Which one would you like to view?”


  “Giselle.”


  More clicks and whirs. The television blinked on, showing the backs of several rows of red velvet seats. Well-dressed figures navigated the aisles, careful not to wrinkle expensive suits and dresses. Before them, a curtain hid the stage from view, the house lights emphasizing its sumptuous folds.


  Mara sat carefully on the floor near the ballet barre so that she would be able to use it like a lever when she wanted to stand again. She crossed the crutches at her feet. On the television screen, the lights dimmed as the overture began.


  Sitting alone in this place where no one else went, watching things that no one else watched, she felt as if she were somewhere safe. A mouse in its hole, a bird in its nest—a shelter built precisely for her body, neither too large nor too small.


  The curtain fluttered. The overture began. Mara felt her breath flowing more easily as the tension eased from her shoulders. She could forget about abba and his weeping for a moment, just allow herself to enter the ballet.


  Even as an infant, Mara had adored the rich, satiny colors on ima’s old DVDs. She watched the tragedies, but her heart belonged to the comedies. Gilbert and Sullivan’s Pineapple Poll. Ashton’s choreography of Prokofiev’s Cinderella. Madcap Coppélia in which a peasant boy lost his heart to a clockwork doll.


  When Mara was small, ima would sit with her while she watched the dancers, her expression half-wistful and half-jaded. When the dancers had sketched their bows, ima would stand, shaking her head, and say, “Ballet is not a good life.”


  At first, ima did not want to give Mara ballet lessons, but Mara insisted at the age of two, three, four, until ima finally gave in. During the afternoons while abba was in his workshop, Mara and ima would dance together in the studio until ima grew tired and sat with her back against the mirror, hands wrapped around her knees, watching Mara spin and spin.


  After ima died, Mara had wanted to ask her father to sign her up for dance school. But she hated the melancholia that overtook him whenever they discussed ballet. Before getting sick, she’d danced on her own instead, accompanying the dancers on ima’s tapes. She didn’t dance every afternoon as she had when ima was alive. She was older; she had other things to do—books to read, study hours with the AI, lessons and play dates in attic space. She danced just enough to maintain her flexibility and retain what ima had taught her, and even sometimes managed to learn new things from watching the dancers on film.


  Then last year, while dancing with the Mouse King to The Nutcracker, the pain she’d been feeling for months in her right knee suddenly intensified. She heard the snap of bone before she felt it. She collapsed suddenly to the floor, confused and in pain, her head ringing with the echoes of the household’s alarms. As the AI wailed for help, Mara found a single thought repeating in her head. Legs don’t shatter just because you’re dancing. Something is very wrong.


  On the television screen, the filmed version of Mara’s mother entered, dancing a coy Giselle in blue tulle. Her gaze slanted shyly downward as she flirted with the dancers playing Albrecht and Hilarion. One by one, she plucked petals from a prop daisy. He loves me, he loves me not.


  Mara heard footsteps starting down the hall. She rushed to speak before abba could make it into the room—”AI, switch off—”


  Abba arrived before she could finish. He stood in the doorway with his shoulders hunched, his eyes averted from the image of his dead wife. “Breakfast is ready,” he said. He lingered for a moment before turning away.


  After breakfast, abba went outside to scrape ice off of the truck.


  They drove into town once a week for supplies. Until last year, they’d always gone on Sundays, after Shabbat. Now they went on


  Fridays before Mara’s appointments and then hurried to get home before sunset.


  Outside, snowflakes whispered onto the hard-pack. Mara pulled her knit hat over her ears, but her cheeks still smarted from the cold. She rubbed her gloved hands together for warmth before attaching Abel’s leash. The old dog seemed to understand what her crutches were. Since she’d started using them, he’d broken his lifelong habit of yanking on the strap and learned to walk daintily instead, placing each paw with care.


  Abba opened the passenger door so that Abel could clamor into the back of the cab. He fretted while Mara leaned her crutches on the side of the truck and pulled herself into the seat. He wanted to help, she knew, but he was stopping himself. He knew she hated being reminded of her helplessness.


  He collected her crutches when she was done and slung them into the back with Abel before taking his place in the driver’s seat. Mara stared silently forward as he turned the truck around and started down the narrow driveway. The four-wheel drive jolted over uneven snow, shooting pain through Mara’s bad leg.


  “Need to fix the suspension,” abba grumbled.


  Because abba was a tinkerer, everything was always broken. Before Mara was born, he’d worked for the government. These days, he consulted on refining manufacturing processes. He felt that commercial products were shoddily designed and so he was constantly trying to improve their household electronics, leaving his dozens of half-finished home projects disassembled for months while all the time swearing to take on new ones.


  The pavement smoothed out as they turned onto a county-maintained road. Piles of dirty snow lined its sides. Bony trees dotted the landscape, interspersed with pines still wearing red bows from Christmas.


  Mara felt as though the world were caught in a frozen moment, preserved beneath the snow. Nothing would ever change. No ice would melt. No birds would return to the branches. There would be nothing but blizzards and long, dark nights and snow-covered pines.


  Mara wasn’t sure she believed in G-d, but on her better days, she felt at peace with the idea of pausing, as if she were one of the dancers on ima’s DVDs, halted mid-leap.


  Except she wouldn’t pause. She’d be replaced by that thing. That doll.


  She glanced at her father. He stared fixedly at the road, grumbling under his breath in a blend of languages. He hadn’t bought new clothes since losing so much weight, and the fabric of his coat fell in voluminous folds across the seat.


  He glanced sideways at Mara watching him. “What’s wrong?”


  “Nothing,” Mara muttered, looking away.


  Abel pushed his nose into her shoulder. She turned in her seat to scratch between his ears. His tail thumped, tick, tock, like a metronome.


  They parked beside the grocery. The small building’s densely packed shelves were reassuringly the same year in and year out except for the special display mounted at the front of the store. This week it showcased red-wrapped sausages, marked with a cheerful, handwritten sign.


  Gerry stood on a ladder in the center aisle, restocking cereals. He beamed as they walked in.


  “Ten-thirty to the minute!” he called. “Good morning, my punctual Jewish friends!”


  Gerry had been slipping down the slope called being hard of hearing for years now. He pitched his voice as if he were shouting across a football field.


  “How is my little adult?” he asked Mara. “Are you forty today, or is it fifty?”


  “Sixty-five,” Mara said. “Seventy tomorrow.”


  “Such an old child,” Gerry said, shaking his head. “Are you sure you didn’t steal that body?”


  Abba didn’t like those kinds of jokes. He used to worry that they would make her self-conscious; now he hated them for bringing up the subject of aging. Flatly, he replied, “Children in our family are like that. There is nothing wrong with her.”


  Mara shared an eye roll with the grocer.


  “Never said there was,” Gerry said. Changing the subject, he gestured at Mara’s crutches with a box of cornflakes. “You’re an athlete on those. I bet there’s nothing you can’t do with them.”


  Mara forced a smile. “They’re no good for dancing.”


  He shrugged. “I used to know a guy in a wheelchair. Out-danced everyone.”


  “Not ballet, though.”


  “True,” Gerry admitted, descending the ladder. “Come to the counter. I’ve got something for you.”


  Gerry had hardly finished speaking before Abel forgot about being gentle with Mara’s crutches. He knew what Gerry’s gifts meant. The lead wrenched out of Mara’s hand. She chased after him, crutches clicking, but even with his aging joints, the dog reached the front counter before Mara was halfway across the store.


  “Wicked dog,” Gerry said in a teasing tone as he caught Abel’s leash. He scratched the dog between the ears and then bent to grab a package from under the counter. “Sit,” he said. “Beg.” The old dog rushed to do both. Gerry unwrapped a sausage and tossed it. Abel snapped and swallowed.


  Mara finished crossing the aisle. She leaned against the front counter. She tried to conceal her heavy breathing, but she knew that her face must be flushed. Abba waited at the edges of her peripheral vision, his arms stretched in Mara’s direction as if he expected her to collapse.


  Gerry glanced between Mara and her father, assessing the situation. Settling on Mara, he tapped a stool behind the counter. “You look wiped. Take a load off. Your dad and I can handle ourselves.”


  “Yes, Mara,” abba said quickly. “Perhaps you should sit.”


  Mara glared. “Abba.”


  “I’m sorry,” abba said, looking away. He added to Gerry, “She doesn’t like help.”


  “No help being offered. I just want some free work. You up for manning the register?” Gerry tapped the stool again. “I put aside one of those strawberry things you like. It’s under the counter. Wrapped in pink paper.”


  “Thanks,” Mara said, not wanting to hurt Gerry’s feelings by mentioning that she couldn’t eat before appointments. She went behind the counter and let Gerry hold her crutches while she pulled herself onto the stool. She hated how good it felt to sit.


  Gerry nodded decisively. “Come on,” he said, leading abba toward the fresh fruit.


  Abba and Gerry made unlikely friends. Gerry made no bones about being a charismatic evangelical. During the last election, he’d put up posters saying that Democratic voters were headed to hell. In return, abba had suggested that Republican voters might need a punch in the jaw, especially any Republican voters who happened to be standing in front of him. Gerry responded that he supported free speech as much as any other patriotic American, but speech like that could get the H-E-double-hockey-sticks out of his store. They shouted. Gerry told abba not to come back. Abba said he wouldn’t even buy dog food from fascists.


  The next week, Gerry was waiting on the sidewalk with news about a kosher supplier, and Mara and abba went in as if nothing had ever happened.


  Before getting sick, Mara had always followed the men through the aisles, joining in their arguments about pesticides and free-range chickens. Gerry liked to joke that he wished his children were as interested in the business as Mara was. Maybe I’ll leave the store to you instead of them, he’d say, jostling her shoulder. He had stopped saying that.


  Mara slipped the wrapped pastry out from under the counter. She broke it into halves and put one in each pocket, hoping Gerry wouldn’t see the lumps when they left. She left the empty paper on the counter, dusted with the crumbs that had fallen when she broke the pastry.


  An activity book lay next to where the pastry had been. It was for little kids, but Mara pulled it out anyway. Gerry’s children were too old to play with things like that now, but he still kept an array of diversions under the counter for when customers’ kids needed to be kept busy. It was better to do something than nothing. Armed with the felt-tip pen that was clipped to the cover, she began to flip through pages of half-colored drawings and connect-the-dots.


  A few aisles over, near the butcher counter, she heard her father grumbling. She looked up and saw Gerry grab abba’s shoulder. As always, he was speaking too loudly. His voice boomed over the hum of the freezers. “I got in the best sausages on Wednesday,” he said. “They’re kosher. Try them. Make them for your, what do you call it, sadbath.”


  By then, Gerry knew the word, but it was part of their banter. “Shabbat,” Abba corrected.


  Gerry’s tone grew more serious. “You’re losing too much weight. A man needs meat.”


  Abba’s voice went flat. “I eat when I am hungry. I am not hungry so much lately.”


  Gerry’s grip tightened on abba’s shoulder. His voice dropped. “Jakub, you need to take care of yourself.”


  He looked back furtively at Mara. Flushing with shame, she dropped her gaze to the activity book. She clutched the pen tightly, pretending to draw circles in a word search.


  “You have to think about the future,” said Gerry. His voice lowered even further. Though he was finally speaking at a normal volume, she still heard every word. “You aren’t the one who’s dying.”


  Mara’s flush went crimson. She couldn’t tell if it was shame or anger—all she felt was cold, rigid shock. She couldn’t stop herself from sneaking a glance at abba. He, too, stood frozen. The word had turned him to ice. Neither of them ever said it. It was a game of avoidance they played together.


  Abba pulled away from Gerry and started down the aisle. His face looked numb rather than angry. He stopped at the counter, looking at everything but Mara. He took Abel’s leash and gestured for Mara to get off of the stool. “We’ll be late for your appointment,” he said, even though it wasn’t even eleven o’clock. In a louder voice, he added, “Ring up our cart, would you, Gerry? We’ll pick up our bags on our way out of town.”


  Mara didn’t like Doctor Pinsky. Abba liked him because he was Jewish even though he was American-born reform with a degree from Queens. He wore his hair close-cut but it looked like it would Jew ’fro if he grew it out.


  He kept his nails manicured. His teeth shone perfectly white. He never looked directly at Mara when he spoke. Mara suspected he didn’t like children much. Maybe you needed to be that way if you were going to watch the sick ones get worse.


  The nurses were all right. Grace and Nicole, both blond and a bit fat. They didn’t understand Mara since she didn’t fit their idea of what kids were supposed to be like. She didn’t talk about pop or interactives. When there were other child patients in the waiting room, she ignored them.


  When the nurses tried to introduce her to the other children anyway, Mara said she preferred to talk to adults, which made them hmm and flutter. Don’t you have any friends, honey? Nicole had asked her once, and Mara answered that she had some, but they were all on attic space. A year ago, if Mara had been upset, she’d have gone into a-space to talk to her best friend, Collin, but more and more as she got sick, she’d hated seeing him react to her withering body, hated seeing the fright and pity in his eyes. The thought of going back into attic space made her nauseous.


  Grace and Nicole gave Mara extra attention because they felt sorry for her. Modern cancer treatments had failed to help and now Mara was the only child patient in the clinic taking chemotherapy. It’s hard on little bodies, said Grace. Heck, it’s hard on big bodies, too.


  Today it was Grace who came to meet Mara in the waiting room, pushing a wheelchair. Assuming it was for another patient, Mara started to gather her crutches, but Grace motioned for her to stay put. “Let me treat you like a princess.”


  “I’m not much of a princess,” Mara answered, immediately realizing from the pitying look on Grace’s face that it was the wrong thing to say. To Grace, that would mean she didn’t feel like a princess because she was sick, rather than that she wasn’t interested in princesses.


  “I can walk,” Mara protested, but Grace insisted on helping her into the wheelchair anyway. She hadn’t realized how tightly abba was holding her hand until she pulled it free.


  Abba stood to follow them. Grace turned back. “Would you mind staying? Doctor Pinsky wants to talk to you.”


  “I like to go with Mara,” abba said.


  “We’ll take good care of her.” Grace patted Mara’s shoulder. “You don’t mind, do you, princess?”


  Mara shrugged. Her father shifted uncertainly. “What does Doctor Pinsky want?”


  “He’ll be out in a few minutes,” said Grace, deflecting. “I’m sorry, Mr. Morawski. You won’t have to wait long.”


  Frowning, abba sat again, fingers worrying the collar of his shirt. Mara saw his conflicting optimism and fear, all inscribed plainly in his eyes, his face, the way he sat. She didn’t understand why he kept hoping. Even before they’d tried the targeted immersion therapy and the QTRC regression, she’d known that they wouldn’t work. She’d known from the moment when she saw the almost imperceptible frown cross the city diagnostician’s face when he asked about the pain she’d been experiencing in her knee for months before the break. Yes, she’d said, it had been worse at night, and his brow had darkened, just for an instant. Maybe she’d known even earlier than that, in the moment just after she fell in ima’s studio, when she realized with strange, cold clarity that something was very wrong.


  Bad news didn’t come all at once. It came in successions. Cancer is present. Metastasis has occurred. The tumors are unresponsive. The patient’s vitals have taken a turn for the worse. We’re sorry to say, we’re sorry to say, we’re sorry to say.


  Grace wheeled Mara toward the back, maintaining a stream of banal, cheerful chatter, remarks about the weather and questions about the holidays and jokes about boys. Mara deflected. She wasn’t ever going to have a boyfriend, not the way Grace was teasing her about. Adolescence was like spring, one more thing buried in endless snow.


  Mara felt exhausted as they pulled into the driveway. She didn’t have the energy to push abba away when he came around the truck to help her down. Mara leaned heavily on her father’s arm as they crunched their way to the front door.


  She vomited in the entryway. Abel came to investigate. She pushed his nose away while abba went to get the mop. The smell made her even more nauseated and so when abba returned, she left him to clean up. It made her feel guilty, but she was too tired to care.


  She went to the bathroom to wash out her mouth. She tried not to catch her eye in the mirror, but she saw her reflection anyway. She felt a shock of alienation from the thin, sallow face. It couldn’t be hers.


  She could hear abba in the hallway, grumbling at Abel in Yiddish. Wan, late afternoon light filtered through the windows, foreshadowing sunset. A few months ago, she and abba would have been rushing to cook and clean before Shabbat. Now no one cleaned and Mara left abba to cook alone as she went into ima’s studio.


  She paused by the barre before sitting, already worried about how difficult it would be to get up again. “I want to watch Coppélia,” she said. The AI whirred.


  Coppélia began with a young woman reading on a balcony—except she wasn’t really a young woman, she was actually an automaton constructed by the mad scientist, Dr. Coppélius. The dancer playing Coppélia pretended to read from a red leather book. Mara told the AI to fast-forward to ima’s entrance.


  Mara’s mother was dancing the part of the peasant girl, Swanhilde. She looked nothing like the dancer playing Coppélia. Ima was strong, but also short and compact, where Coppélia was tall with visible muscle definition in her arms and legs.


  Yet later in the ballet, none of the other characters would be able to tell them apart. Mara wanted to shake them into sense. Why couldn’t they tell the difference between a person and a doll?


  Abba lit the candles and began the prayer, waving his hands through the smoke. They didn’t have an adult woman to read the prayers and abba wouldn’t let Mara do it while she was still a child. Soon, he used to say, after your bat mitzvah. Now he said nothing.


  They didn’t celebrate Shabbat properly. They followed some traditions—tonight they’d leave the lights on, and tomorrow they’d eat cold food instead of cooking—but they did not attend services. If they needed to work then they worked. As a family, they had always been observant in some ways, and relaxed in others; they were not the kind who took well to following rules. Abba sometimes seemed to believe in Hashem and at other times not, though he believed in rituals and tradition. Still, before Mara had become ill, they’d taken more care with halakha.


  As abba often reminded her, Judaism taught that survival was more important than dogma. Pikuach nefesh meant that a hospital could run electricity that powered a machine that kept a man alive. A family could work to keep a woman who had just given birth comfortable and healthy.


  Perhaps other people wouldn’t recognize the exceptions that Mara and her father made from Shabbat as being matters of survival, but they were. They were using all they had just by living. Not much remained for G-d.


  The long window over the kitchen counters let through the dimming light as violet and ultramarine seeped across the horizon. The tangerine sun lingered above the trees, preparing to descend into scratching, black branches. Mara’s attention drifted as he said Kiddush over the wine.


  They washed their hands. Abba tore the challah. He gave a portion to Mara. She let it sit.


  “The fish is made with ginger,” abba said. “Would you like some string beans?”


  “My mouth hurts,” Mara said.


  Abba paused, the serving plate still in his hands.


  She knew that he wouldn’t eat unless she did. “I’ll have a little,” she added softly.


  She let him set the food on her plate. She speared a single green bean and stared at it for a moment before biting. Everything tasted like metal after the drugs.


  “I used turmeric,” he said.


  “It’s good.”


  Mara’s stomach roiled. She set the fork on her plate.


  Her father ate a few bites of fish and then set his fork down, too. A maudlin expression crossed his face. “Family is Hashem’s best gift,” he said.


  Mara nodded. There was little to say.


  Abba picked up his wine glass. He twisted the stem as he stared into red. “Family is what the goyim tried to take from us with pogroms and ghettoes and the shoah. On Shabbat, we find our families, wherever we are.”


  Abba paused again, sloshing wine gently from side to side.


  “Perhaps I should have gone to Israel before you were born.”


  Mara looked up with surprise. “You think Israel is a corrupt theocracy.”


  “There are politics, like opposing a government, and then there is needing to be with your people.” He shrugged. “I thought about going. I had money then, but no roots. I could have gone wherever I wanted. But I thought, I will go to America instead. There are more Jews in America than Israel. I did not want to live in the shadow of the shoah. I wanted to make a family in a place where we could rebuild everything they stole. Der mensch trakht un Gatt lahkt.”


  He had been speaking rapidly, his accent deepening with every word. Now he stopped.


  His voice was hoarse when it returned.


  “Your mother… you… I would not trade it, but…” His gaze became diffuse as if the red of the wine were a telescope showing him another world. “It’s all so fragile. Your mother is taken and you… tsuris, tsuris… and then there is nothing.”


  It was dark when they left the table. Abba piled dishes by the sink so that they could be washed after Shabbat and then retired to his bedroom. Abel came to Mara, tail thumping, begging for scraps. She was too tired to make him beg or shake hands. She rescued her plate from the pile of dishes and laid it on the floor for him to lick clean.


  She started toward her bed and then changed her mind. She headed downstairs instead, Abel following after. She paused with her hand on the knob of the red-painted door before entering abba’s workshop.


  Mara hadn’t seen abba go downstairs since their argument that morning but he must have managed to do it without her noticing. The doll sat primly on her stool, dignity restored, her head tilted down as if she were reading a book that Mara couldn’t see.


  Mara wove between worktables until she reached the doll’s side. She lifted its hand and pressed their palms together as abba had done. It was strange to see the shape of her fingers so perfectly copied, down to the fine lines across her knuckles.


  She pulled the thing forward. It lolled. Abel ducked its flailing right hand and ran a few steps away, watching warily.


  Mara took hold of the thing’s head. She pressed the tip of her nose against the tip of its nose, trying to match their faces as she had their palms. With their faces so close together, it looked like a Cyclops, staring back at her with one enormous, blank eye.


  “I hate you,” Mara said, lips pressed against its mute mouth.


  It was true, but not the same way that it had been that morning. She had been furious then. Betrayed. Now the blaze of anger had burned down and she saw what lay in the ashes that remained.


  It was jealousy. That this doll would be the one to take abba’s hand at Shabbat five years from then, ten years, twenty. That it would take and give the comfort she could not. That it would balm the wounds that she had no choice but to inflict.


  Would Mara have taken a clockwork doll if it had restored ima to her for these past years?


  She imagined lying down for the scans. She imagined a machine studying her brain, replicating her dreams neuron by neuron, rendering her as mathematical patterns. She’d read enough biology and psychology to know that, whatever else she was, she was also an epiphenomenon that arose from chemicals and meat and electricity.


  It was sideways immortality. She would be gone, and she would remain. There and not there. A quantum mechanical soul.


  Love could hurt, she knew. Love was what made you hurt when your ima died. Love was what made it hurt when abba came to you gentle and solicitous, every kindness a reminder of how much pain you’d leave behind.


  She would do this painful thing because she loved him, as he had made this doll because he loved her. She thought, with a sudden clenching of her stomach, that it was a good thing most people never lived to see what people planned to make of them when they were gone.


  What Gerry had said was as true as it was cutting. Abba was not the one who would die.


  Abba slept among twisted blankets, clutching his pillow as if afraid to let it go.


  Mara watched from the doorway. “Abba.”


  He grumbled in his sleep as he shifted position.


  “Abba,” she repeated. “Please wake up, abba.”


  She waited while he put on his robe. Then, she led him down.


  She made her way swiftly through the workshop, passing the newly painted marionette and the lonely mechanical hand. She halted near the doll, avoiding its empty gaze.


  “I’m ready now,” she said.


  Abba’s face shifted from confusion to wariness. With guarded hope, he asked, “Are you certain?” “I’m sure,” she said. “Please, Mara. You do not have to.”


  “I know,” she answered. She pressed herself against his chest, as if she were a much smaller child looking for comfort. She felt the tension in his body seep into relief as he wept with silent gratitude. She was filled with tears, too, from a dozen emotions blended into one. They were tears of relief, and regret, and pain, and love, and mourning, and more.


  He wrapped his arms around her. She closed her eyes and savored the comfort of his woody scent, his warmth, the stubble scratching her arm. She could feel how thin he’d become, but he was still strong enough to hold her so tightly that his embrace was simultaneously joyful and almost too much to bear.


  
    ACT II: JAKUB


    TOUR EN L’AIR


    (TURN IN THE AIR)

  


  Jakub was careful to make the scans as unobtrusive as possible. If he could have, he’d have recorded a dozen sessions, twenty-five, fifty, more. He’d have examined every obscure angle; he’d have recorded a hundred redundancies.


  Mara was so fragile, though; not just physically, but mentally. He did not want to tax her. He found a way to consolidate what he needed into six nighttime sessions, monitoring her with portable equipment that he could bring into her bedroom which broadcast its data to the larger machinery in the basement.


  When the scans were complete, Jakub spent his nights in the workshop, laboring over the new child while Mara slept. It had been a long time since he’d worked with technology like this, streamlined for its potential as a weapon. He had to gentle it, soothe it, coax it into being as careful about preserving memories of rainy mornings as it was about retaining reflexes and fighting skills.


  He spent long hours poring over images of Mara’s brain. He navigated three-dimensional renderings with the AI’s help, puzzling over the strangeness of becoming so intimate with his daughter’s mind in such an unexpected way. After he had finished converting the images into a neural map, he looked at Mara’s mind with yet new astonishment. The visual representation showed associational clusters as if they were stars: elliptical galaxies of thought.


  It was a truism that there were many ways to describe a river—from the action of its molecules to the map of its progress from tributaries to ocean. A mind was such a thing as well. On one end there was thought, personality, individual… and on the other… It was impossible to recognize Mara in the points of light, but he was in the midst of her most basic elements, and there was as much awe in that as there was in puzzling out the origin of the universe. He was the first person ever to see another human being in this way. He knew Mara now as no one else had ever known anyone.


  His daughter, his beloved, his sheineh maideleh. There were so many others that he’d failed to protect. But Mara would always be safe; he would hold her forever.


  Once Jakub had created the foundational schematics for manufacturing analogues to Mara’s brain structures, the remainder of the process was automated. Jakub needed only to oversee it, occasionally inputting his approval to the machine.


  Jakub found it unbearable to leave the machinery unsupervised, but nevertheless, he could not spend all of his time in the basement. During the mornings when Mara was awake, he paced the house, grumbling at the dog who followed him up and down the hallways as if expecting him to throw a stick. What if the process stalled? What if a catastrophic failure destroyed the images of Mara’s mind now when her health was even more fragile and there might be no way to replace them?


  He forced himself to disguise his obsession while Mara was awake. It was important to maintain the illusion that their life was the same as it had been before. He knew that Mara remained uneasy with the automaton. Its very presence said so many things that they had been trying to keep silent.


  Mara’s days were growing even harder. He’d thought the end of chemotherapy would give her some relief, but cancer pain worsened every day. Constant suffering and exhaustion made her alternately sullen and sharp. She snapped at him when he brought her meals, when he tried to help her across the house, when she woke to find him lingering in the doorway while she slept. Part of it was the simple result of pain displacing patience, but it was more, too. Once, when he had touched her shoulder, she’d flinched; then, upon seeing him withdraw, her expression had turned from annoyance to guilt. She’d said, softly, “You won’t always be able to do that.” A pause, a swallow, and then even more quietly, “It reminds me.”


  That was what love and comfort had become now. Promises that couldn’t be kept.


  Most nights, she did not sleep at all, only lay awake, staring out of her window at the snow.


  Jakub searched for activities that might console her. He asked her if she’d like him to read to her. He offered to buy her immersive games. He suggested that she log into a spare room with other sick children where they could discuss their troubles. She told him that she wanted to be alone.


  She had always been an unusual child, precocious and content to be her own companion. Meryem had said it was natural for a daughter of theirs, who had been raised among adults, and was descended from people who were also talented and solitary. Jakub and Meryem had been similar as children, remote from others their own age as they pursued their obsessions. Now Jakub wished she had not inherited these traits so completely, that she was more easily able to seek solace.


  When Mara didn’t think he was watching, she gathered her crutches and went into Meryem’s studio to watch ballets. She did not like it when he came too close, and so he watched from the hallway. He could see her profile reflected in the mirrors on the opposite wall. She cried as she watched, soundless tears beading her cheeks.


  One morning when she put on A Midsummer Night’s Dream, Jakub ventured into the studio. For so long, he had stayed away, but that had not made things better. He had to try what he could.


  He found Mara sitting on the floor, her crutches leaning against the ballet barre. Abel lay a few feet away with his head on his paws. Without speaking, Jakub sat beside them.


  Mara wiped her cheeks, streaking her tears. She looked resentfully at Jakub, but he ignored her, hoping he could reach the part of her that still wanted his company even if she had buried it.


  They sat stoically for the remainder of act one, holding themselves with care so that they did not accidentally shift closer to one another. Mara pretended to ignore him, though her darting glances told another story. Jakub let her maintain the pretense, trying to allow her some personal space within the studio since he had already intruded so far. He hoped she would be like a scared rabbit, slowly adjusting to his presence and coming to him when she saw that he was safe.


  Jakub had expected to spend the time watching Mara and not the video, but he was surprised to find himself drawn into the dancing. The pain of seeing Meryem leap and spin had become almost a dull note, unnoticeable in the concert of his other sorrows. Meryem made a luminous Titania, a ginger wig cascading in curls down her back, her limbs wrapped in flowers, leaves, and gossamer. He’d forgotten the way she moved onstage, as careful and precise as a doe, each agile maneuver employing precisely as much strength as she needed and no more.


  As Act II began, Mara asked the AI to stop. Exhaustion, she said. Jakub tried to help her back to her room, but she protested, and he let her go.


  She was in her own world now, closing down. She had no room left for him.


  What can I do for you, Marale? he wanted to ask. I will do anything. You will not let me hold you so I must find another way. I will change the laws of life and death. I will give you as much forever as I can, sheineh maideleh. See? I am doing it now.


  He knew that she hated it when he stood outside her door, watching, but when he heard her breath find the steady rhythm of sleep, he went to the threshold anyway. While she slept, Mara looked peaceful for a while, her chest gently rising and falling underneath her snow-colored quilt.


  He lingered a long time. Eventually, he left her and returned downstairs to check the machines.


  The new child was ready to be born.


  For years, Jakub had dreamed of the numbers. They flickered in and out of focus as if displayed on old film. Sometimes they looked ashen and faded. At other times, they were darker than any real black. Always, they were written on palettes of human flesh.


  Sometimes the dreams included fragmentary memories. Jakub would be back in the rooms his grandparents had rented when he was a child, watching bubbe prepare to clean the kitchen, pulling her left arm free from one long cotton sleeve, her tattoo a shock on the inside of her forearm. The skin there had gone papery with age, the ink bleached and distorted, but time and sun had not made the mark less portentous. She scoured cookware with steel wool and caustic chemicals that made her hands red and raw when they emerged from the bubbling water. No matter how often Jakub watched, he never stopped expecting her to abandon the ancient pots and turn that furious, unrelenting scrubbing onto herself.


  Zayde’s tattoo remained more mysterious. It had not been inflicted in Auschwitz and so it hid in the more discreet location they’d used on the trains, needled onto the underside of his upper arm. Occasionally on hot days when Jakub was small, zayde would roll up his sleeves while he worked outside in the sun. If Jakub or one of the other boys found him, zayde would shout at them to get back inside and then finish the work in his long sleeves, dripping with sweat.


  Jakub’s grandparents never spoke of the camps. Both had been young in those years, but even though they were not much older when they were released, the few pictures of them from that time showed figures that were already brittle and dessicated in both physique and expression. Survivors took many paths away from the devastation, but bubbe and zayde were among those who always afterward walked with their heads down.


  Being mutually bitter and taciturn, they resisted marriage until long after their contemporaries had sought comfort in each other’s arms. They raised their children with asperity, and sent them into the world as adults with small gifts of money and few displays of emotion.


  One of those children was Jakub’s mother, who immigrated to the United States where she married. Some years later, she died in childbirth, bearing what would have been Jakub’s fifth brother had the child not been stillborn. Jakub’s father, grieving, could not take care of his four living sons. Instead, he wrote to his father-in-law in Poland and requested that he come to the United States and take them home with him.


  Even then, when he arrived on foreign shores to fetch boys he’d never met and take them back with him to a land they’d never known; even then when the moment should have been grief and gathering; even then zayde’s face was hard-lined with resignation. Or so Jakub’s elder brothers had told him, for he was the youngest of the surviving children, having learned to speak a few words by then but not yet able to stand on his own.


  When the boys were children, it was a mystery to them how such harsh people could have spent long enough together to marry, let alone have children. Surely, they would have been happier with others who were kinder, less astringent, who could bring comfort into a marriage.


  One afternoon, when Jakub was four years old, and too naïve to yet understand that some things that were discussed in private should not be shared with everyone, he was sitting with bubbe while she sewed shirts for the boys (too expensive to buy, and shouldn’t she know how to sew, having done it all her life?). He asked, “If you don’t like zayde, why did you marry him?”


  She stopped suddenly. Her hands were still on the machine, her mouth open, her gaze fastened on the seam. For a moment, the breath did not rise in her chest. The needle stuttered to a stop as her foot eased its pressure on the pedal.


  She did not deny it or ask What do you mean? Neither did she answer any of the other questions that might have been enfolded in that one, like Why don’t you like him? or Why did you marry at all?


  Instead, she heard Jakub’s true question: Why zayde and not someone else?


  “How could it be another?” she asked. “We’re the same.”


  And then she began sewing again, making no further mention of it, which was what zayde would have done, too, if Jakub had left bubbe at her sewing and instead taken his question to zayde as he replaced the wiring in their old, old walls.


  As important as it was for the two of them that they shared a history, it also meant that they were like knives to each other, constantly reopening each other’s old wounds and salting them with tears and anger. Their frequent, bitter arguments could continue for days upon days.


  The days of arguing were better than those when bitter silence descended, and each member of the family was left in their own, isolated coldness.


  It was not that there were no virtues to how the boys were raised. Their bodies were kept robust on good food, and their minds strengthened with the exercise of solving problems both practical and intellectual. Zayde concocted new projects for them weekly. One week they’d learn to build cabinets, and the next they’d read old books of philosophy, debating free will versus determinism. Jakub took Leibniz’s part against zayde’s Spinoza. They studied the Torah as an academic text, though zayde was an atheist of the bitter stripe after his time in the camps.


  When Jakub was nine, bubbe decided that it was time to cultivate their spirits as well as their minds and bodies. She revealed that she had been having dreams about G-d for decades, ever since the day she left the camp. The events of those hours had haunted her dreams and as she watched them replay, she felt the scene overlaid with a shining sense of awe and renewal, which over the years, she had come to believe was the presence of G-d. Knowing zayde’s feelings about G-d, bubbe had kept her silence in the name of peace for decades, but that year, some indefinable thing had shifted her conscience and she could do so no longer.


  As she’d predicted, zayde was furious. “I am supposed to worship a G-d that would make this world?” he demanded. “A G-d like that is no G-d. A G-d like that is evil.”


  But despite the hours of shouting, slammed doors, and smashed crockery, bubbe remained resolute. She became a frum woman, dressing carefully, observing prayers and rituals. On Fridays, the kitchen became the locus of urgent energy as bubbe rushed to prepare for Shabbat, directing Jakub and his brothers to help with the chores. All of them worked tensely, preparing for the moment when zayde would return home and throw the simmering cholent out of the window, or—if they were lucky—turn heel and walk back out, going who-knew-where until he came home on Sunday.


  After a particularly vicious argument, zayde proclaimed that while he apparently could not stop his wife from doing as she pleased, he would absolutely no longer permit his grandsons to attend shul. It was a final decision; otherwise, one of them would have to leave and never come back. After that, bubbe slipped out alone each week, into the chilly morning.


  From zayde and bubbe, Jakub learned that love was both balm and nettle. They taught him from an early age that nothing could hurt so much as family.


  Somehow, Jakub had expected the new child to be clumsy and vacant as if she were an infant, but the moment she initialized, her blank look vanished. Some parts of her face tensed and others relaxed. She blinked. She looked just like Mara.


  She prickled under Jakub’s scrutiny. “What are you staring at? Is something wrong?”


  Jakub’s mouth worked silently as he sought the words. “I thought you would need more time to adjust.”


  The child smiled Mara’s cynical, lopsided smile, which had been absent for months. “I think you’re going to need more time to adjust than I do.”


  She pulled herself to her feet. It wasn’t just her face that had taken on Mara’s habits of expression. Without pause, she moved into one of the stretches that Meryem had taught her, elongating her spine. When she relaxed, her posture was exactly like Mara’s would have been, a preadolescent slouch ameliorated by a hint of dancer’s grace.


  “Can we go upstairs?” she asked.


  “Not yet,” Jakub said. “There are tests to perform.”


  Tests which she passed. Every single one. She knew Mara’s favorite colors and the names of the children she had studied with in attic space. She knew the color and weight of the apples that would grow on their trees next fall and perfectly recited the recipe for baking them with cinnamon. In the gruff tone that Mara used when she was guarding against pain, she related the story of Meryem’s death—how Meryem had woken with complaints of feeling dizzy, how she had slipped in the bath later that morning, how her head had cracked against the porcelain and spilled red into the bathwater.


  She ran like Mara and caught a ball like Mara and bent to touch her toes like Mara. She was precisely as fleet and as nimble and as flexible as Mara. She performed neither worse nor better. She was Mara’s twin in every way that Jakub could measure.


  “You will need to stay here for a few more days,” he told her, bringing down blankets and pillows so that he could make her a bed in the workshop. “There are still more tests. You will be safer if you remain close to the machines.”


  The new child’s face creased with doubt. He was lying to spare her feelings, but she was no more deceived than Mara would have been. She said, “My room is upstairs.”


  For so many months, Jakub and Mara had taken refuge in mutual silence when the subject turned uncomfortable. He did not like to speak so bluntly. But if she would force him—”No,” he said gently. “That is Mara’s room.”


  “Can’t I at least see it?”


  A wheedling overtone thinned her voice. Her body language occupied a strange lacuna between aggression and vulnerability. She faced him full-on, one foot advancing, with her hands clenched tightly at her sides. Yet at the same time, she could not quite meet his eyes, and her head was tilted slightly downward, protecting her neck.


  Jakub had seen that strange combination before. It was not so unusual a posture for teenagers to wear when they were trying to assert their agency through rebellion and yet simultaneously still hoping for their parents’ approval.


  Mara had never reached that stage. Before she became ill, she had been calm, abiding. Jakub began to worry that he’d erred in his calculations, that the metrics he’d used had been inadequate to measure the essence of a girl. Could she have aged so much, simply being slipped into an artificial skin?


  “Mara is sleeping now.”


  “But I am Mara!” The new child’s voice broke on her exclamation.


  Her lips parted uncertainly. Her fingers trembled. Her glance flashed upward for a moment and he saw such pain in it. No, she was still his Mara. Not defiant, only afraid that he would decide that he had not wanted a mechanical daughter after all, that he would reject her like a broken radio and never love her again.


  Gently, he laid his hand on her shoulder. Softly, he said, “You are Mara, but you need a new name, too. Let us call you Ruth.”


  He had not known until he spoke that he was going to choose that name, but it was a good one. In the Torah, Ruth had given Mara hesed. His Mara needed loving kindness, too.


  The new child’s gaze flickered upward as if she could see through the ceiling and into Mara’s room. “Mara is the name ima gave me,” she protested.


  Jakub answered, “It would be confusing otherwise.”


  He hoped that this time the new child would understand what he meant without his having to speak outright. The other Mara had such a short time. It would be cruel to make her days harder than they must be.


  On the day when Jakub gave the automaton her name, he found himself recalling the story of Ruth. It had been a long time since he had given the Torah any serious study, but though he had forgotten its minutiae, he remembered its rhythm. His thoughts assumed the cadences of half-forgotten rabbis.


  It began when a famine descended on Judah.


  A man, Elimelech, decided that he was not going to let his wife and sons starve to death, and so he packed his household and brought them to Moab. It was good that he had decided to do so, because once they reached Moab, he died, and left his wife and sons alone.


  His wife was named Naomi and her name meant pleasant. The times were not pleasant.


  Naomi’s sons married women from Moab, one named Orpah and the other named Ruth. Despite their father’s untimely death, the boys spent ten happy years with their new wives. But the men of that family had very poor luck. Both sons died.


  There was nothing left for Naomi in Moab and so she packed up her house and prepared to return to Judah. She told her daughters-in-law, “Go home to your mothers. You were always kind to my sons and you’ve always been kind to me. May Hashem be kind to you in return.”


  She kissed them good-bye, but the girls wept.


  They said, “Can’t we return to Judah with you?”


  “Go back to your mothers,” Naomi repeated. “I have no more sons for you to marry. What can I give if you stay with me?”


  The girls continued to weep, but at last sensible Orpah kissed her mother-in-law and left for home.


  Ruth, who was less sensible; Ruth, who was more loving; Ruth, who was more kind; Ruth, she would not go.


  “Don’t make me leave you,” Ruth said. “Wherever you go, I will go. Wherever you lodge, I will lodge. Your people will be my people and your G-d my G-d.”


  When Naomi saw that Ruth was committed to staying with her, she abandoned her arguing and let her come.


  They traveled together to Bethlehem. When they arrived, they found that the whole city had gathered to see them. Everyone was curious about the two women traveling from Moab. One woman asked, “Naomi! Is that you?”


  Naomi shook her head. “Don’t call me Naomi. There is no pleasantness in my life. Call me Mara, which means bitterness, for the Almighty has dealt very bitterly with me.”


  Through the bitterness, Ruth stayed. While Naomi became Mara, Ruth stayed. Ruth gave her kindness, and Ruth stayed.


  Jakub met Meryem while he was in Cleveland for a robotics conference. He’d attended dozens, but somehow this one made him feel particularly self-conscious in his cheap suit and tie among all the wealthy goyim.


  By then he was living in the United States, but although he’d been born there, he rarely felt at home among its people. Between talks, he escaped from the hotel to go walking. That afternoon, he found his way to a path that wound through a park, making its way through dark-branched trees that waved their remaining leaves like flags of ginger, orange, and gold.


  Meryem sat on an ironwork bench beside a man-made lake, its water silvered with dusk. She wore a black felt coat that made her look pallid even though her cheeks were pink with cold. A wind rose as Jakub approached, rippling through Meryem’s hair. Crows took off from the trees, disappearing into black marks on the horizon.


  Neither of them was ever able to remember how they began to converse. Their courtship seemed to rise naturally from the lake and the crows and the fallen leaves, as if it were another inevitable element of nature. It was bashert.


  Meryem was younger than Jakub, but even so, already ballet had begun taking its toll on her body. Ballet was created by trading pain for beauty, she used to say. Eventually, beauty vanished and left only the pain.


  Like Jakub, Meryem was an immigrant. Her grandparents had been born in Baghdad where they lived through the farhud instead of the shoah. They stayed in Iraq despite the pogroms until the founding of Israel made it too dangerous to remain. They abandoned their family home and fled to the U.S.S.R.


  When Meryem was small, the Soviet government identified her talent for dance and took her into training. Ballet became her new family. It was her blood and bone, her sacred and her profane.


  Her older brother sometimes sent letters, but with the accretion of time and distance, Meryem came to think of her family as if they were not so much people as they were the words spelled out in Yusuf’s spidery handwriting.


  Communism fell, and Meryem’s family was given the opportunity to reclaim her, but even a few years away is so much of a child’s lifetime. She begged them not to force her to return. They no longer felt like her home. More, ballet had become the gravitational center of her life, and while she still resented it—how it had taken her unwillingly, how it bruised her feet and sometimes made them bleed—she also could not bear to leave its orbit. When Yusuf’s letters stopped coming some time later, she hardly noticed.


  She danced well. She was a lyrical ballerina, performing her roles with tender, affecting beauty that could make audiences weep or smile. She rapidly moved from corps to soloist to principal. The troupe traveled overseas to perform Stravinsky’s Firebird, and when they reached the United States, Meryem decided to emigrate, which she accomplished with a combination of bribes and behind-the-scenes dealings.


  Jakub and Meryem recognized themselves in each other’s stories. Like his grandparents, they were drawn together by their similarities. Unlike them, they built a refuge together instead of a battlefield.


  After Meryem died, Jakub began dreaming that that the numbers were inscribed into the skins of people who’d never been near the camps. His skin. His daughter’s. His wife’s. They were all marked, as Cain was marked, as the Christians believed the devil would mark his followers at the end of time. Marked for diaspora, to blow away from each other and disappear.


  “Is the doll awake?” Mara asked one morning.


  Jakub looked up from his breakfast to see her leaning against the doorway that led into the kitchen. She wore a large T-shirt from Yellowstone that came to her knees, covering a pair of blue jeans that had not been baggy when he’d bought them for her. Her skin was wan and her eyes shadowed and sunken. Traces of inflammation from the drugs lingered, painfully red, on her face and hands. The orange knit cap pulled over her ears was incongruously bright.


  Jakub could not remember the last time she’d worn something other than pajamas.


  “She is down in the workshop,” Jakub said.


  “She’s awake, though?”


  “She is awake.”


  “Bring her up.”


  Jakub set his spoon beside his leftover bowl of chlodnik. Mara’s mouth was turned down at the corners, hard and resolute. She lifted her chin at a defiant angle.


  “She has a bed in the workshop,” Jakub said. “There are still tests I must run. It’s best she stay close to the machines.”


  Mara shook her head. It was clear from her face that she was no more taken in by his lie than the new child had been. “It’s not fair to keep someone stuck down there.”


  Jakub began to protest that the workshop was not such a bad place, but then he caught the flintiness in Mara’s eyes and realized that she was not asking out of worry. She had dressed as best she could and come to confront him because she wanted her first encounter with the new child to be on her terms. There was much he could not give her, but he could give her that.


  “I will bring her for dinner,” he said. “Tomorrow, for Shabbat.”


  Mara nodded. She began the arduous process of departing the kitchen, but then stopped and turned back. “Abba,” she said hesitantly. “If ima hated the ballet, why did you build her a studio?”


  “She asked for one,” Jakub said.


  Mara waited.


  At last, he continued, “Ballet was part of her. She could not simply stop.”


  Mara nodded once more. This time, she departed.


  Jakub finished his chlodnik and spent the rest of the day cooking. He meted out ingredients for familiar dishes. A pinch, a dash, a dab. Chopping, grating, boiling, sampling. Salt and sweet, bitter and savory.


  As he went downstairs to fetch Ruth, he found himself considering how strange it must be for her to remember these rooms and yet never to have entered them. Jakub and Meryem had drawn the plans for the house together. She’d told him that she was content to leave a world of beauty that was made by pain, in exchange for a plain world made by joy.


  He’d said he could give her that.


  They painted the outside walls yellow to remind them of the sun during the winter, and painted blue inside to remind them of the sky. By the time they had finished, Mara was waiting inside Meryem’s womb. The three of them had lived in the house for seven years before Meryem died.


  These past few weeks had been precious. Precious because he had, in some ways, finally begun to recover the daughter that he had lost on the day her leg shattered—Ruth, once again curious and strong and insightful, like the Mara he had always known. But precious, too, because these were his last days with the daughter he’d made with Meryem.


  Precious days, but hardly bearable, even as he also could not bear that they would pass. Precious, but more salt and bitter than savory and sweet.


  The next night, when Jakub entered the workshop, he found Ruth on the stool where she’d sat so long when she was empty. Her shoul ders slumped; her head hung down. He began to worry that something was wrong, but then he saw that she was only reading the book of poetry that she held in her lap.


  “Would you like to come upstairs for dinner?” Jakub asked.


  Setting the poems aside, Ruth rose to join him.


  Long before Jakub met Meryem—back in those days when he still traveled the country on commissions from the American government—Jakub had become friends with a rabbi from Minneapolis. The two still exchanged letters through the postal mail, rarefied and expensive as it was.


  After Jakub sent the news from Doctor Pinsky, the rabbi wrote back, “First your wife and now your daughter… es vert mir finster in di oygen. You must not let yourself be devoured by agmes-nefesh. Even in the camps, people kept hope. Yashir koyech, my friend. You must keep hope, too.”


  Jakub had not written to the rabbi about the new child. Even if it had not been vital for him to keep the work secret, he would not have written about it. He could not be sure what the rabbi would say. Would he call the new child a golem instead of a girl? Would he declare the work unseemly or unwise?


  But truly, Jakub was only following the rabbi’s advice. The new child was his strength and hope. She would prevent him from being devoured by sorrow.


  When Jakub and Ruth arrived in the kitchen for Shabbat, Mara had not yet come.


  They stood alone together in the empty room. Jakub had mopped the floors and scrubbed the counters and set the table with good dishes. The table was laid with challah, apricot chicken with farfel, and almond and raisin salad. Cholent simmered in a crock pot on the counter, waiting for Shabbat lunch.


  Ruth started toward Mara’s chair on the left. Jakub caught her arm, more roughly than he’d meant to. He pulled back, contrite. “No,” he said softly. “Not there.” He gestured to the chair on the right. Resentment crossed the new child’s face, but she went to sit.


  It was only as Jakub watched Ruth lower herself into the right-hand chair that he realized his mistake. “No! Wait. Not in Meryem’s chair. Take mine. I’ll switch with you—”


  Mara’s crutches clicked down the hallway. It was too late.


  She paused in the doorway. She wore the blond wig Jakub had bought for her after the targeted immersion therapy failed. Last year’s green Pesach dress hung off of her shoulders. The cap sleeves neared her elbows.


  Jakub moved to help with her crutches. She stayed stoic while he helped her sit, but he could see how much it cost her to accept assistance while she was trying to maintain her dignity in front of the new child. It would be worse because the new child possessed her memories and knew precisely how she felt.


  Jakub leaned the crutches against the wall. Ruth looked away, embarrassed.


  Mara gave her a corrosive stare. “Don’t pity me.”


  Ruth looked back. “What do you want me to do?”


  “Turn yourself off,” said Mara. “You’re muktzeh.”


  Jakub wasn’t sure he’d ever before heard Mara use the Hebrew word for objects forbidden on the Sabbath. Now, she enunciated it with crisp cruelty.


  Ruth remained calm. “One may work on the Sabbath if it saves a life.”


  Mara scoffed. “If you call yours a life.”


  Jakub wrung his hands. “Please, Mara,” he said. “You asked her to come.”


  Mara held her tongue for a lingering moment. Eventually, she nodded formally toward Ruth. “I apologize.”


  Ruth returned the nod. She sat quietly, hands folded in her lap. She didn’t take nutrition from food, but Jakub had given her a hollow stomach that she could empty after meals so she would be able to eat socially. He waited to see if she would return Mara’s insults, but she was the old Mara, the one who wasn’t speared with pain and fear, the one who let bullies wind themselves up if that was what they wanted to do.


  Jakub looked between the girls. “Good,” he said. “We should have peace for the Sabbath.”


  He went to the head of the table. It was late for the blessing, the sun skimming the horizon behind bare, black trees. He lit the candles and waved his hands over the flames to welcome Shabbat. He covered his eyes as he recited the blessing. “Barukh atah Adonai, Elohaynu, melekh ha-olam…”


  Every time he said the words that should have been Meryem’s, he remembered the way she had looked when she said them. Sometimes she peeked out from behind her fingers so that she could watch Mara. They were small, her hands, delicate like bird wings. His were large and blunt.


  The girls stared at each other as Jakub said kaddish. After they washed their hands and tore the challah, Jakub served the chicken and the salad. Both children ate almost nothing and said even less.


  “It’s been a long time since we’ve had three for Shabbat,” Jakub said. “Perhaps we can have a good vikuekh. Mara, I saw you reading my Simic? Ruth has been reading poetry, too. Haven’t you, Ruth?”


  Ruth shifted the napkin in her lap. “Yehuda Amichai,” she said. “Even a Fist Was once an Open Palm with Fingers.”


  “I love the first poem in that book,” Jakub said. “I was reading it when—”


  Mara’s voice broke in, so quietly that he almost didn’t hear.


  “Ruth?”


  Jakub looked to Ruth. The new child stared silently down at her hands. Jakub cleared his throat, but she did not look up. Jakub answered for her. “Yes?”


  Mara’s expression was slack, somewhere between stunned and lifeless. “You named her Ruth.”


  “She is here for you. As Ruth was there for Mara.”


  Mara began to cry. It was a tiny, pathetic sound. She pushed away her plate and tossed her napkin onto the table. “How could you?”


  “Ruth gives hesed to Mara,” Jakub said. “When everyone else left, Ruth stayed by her side. She expected nothing from her loving, from her kindness.”


  “Du kannst nicht auf meinem rucken pishen unt mir sagen class es regen ist,” Mara said bitterly.


  Jakub had never heard Mara say that before either. The crass proverb sounded wrong in her mouth. “Please, I am telling you the truth,” he said. “I wanted her name to be part of you. To come from your story. The story of Mara.”


  “Is that what I am to you?” Mara asked. “Bitterness?”


  “No, no. Please, no. We never thought you were bitterness. Mara was the name Meryem chose. Like Maruska, the Russian friend she left behind.” Jakub paused. “Please. I did not mean to hurt you. I


  thought the story would help you see. I wanted you to understand. The new child will not harm you. She’ll show you hesed.” Mara flailed for her crutches.


  Jakub stood to help. Mara was so weak that she accepted his assistance. Tears flowed down her face. She left the room as quickly as she could, refusing to look at either Jakub or the new child.


  Jakub looked between her retreating form and Ruth’s silent one. The new child’s expression was almost as unsure as Jakub’s.


  “Did you know?” Jakub asked. “Did you know how she’d feel?”


  Ruth turned her head as if turning away from the question. “Talk to her,” she said quietly. “I’ll go back down to the basement.”


  Mara sat on her bed, facing the snow. Jakub stood at the threshold. She spoke without turning. “Hesed is a hard thing,” she said. “Hard to take when you can’t give it back.”


  Jakub crossed the room, past the chair he’d made her when she was little, with Meryem’s shawl hung over the back; past the hanging marionette dressed as Giselle; past the cube Mara used for her lessons in attic space. He sat beside her on her white quilt and looked at her silhouetted form against the white snow.


  She leaned back toward him. Her body was brittle and delicate against his chest. He remembered sitting on that bed with Mara and Meryem, reading stories, playing with toys. Tsuris, tsuris. Life was all so fragile. He was not graceful enough to keep it from breaking.


  Mara wept. He held his bas-yekhide in his large, blunt hands.


  
    ACT III: RUTH


    ÉCHAPPÉ


    (ESCAPE)

  


  At first, Ruth couldn’t figure out why she didn’t want to switch herself off. Mara had reconciled herself to Ruth’s existence, but in her gut, she still wanted Ruth to be gone. And Ruth was Mara, so she should have felt the same.


  But no, her experiences were diverging. Mara wanted the false daughter to vanish. Mara thought Ruth was the false daughter, but Ruth knew she wasn’t false at all. She was Mara. Or had been.


  Coming into existence was not so strange. She felt no peculiar doubling, no sensation that her hands weren’t hers, no impression that she had been pulled out of time and was supposed to be sleeping upstairs with her face turned toward the window.


  She felt more secure in the new body than she had in Mara’s. This body was healthy, even round in places. Her balance was steady; her fingernails were pink and intact.


  After abba left her the first night, Ruth found a pane of glass that he’d set aside for one of his projects. She stared at her blurred reflection. The glass showed soft, smooth cheeks. She ran her fingers over them and they confirmed that her skin was downy now instead of sunken. Clear eyes stared back at her.


  Over the past few months, Mara had grown used to experiencing a new alienation every time she looked in the mirror. She’d seen a parade of strangers’ faces, each dimmer and hollower than the last.


  Her face was her own again.


  She spent her first days doing tests. Abba watched her jump and stretch and run on a treadmill. For hours upon hours, he recorded her answers to his questions.


  It was tedious for her, but abba was fascinated by her every word and movement. Sometimes he watched as a father. Sometimes he watched as a scientist. At first Ruth chafed under his experimental gaze, but then she remembered that he had treated Mara like that, too. He’d liked to set up simple experiments to compare her progress to child-development manuals. She remembered ima complaining that he’d been even worse when Mara was an infant. Ruth supposed this was the same. She’d been born again.


  While he observed her, she observed him. Abba forgot that some experiments could look back.


  The abba she saw was a different man than the one she remembered sitting with Mara. He’d become brooding with Mara as she grew sicker. His grief had become a deep anger with G-d. He slammed doors and cabinets, and grimaced with bitter fury when he thought she wasn’t looking. He wanted to break the world.


  He still came down into the basement with that fury on his face, but as he talked to Ruth, he began to calm. The muscles in his forehead relaxed. He smiled now and then. He reached out to touch her hand, gently, as if she were a soap bubble that might break if he pressed too hard.


  Then he went upstairs, back to that other Mara.


  “Don’t go yet,” Ruth would beg. “We’re almost done. It won’t take much longer.”


  He’d linger.


  She knew he thought she was just bored and wanted attention. But that wasn’t why she asked. She hated the storm that darkened his eyes when he went up to see the dying girl.


  After a few minutes, he always said the same thing, resolute and loyal to his still-living child. “I must go, nu?”


  He sent Abel down in his place. The dog thumped down and waited for her to greet him at the foot of the stairs. He whuffed hello, breath humid and smelly.


  Ruth had been convinced—when she was Mara—that a dog would never show affection for a robot. Maybe Abel only liked Ruth because his sense of smell, like the rest of him, was in decline. Whatever the reason, she was Mara enough for him.


  Ruth ran the treadmill while Abel watched, tail wagging. She thought about chasing him across the snowy yard, about breaking sticks off of the bare-branched trees to throw for him. She could do anything. She could run; she could dance; she could swim; she could ride. She could almost forgive abba for treating her like a prototype instead of a daughter, but she couldn’t forgive him for keeping her penned. The real Mara was stuck in the house, but Ruth didn’t have to be. It wasn’t fair to have spent so long static, waiting to die, and then suddenly be free—and still remain as trapped as she’d ever been.


  After the disastrous Shabbat, she went back down to the basement and sat on one of abba’s workbenches. Abel came down after her. He leaned against her knees, warm and heavy. She patted his head.


  She hadn’t known how Mara was going to react.


  She should have known. She would have known if she’d thought about it. But she hadn’t considered the story of Mara and Ruth. All she’d been thinking about was that Ruth wasn’t her name.


  Their experiences had branched off. They were like twins who’d shared the womb only to be delivered into a world where each new event was a small alienation, until their individual experiences separated them like a chasm.


  One heard a name and wanted her own back. One heard a name and saw herself as bitterness.


  One was living. One was dying.


  She was still Mara enough to feel the loneliness of it.


  The dog’s tongue left a trail of slobber across the back of her hand. He pushed his head against her. He was warm and solid, and she felt tears threatening, and wasn’t sure why. It might have been grief for Mara. Perhaps it was just the unreasonable relief that someone still cared about her. Even though it was miserly to crave attention when Mara was dying, she still felt the gnaw of wondering whether abba would still love her when Mara was gone, or whether she’d become just a machine to him, one more painful reminder.


  She jumped off of the table and went to sit in the dark, sheltered place beneath it. There was security in small places—in closets, under beds, beneath the desk in her room. Abel joined her, pushing his side against hers. She curled around him and switched her brain to sleep.


  After Shabbat, there was no point in separating Ruth and Mara anymore. Abba told Ruth she could go wherever she wanted. He asked where she wanted to sleep. “We can put a mattress in the parlor,” he said. When she didn’t react, he added, “Or the studio…?”


  She knew he didn’t want her in the studio. Mara was mostly too tired to leave her room now, but abba would want to believe that she was still sneaking into the studio to watch ima’s videos.


  Ruth wanted freedom, but it didn’t matter where she slept.


  “I’ll stay in the basement,” she said.


  When she’d had no choice but to stay in the basement, she’d felt like a compressed coil that might spring uncontrollably up the stairs at any moment. Now that she was free to move around, it didn’t seem so urgent. She could take her time a little, choose those moments when going upstairs wouldn’t make things worse, such as when abba and Mara were both asleep, or when abba was sitting with Mara in her room.


  Once she’d started exploring, she realized it was better that she was on her own anyway. Moving through the house was dreamlike, a strange blend of familiarity and alienation. These were rooms she knew like her skin, and yet she, as Ruth, had never entered them. The handprint impressed into the clay tablet on the wall wasn’t hers;


  it was Mara’s. She could remember the texture of the clay as she pushed in her palm, but it hadn’t been her palm. She had never sat at the foot of the plush, red chair in the parlor while ima brushed her hair. The scuff marks on the hardwood in the hallway were from someone else’s shoes.


  As she wandered from room to room, she realized that on some unconscious level, when she’d been Mara, she’d believed that moving into a robotic body would clear the haze of memories that hung in the house. She’d imagined a robot would be a mechanical, sterile thing. In reality, ima still haunted the kitchen where she’d cooked, and the studio where she’d danced, and the bathroom where she’d died.


  Change wasn’t exorcism.


  Ruth remained restless. She wanted more than the house. For the first time in months, she found herself wanting to visit attic space, even though her flock was even worse about handling cancer than adults, who were bad enough. The pity in Collin’s eyes, especially, had made her want to puke so much that she hadn’t even let herself think about him. Mara had closed the door on her best friend early in the process of closing the doors on her entire life.


  She knew abba would be skeptical, though, so she wanted to bring it up in a way that seemed casual. She waited for him to come down to the workshop for her daily exam, and tried to broach the subject as if it were an afterthought.


  “I think I should go back to the attic,” she ventured. “I’m falling behind. My flock is moving on without me.”


  Abba looked up from the screen, frowning. He worried his hands in a way that had become troublingly familiar. “They know Mara is sick.”


  “I’ll pretend to be sick,” Ruth said. “I can fake it.”


  She’d meant to sound detached, as if her interest in returning to school was purely pragmatic, but she couldn’t keep the anticipation out of her tone.


  “I should go back now before it’s been too long,” she said. “I can pretend I’m starting to feel better. We don’t want my recovery to look too sudden.”


  “It is not a good idea,” abba said. “It would only add another complication. If you did not pretend correctly? If people noticed? You are still new-made. Another few weeks and you will know better how to control your body.”


  “I’m bored,” Ruth said. Making another appeal to his scholarly side, she added, “I miss studying.”


  “You can study. You’ve been enjoying the poetry, yes? There is so much for you to read.”


  “It’s not the same.” Ruth knew she was on the verge of whining, but she couldn’t make her voice behave.


  Abba paused, trepidation playing over his features as he considered his response. “Ruth, I have thought on this… I do not think it is good for you to go back to attic space. They will know you. They might see that something is wrong. We will find you another program for home learning.”


  Ruth stared. “You want me to leave attic space?” Almost everyone she knew, apart from abba and a few people in town, was from the attic. After a moment’s thought, the implications were suddenly leaden in her mind. “You don’t just want me to stop going for school, do you? You want me to stop seeing them at all.”


  Abba’s mouth pursed around words he didn’t want to say.


  “Everyone?” asked Ruth. “Collin? Everyone?”


  Abba wrung his hands. “I am sorry, Mara. I only want to protect you.”


  “Ruth!” Ruth said.


  “Ruth,” abba murmured. “Please. I am sorry, Ruthele.”


  Ruth swallowed hard, trying to push down sudden desperation. She hadn’t wanted the name. She didn’t want the name. But she didn’t want to be confused for the Mara upstairs either. She wanted him to be there with her, talking to her.


  “You can’t keep me stuck here just because she is!” she said, meaning the words to bite. “She’s the one who’s dying. Not me.”


  Abba flinched. “You are so angry,” he said quietly. “I thought, now that you were well—You did not used to be so angry.”


  “You mean Mara didn’t used to be so angry,” Ruth said. A horrible thought struck her and she felt cold that she hadn’t thought of it before. “How am I going to grow up? Am I going to be stuck like this? Eleven, like she is, forever?”


  “No, Ruth, I will build you new bodies,” said abba. “Bodies are easy. It is the mind that is difficult.”


  “You just want me to be like her,” Ruth said.


  Abba fumbled for words. “I want you to be yourself.” “Then let me go do things! You can’t hide me here forever.” “Please, Ruth. A little patience.” Patience!


  Ruth swung off of the stool. The connectors in her wrist and neck tore loose and she threw them to the floor. She ran for the stairs, crashing into one of the diagnostic machines and knocking it over before making it to the bottom step.


  Abba said nothing. Behind her, she heard the small noise of effort that he made as he lowered himself to the floor to retrieve the equipment.


  It was strange to feel such bright-hot anger again. Like abba, she’d thought that the transfer had restored her even temper. But apparently the anger she’d learned while she was Mara couldn’t just be forgotten.


  She spent an hour pacing the parlor, occasionally grabbing books off of a shelf, flipping through them as she walked, and then putting them down in random locations. The brightness of the anger faded, although the sense of injustice remained.


  Later, abba came up to see her. He stood with mute pleading, not wanting to reopen the argument but obviously unable to bear continuing to fight.


  Even though Ruth hadn’t given in yet, even though she was still burning from the unfairness, she couldn’t look into his sad eyes without feeling thickness in her throat.


  He gestured helplessly. “I just want to keep you safe, Ruthele.”


  They sat together on the couch without speaking. They were both entrenched in their positions. It seemed to Ruth that they were both trying to figure out how to make things right without giving in, how to keep fighting without wounding.


  Abel paced between them, shoving his head into Ruth’s lap, and then into abba’s, back and forth. Ruth patted his head and he lingered with her a moment, gazing up with rheumy but devoted eyes.


  Arguing with abba wasn’t going to work. He hadn’t liked her taking risks before she’d gotten sick, but afterward, keeping her safe had become obsession, which was why Ruth was even alive. He was a scientist, though; he liked evidence. She’d just have to show him it was safe.


  Ruth didn’t like to lie, but she’d do it. In a tone of grudging acceptance, she said, “You’re right. It’s too risky for me to go back.”


  “We will find you new friends,” abba said. “We will be together. That’s what is important.”


  Ruth bided her time for a few days. Abba might have been watching her more closely if he hadn’t been distracted with Mara. Instead, when he wasn’t at Mara’s bedside or examining Ruth, he drifted mechanically through the house, registering little.


  Ruth had learned a lot about engineering from watching her father. Attic space wasn’t complicated technology. The program came on its own cube which meant it was entirely isolated from the household AI and its notification protocols. It also came with standard parental access points that had been designed to favor ease of use over security—which meant there were lots of back-end entry-ways.


  Abba didn’t believe in restricting access to knowledge so he’d made it even easier by deactivating the nanny settings on Mara’s box as soon as she was old enough to navigate attic space on her own.


  Ruth waited until nighttime when Mara was drifting in and out of her fractured, painful sleep, and abba had finally succumbed to exhaustion. Abba had left a light on in the kitchen, but it didn’t reach the hallway to Mara’s room, which fell in stark shadow. Ruth felt her way to Mara’s threshold and put her ear to the door. She could hear the steady, sleeping rhythm of Mara’s breath inside.


  She cracked the door. Moonlight spilled from the window over the bed, allowing her to see inside. It was the first time she’d seen the room in her new body. It looked the same as it had. Mara was too sick to fuss over books or possessions, and so the objects sat in their places, ordered but dusty. Apart from the lump that Mara’s body made beneath the quilt, the room looked as if it could have been abandoned for days.


  The attic space box sat on a low shelf near the door. It fit in the palm of Ruth’s hand. The fading image on its exterior showed the outline of a house with people inside, rendered in a style that was supposed to look like a child’s drawing. It was the version they put out for five-year-olds. Abba had never replaced it. A waste of money, he said, when he could upgrade it himself.


  Ruth looked up at the sound of blankets shifting. One of Mara’s hands slipped free from the quilt. Her fingers dangled over the side of the bed, the knuckles exaggerated on thin bones. Inflamed cuticles surrounded her ragged nails.


  Ruth felt a sting of revulsion and chastised herself. Those hands had been hers. She had no right to be repulsed.


  The feeling faded to an ache. She wanted to kneel by the bed and take Mara’s hand into her own. She wanted to give Mara the shelter and empathy that abba had built her to give. But she knew how Mara felt about her. Taking Mara’s hand would not be hesed. The only loving kindness she could offer now was to leave.


  As Ruth sat in ima’s studio, carefully disassembling the box’s hardware so that she could jury-rig it to interact with the television, it occurred to her that abba would have loved helping her with this project. He loved scavenging old technology. He liked to prove that cleverness could make tools of anything.


  The complicated VR equipment that made it possible to immerse in attic space was far too bulky for Ruth to steal from Mara’s room without being caught. She thought she could recreate a sketchy, winnowed down version of the experience using low-technology replacements from the television and other scavenged equipment. Touch, smell, and taste weren’t going to happen, but an old stereo microphone allowed her to transmit on the voice channel. She found a way to instruct the box to send short bursts of visuals to the television, although the limited scope and speed would make it like walking down a hallway illuminated by a strobe light.


  She sat cross-legged on the studio floor and logged in. It was the middle of the night, but usually at least someone from the flock was around. She was glad to see it was Collin this time, tweaking an experiment with crystal growth. Before she’d gotten sick, Ruth probably would have been there with him. They liked going in at night when there weren’t many other people around.


  She saw a still of Collin’s hand over a delicate formation, and then another of him looking up, startled. “Mara?” he asked. “Is that you?”


  His voice cracked when he spoke, sliding from low to high. It hadn’t been doing that before.


  “Hi, Collin,” she said.


  “Your avatar looks weird.” She could imagine Collin squinting to investigate her image, but the television continued to show his initial look of surprise.


  She was using a video skin capture from the last time Mara had logged in, months ago. Without a motion reader, it was probably just standing there, breathing and blinking occasionally, with no expression on its face.


  “I’m on a weird connection,” Ruth said.


  “Is it because you’re sick?” Collin’s expression of concern flashed onscreen. “Can I see what you really like? It’s okay. I’ve seen videos. I won’t be grossed out or anything. I missed you. I thought—we weren’t sure you were coming back. We were working on a video to say good-bye.”


  Ruth shifted uncomfortably. She’d wanted to go the attic so she could get on with living, not to be bogged down in dying. “I don’t want to talk about that.”


  The next visual showed a flash of Colin’s hand, blurred with motion as he raised it to his face. “We did some stuff with non-Newtonian fluids,” he said tentatively. “You’d have liked it. We got all gross.”


  “Did you throw them around?” she asked.


  “Goo fight,” Collin agreed. He hesitated. “Are you coming back? Are you better?”


  “Well—” Ruth began.


  “Everyone will want to know you’re here. Let me ping them.” “No. I just want to talk to you.”


  A new picture: Collin moving closer to her avatar, his face now crowding the narrow rectangle of her vision.


  “I looked up osteosarcoma. They said you had lung nodules. Mara, are you really better? Are you really coming back?”


  “I said I don’t want to talk about it.”


  “But everyone will want to know.”


  Suddenly, Ruth wanted to be anywhere but attic space. Abba was right. She couldn’t go back. Not because someone might find out but because everyone was going to want to know, what about Mara? They were going to want to know about Mara all the time. They were going to want to drag Ruth back into that sick bed, with her world narrowing toward death, when all she wanted was to move on.


  And it was even worse now than it would have been half an hour ago, before she’d gone into Mara’s room and seen her raw, tender hand, and thought about what it would be like to grasp it.


  “I have to go,” Ruth said.


  “At least let me ping Violet,” Collin said.


  “I’ll be back,” Ruth answered. “I’ll see you later.”


  On the television: Collin’s skeptical face, brows drawn, the shine in his eyes that showed he thought she was lying.


  “I promise,” she said, hesitating only a moment before she tore the attic space box out of her jury-rigged web of wires.


  Tears were filling her eyes and she couldn’t help the sob. She threw the box. It skittered across the wooden floor until it smacked into the mirror. The thing was so old and knocked about that any hard collision might kill it, but what did that matter now? She wasn’t going back.


  She heard a sound from the doorway and looked up. She saw abba, standing behind the cracked door. Ruth’s anger flashed to a new target. “Why are you spying on me?” “I came to check on Mara,” abba said.


  He didn’t have to finish for his meaning to be clear. He’d heard someone in the studio and hoped it could still be his Marale.


  He made a small gesture toward the attic space box. “It did not go well,” he said quietly, statement rather than question.


  Ruth turned her head away. He’d been right, about everything he’d said, all the explicit things she’d heard, and all the implicit things she hadn’t wanted to.


  She pulled her knees toward her chest. “I can’t go back,” she said.


  Abba stroked her hair. “I know.”


  The loss of attic space hurt less than she’d thought it would. Mara had sealed off those tender spaces, and those farewells had a final ring. She’d said good-bye to Collin a long time ago.


  What bothered her more was the lesson it forced; her life was never going to be the same, and there was no way to deny it. Mara would die and be gone, and Ruth had to learn to be Ruth, whoever Ruth was. That was what had scared Mara about Ruth in the first place.


  The restlessness that had driven her into attic space still itched her. She started taking walks in the snow with Abel. Abba didn’t try to stop her.


  She stopped reading Jewish poetry and started picking up books on music theory. She practiced sight reading and toe-tapped the beats, imagining choreographies.


  Wednesdays, when abba planned the menu for Shabbat, Ruth sat with him as he wrote out the list he would take to Gerry’s on Thursday. As he imagined dishes, he talked about how Mara would like the honey he planned to infuse in the carrots, or the raisins and figs he would cook with the rice. He wondered what they should talk about—poetry, physics, international politics—changing his mind as new topics occurred to him.


  Ruth wondered how he kept hoping. As Mara, she’d always known her boundaries before abba realized them. As Ruth, she knew, as clearly as Mara must, that Mara would not eat with them.


  Perhaps it was cruel not to tell him, but to say it felt even crueler.


  On a Thursday while abba was taking the truck to town, Ruth was looking through ima’s collection of sheet music in the parlor when she heard the click of crutches down the hall. She turned to find Mara was behind her, breathing heavily.


  “Oh,” said Ruth. She tried to hide the surprise in her voice but failed.


  “You didn’t think I could get up on my own.” Mara’s voice was thin.


  “I…” Ruth began before catching the angry look of resolution on Mara’s face. “No. I didn’t.”


  “Of course not,” Mara said bitterly. She began another sentence, but was interrupted by a ragged exhalation as she started to collapse against the wall. Ruth rushed to support her. Mara accepted her assistance without acknowledging it, as if it were beneath notice.


  “Are you going to throw up?” Ruth asked quietly.


  “I’m off the chemo.”


  Mara’s weight fell heavily on Ruth’s shoulder. She shifted her balance, determined not to let Mara slip. “Let me take you back to bed,” Ruth said. Mara answered, “I wanted to see you again.” “I’ll take you. We can talk in there.”


  Ruth took Mara’s silence as assent. Abandoning the crutches, she supported Mara’s weight as they headed back into the bedroom. In daylight, the room looked too bright, its creams and whites unsullied.


  Mara’s heaving eased as Ruth helped her into the bed, but her lungs were still working hard. Ruth waited until her breathing came evenly.


  Ruth knelt by the bed, the way abba always had, and then wondered if that was a mistake. Mara might see Ruth as trying to establish power over her. She ducked her gaze for a moment, the way Abel might if he were ashamed, hoping Mara would see she didn’t mean to challenge her.


  “What did you want to say to me?” Ruth asked. “It’s okay if you want to yell.”


  “Be glad,” Mara said. “That you didn’t have to go this far.”


  Mara’s gaze slid down Ruth’s face. It slowly took in her smooth skin and pink cheeks.


  Ruth opened her mouth to respond, but Mara continued.


  “It’s a black hole. It takes everything in. You can see yourself falling. The universe doesn’t look like it used to. Everything’s blacker. So much blacker. And you know when you’ve hit the moment when you can’t escape. You’ll never do anything but fall.”


  Ruth extended her hand toward Mara’s, the way she’d wanted to the other night, but stopped before touching her. She fumbled for something to say.


  Flatly, Mara said, “I am glad at least someone will get away.”


  With great effort, she turned toward the window.


  “Go away now.”


  She shouldn’t have, but Ruth stood at the door that night when abba went in to check on Mara. She watched him kneel by the bed and take her hand. Mara barely moved in response, still staring out the window, but her fingers tensed around his, clutching him. Ruth remembered the way abba’s hand had felt when she was sleepless and in pain, a solid anchor in a fading world.


  She thought of what abba had said to her when she was still Mara, and made silent promises to the other girl. I will keep you and hold you. I will protect you. I will always have your hand in mine.


  In the morning, when Ruth came back upstairs, she peeked through the open door to see abba still there beside Mara, lying down instead of kneeling, his head pillowed on the side of her mattress.


  She walked back down the hallway and to the head of the stairs. Drumming on her knees, she called for Abel. He lumbered toward her, the thump of his tail reassuringly familiar. She ruffled his fur and led him into the parlor where she slipped on his leash.


  Wind chill took the outside temperature substantially below freezing, but she hesitated before putting on her coat. She ran her hand across the “skin” of her arm. It was robotic skin, not human skin. She’d looked at some of the schematics that abba had left around downstairs and started to wonder about how different she really was from a human. He’d programmed her to feel vulnerable to cold, but was she really?


  She put the coat back on its hook and led Abel out the door. Immediately, she started shivering, but she ignored the bite. She wanted to know what she could do.


  She trudged across the yard to the big, bony oak. She snapped off a branch, made Abel sit while she unhooked his leash, and threw the branch as far as she could. Abel’s dash left dents in the snow. He came back to her, breath a warm relief on her hand, the branch slippery with slobber.


  She threw it again and wondered what she could achieve if abba hadn’t programmed her body to think it was Mara’s. He’d given her all of Mara’s limits. She could run as fast as Mara, but not faster. Calculate as accurately as Mara, but no more so.


  Someday, she and abba would have to talk about that.


  She tossed the stick again, and Abel ran, and again, and again, until he was too tired to continue. He watched the branch fly away as he leaned against Mara’s leg for support.


  She gave his head a deep scratch. He shivered and he bit at the air near her hand. She realized her cold fingers were hurting him. For her, the cold had ceased to be painful, though she was still shivering now and then.


  “Sorry, boy, sorry,” she said. She reattached his leash, and watched how, despite the temperature, her fingers moved without any stiffness at all.


  She headed back to the house, Abel making pleased whuffing noises to indicate that he approved of their direction. She stopped on the porch to stamp the snow off of her feet. Abel shook himself, likewise, and Ruth quickly dusted off what he’d missed.


  She opened the door and Abel bounded in first, Ruth laughing and trying to keep her footing as he yanked on the leash. He was old and much weaker than he had been, but an excited burst of doggy energy could still make her rock. She stumbled in after him, the house dim after her cold hour outside.


  Abba was in the parlor, standing by the window from which he’d have been able to see them play. He must have heard them come in, but he didn’t look toward her until she tentatively called his name.


  He turned and looked her over, surveying her bare arms and hands, but he gave no reaction. She could see from his face that it was over.


  He wanted to bury her alone. She didn’t argue.


  He would plant Mara in the yard, perhaps under the bony tree, but more likely somewhere else in the lonely acreage, unmarked. She didn’t know how he planned to dig in the frozen ground, but he was a man of many contraptions. Mara would always be out there, lost in the snow.


  When he came back, he clutched her hand as he had clutched Mara’s. It was her turn to be what abba had been for Mara, the anchor that kept him away from the lip of the black hole, the one steady thing in a dissolving world.


  They packed the house without discussing it. Ruth understood what was happening as soon as she saw abba filling the first box with books. Probably she’d known for some time, on the fringe of her consciousness, that they would have to do this. As they wrapped dishes in tissue paper, and sorted through old papers, they shared silent grief at leaving the yellow house that abba had built with Meryem, and that both Mara and Ruth had lived in all their lives.


  Abba had enough money that he didn’t need to sell the property. The house would remain owned and abandoned in the coming years.


  It was terrible to go, but it also felt like a necessary marker, a border bisecting her life. It was one more way in which she was becoming Ruth.


  They stayed in town for one last Shabbat. The process of packing the house had altered their sense of time, making the hours seem foreshortened and stretched at turns.


  Thursday passed without their noticing, leaving them to buy their groceries on Friday. Abba wanted to drive into town on his own, but Ruth didn’t want him to be alone yet.


  Reluctantly, she agreed to stay in the truck when they got there. Though abba had begun to tell people that she was recovering, it would be best if no one got a chance to look at her up close. They might realize something was wrong. It would be easier wherever they moved next; strangers wouldn’t always be comparing her to a ghost.


  Abba was barely out of the truck before Gerry caught sight of them through the window and came barreling out of the door. Abba tried to get in his way. Rapidly, he stumbled out the excuse that he and Ruth had agreed on, that it was good for her to get out of the house, but she was still too tired to see anyone.


  “A minute won’t hurt,” said Gerry. He pushed past abba. With a huge grin, he knocked on Ruth’s window.


  Hesitantly, she rolled it down. Gerry crossed his arms on the sill, leaning his head into the vehicle. “Look at you!” he exclaimed. “Your daddy said you were getting better, but just look at you!”


  Ruth couldn’t help but grin. Abel’s tail began to thump as he pushed himself into the front seat to get a better look at his favorite snack provider.


  “I have to say, after you didn’t come the last few weeks…” Gerry wiped his eyes with the back of his hand. “I’m just glad to see you, Mara, I really am.”


  At the sound of the name, Ruth looked with involuntary shock at abba, who gave a sad little smile that Gerry couldn’t see. He took a step forward. “Please, Gerry. She needs to rest.”


  Gerry looked back at him, opened his mouth to argue, and then looked back at Ruth and nodded. “Okay then. But next week, I expect some free cashier work!” He leaned in to kiss her cheek. He smelled of beef and rosemary. “You get yourself back here, Mara. And you keep kicking that cancer in the rear end.”


  With a glance back at the truck to check that Mara was okay, abba followed Gerry into the store. Twenty minutes later, he returned with two bags of groceries, which he put in the bed of the truck. As he started the engine, he said, “Gerry is a good man. I will miss him.” He paused. “But it is better to have you, Mara.”


  Ruth looked at him with icy surprise, breath caught in her throat.


  Her name was her own again. She wasn’t sure how she felt about that.


  The sky was bronzing when they arrived home.


  On the stove, cholent simmered, filling the house with its scent. Abba went to check on it before the sun set, and Ruth followed him into the kitchen, preparing to pull out the dishes and the silverware and the table cloth.


  He waved her away. “Next time. This week, let me.”


  Ruth went into ima’s studio. She’d hadn’t gone inside since the disaster it attic space, and her gaze lingered on the attic box, still lying dead on the floor.


  “I’d like to access a DVD of ima’s performances,” she told the AI. “Coppelia, please.”


  It whirred.


  The audience’s rumblings began and she instructed the AI to fast-forward until Coppelia was onstage. She held her eyes closed and tipped her head down until it was the moment to snap into life, to let her body flow, fluid and graceful, mimicking the dancer on the screen.


  She’d thought it would be cathartic to dance the part of the doll, and in a way it was, but once the moment was over, she surprised herself by selecting another disc instead of continuing. She tried to think of a comedy that she wanted to dance, and surprised herself further by realizing that she wanted to dance a tragedy instead. Mara had needed the comedies, but Ruth needed to feel the ache of grace and sorrow; she needed to feel the pull of the black hole even as she defied its gravity and danced, en pointe, on its edge.


  When the light turned violet, abba came to the door, and she followed him into the kitchen. Abba lit the candles, and she waited for him to begin the prayers, but instead he stood aside.


  It took her a moment to understand what he wanted.


  “Are you sure?” she asked.


  “Please, Marale,” he answered.


  Slowly, she moved into the space where he should have been standing. The candles burned on the table beneath her. She waved her hands through the heat and thickness of the smoke, and then lifted them to cover her eyes.


  She said, “Barukh atah Adonai, Elohaynu, melekh ha-olam, asher kid’Shanu b’mitzvotav, v’tzivanu, l’had’lik neir shel Shabbat.”


  She breathed deeply, inhaling the scents of honey and figs and smoke.


  “Amein.”


  She opened her eyes again. Behind her, she heard abba’s breathing, and somewhere in the dark of the house, Abel’s snoring as he napped in preparation for after-dinner begging. The candles filled her vision as if she’d never seen them before. Bright white and gold flames trembled, shining against the black of the outside sky, so fragile they could be extinguished by a breath.


  She blew them out, and Sabbath began.
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  I pulled into the curb and stopped the car. It was dark and raining like nothing else, and when I killed the headlights I couldn’t see anything in particular. Just the night outside, the street light filtering in multicolored rivers through the water as it poured down the windshield. The rain had started heavy and gotten worse and now it was like there was someone lying on the roof of the car, pouring water over the glass in the same way they might lean out of an apartment window to water a particularly difficult-to-reach planter.


  For a second I remembered a guy I once met who leaned out of a high window a little too far. Or maybe more than a little.


  And then it was gone. Overwritten. Just another fragment.


  I picked up the phone that sat cradled between the driver and passenger seats, pulling the coiled cable free from itself as I pressed the earpiece to the side of my head. The phone clicked in my ear and began to hiss, the sound fighting against rain. It was like someone was shoveling coal into buckets out there.


  “So I’m here,” I said.


  The voice on the other end laughed, and the image came back to me: your favorite aunt, the one who smoked too much and sat out on the porch on summer evenings wearing a skirt that was too short, and when she put her bare feet up on the rail, rocking back and forth in her rocker, she’d laugh and blow smoke out of the corner of her mouth.


  It’s the image I always got when I talked to Ada. I didn’t have much of a memory and the image wasn’t mine, so it must have been one of his. Thornton’s. I guess he used his mind as the template for mine, although I didn’t know this for sure. Maybe one day I’d ask him. If I remembered, which was unlikely, so there you go.


  “You’re early,” said Ada. Her voice didn’t come from the phone. I ignored this fact and held the phone to my ear anyway.


  “It’s raining,” I said.


  “There’s an umbrella in the trunk.”


  “No, I mean I left early.”


  “You lost me on that one, Ray.”


  “So I gave myself extra time in case I got lost, because I don’t much like driving in the rain. So now I’m here, wherever ‘here’ is.” “You’ve got one minute.” “So not that early, then.”


  I peered out of the windshield. The street was lit up like it was Christmas, the red and white of the flashing signs and neon mixing with the constant yellow wash of the sodium street lamps. None of it helped. The whole world on the other side of the glass was twisted shadow, the rain reducing everything in my view to just shapes and movements. Cars cruised. People walked. Hunched over, against the rain. Maybe some had umbrellas. I couldn’t tell and I couldn’t have cared less.


  “I hate the rain,” I said into the phone, and listened as Ada laughed inside my head.


  “Afraid you’ll rust, detective?”


  “It’s not that. You know it’s not that.”


  “Thirty seconds.”


  “Until what?” I switched the phone to my other ear and turned in the driver’s seat, seeing maybe if the view out the rear was any better. It wasn’t. It was raining as hard at the back of the car as it was at the front. A quick check confirmed it was also raining on the right and on the left.


  Ada didn’t say anything, but I could hear her ticking away, like the fast hand of a pocket watch.


  “You know,” I said, “for a secretary you sure as hell don’t tell me much.”


  Ada laughed at this and I would have sighed if I could, but I couldn’t. I wasn’t made that way. But I knew what a sigh was. People did it plenty when I was around. I even thought I knew how to do it, the way your mouth moved, the kind of shape you had to make with it. Thornton again. He sighed a lot too. I must have caught the knack from his template.


  “Need to know, Ray,” said Ada. “And less of the secretary, if you please. I’m your partner, right? Just because I stay put and answer the phone.”


  Partner? That was a new one. “Uh-huh,” I said. “And about that.” “About what?”


  Ada sighed. She could do that even if I couldn’t. “You know you don’t need to pick up the phone to talk to me, right?”


  “Habit,” I said. But that wasn’t true, so I corrected. “Okay, not habit. Programming.”


  “Someone had a sense of humor.”


  I shrugged. “Gives me something for my hands to do.”


  Then the passenger door swung open quick and a man got in. He was wearing a tan trench coat colored at least two shades darker than factory issue thanks to the rain, and when he tilted his head as he brought his gun out from inside his coat, the rain ran around the brim of his hat and splattered onto his knee.


  I froze with the phone in my hand and my eyes on the surprise visitor. I guess this is what Ada had been talking about.


  I heard her laugh and she said, “Good luck,” and then the phone was dead. Like it had ever been alive.


  “Come on,” said the man. He pointed with his gun, which I took to mean I should put the phone down, so I put it back in its cradle. I tried to keep the cable neat but it twisted all by itself. Never mind.


  “Come on what?” I asked, but I had a fair idea. The man nodded towards the windshield, towards the rain and colored lights. Then he lifted the gun up and tapped it against my cheek twice. Don’t ask me why he did it, but after he did he smiled like he was pleased with himself and the dull metal-on-metal tapping sound his action made, then he nodded forward again.


  “Just drive,” he said.


  I started the engine and pulled out into the street and drove like the nice man with the gun said.


  The man with the gun had relaxed a little by the time we’d driven all over town and back again. We weren’t lost. He knew where we were going, or at least he said he did. I don’t know. I didn’t ask. I figured either he was trying to shake a tail that I knew wasn’t there, or he was trying to make sure I couldn’t find my way back later to wherever we were going now. That wasn’t going to work, mostly because I’m a machine and I can remember lots of stuff that the guy with the gun probably couldn’t. And also because when we got to where we were going, I knew exactly where it was.


  Playback Pictures, Hollywood, California. Any dumb schmuck with a positronic brain or a copy of the Los Angeles telephone directory could have found it, because it wasn’t hard to find. I lamented the waste of gas driving all over town for the last two hours, but the man with the gun didn’t look like he wanted to be interrupted, so I didn’t bring it up. We cruised past the main gates and down a side street, then through a smaller trade entrance that I’m pretty sure was supposed to have been locked up. It was getting late and the place was deserted. We pulled up in the middle of the parking lot and my mystery passenger sat there with the gun pointed at me and his nose pointed out the window on the passenger side. He was looking for something. Or someone.


  On the way over, he’d relaxed. It was a long drive, after all. He managed to keep the gun on me most of the time, held below the dash to keep it out of sight.


  In fact, he was more than relaxed. He was as chatty as a talk show host. I didn’t speak, but the less I said, the more he did, like he was compensating. Maybe that was how it worked. Maybe I should have been programmed to be a newspaper reporter, the way this guy was going on while I did nothing but keep the car on the road. He talked about restaurants we drove past. He liked to eat and he liked to drink, I got that. I thought that might be nice. Eating and drinking. People seemed to go on about it a lot. This guy in particular.


  After a half hour of drive-by restaurant reviews he started whistling, and after a half hour of drive-by whistling he finally turned to me and looked me up and down. The gun was still in his hand.


  “Don’t see many of you around, y’know?” he said.


  I checked the rearview. We were on Santa Monica Boulevard doing a steady rate of knots. There were plenty of other cars on the road but none had been following us. I know, because I photographed all the license plates I could see as we drove and was comparing them against each other even as I spoke to the guy with the gun.


  “Private detectives?” I asked.


  “Naw,” he said. Then he waved his other hand like he trying to hurry someone up. Maybe that someone was him. “Robits. Y’know. Like you, Chief.”


  For a moment I wondered why Ada never called me Chief. Then I wondered how Ada knew this guy with the gun and why she never bothered to tell me anything.


  “Oh,” I said. “Robots. Right.” I said the word right, because it seemed important that I should. The guy with the gun didn’t notice. He was still rolling his other hand.


  “Yeah. See,” he said, and then he stopped, and then he kept going. “See, used to be there was a robit what worked the traffic down on Melrose. Y’know, that big junction where it all goes to shit.” Now the gun was pointing somewhere else and he mimed ‘all goes to shit’ with both hands like a master sculptor working in clay. Then he shook his head and pointed the gun back at me. But I could see his heart wasn’t in it. For the most part, I had settled into my new job as chauffeur.


  “They had them on busses too. Y’know, tickets and stuff. Even was one down on the corner at the newsstand. I swear it. Kid next door used to buy comics from him every freaking Wednesday. Huh.” The man shook his head and said “Every freaking Wednesday” again to himself and then he turned to me. “So what happened to them all, Chief? Something must’ve happened. Left here.”


  I took the corner smooth as silk. That’s one thing I liked about the car. The suspension was custom. Smooth as silk. Had to be, considering the driver weighed nearly as much as the vehicle.


  “Didn’t work out,” I said. The man nodded. He seemed interested so I kept talking. “The public program included lots of different phases—traffic, public transportation, sanitation. All government to start with, then came private investment and some cooperative projects. Office work. Stores and warehouses.”


  “And newsstands.”


  “And newsstands.” I wasn’t sure that was right but he was the one with the gun so I wasn’t going to argue. I also wasn’t going to point out that the gun wouldn’t be much use against me, even point-blank. He seemed like a nice class of crook and I didn’t want to disappoint him.


  “Didn’t work out, huh?” he asked.


  “Nope,” I said. “People didn’t like robots. Not really. Preferred talking to other people instead of machines. And robots have limitations, too.”


  The man with the gun nodded vigorously. “Turn right here,” he said, and then he said “So you’re one of the lucky ones, huh?”


  I turned right and thought about his question and whether I considered myself lucky. I hadn’t thought about it like that. I just… was, and that was that. Nothing more to it. The last robot rolled out of the lab. The first of a new class of machines with the sum total of one completed unit. Was that lucky? I thought maybe I should ask Ada about it some time. She was the one with the connections. She understood people better than I did so maybe she was the one who got the luck while I was the one who got stuck behind the wheel of the car, driving around a guy with a gun.


  The guy with the gun reached inside his jacket and pulled out a hip flask. It was silver and I got a good look, but there was nothing on it. No monogram. No initials. No name, address, phone number, social security number. Unlike me. I had some of those at least punched onto my chest plate. Next to the detective shield.


  “Hey, you wanna? Oh no, I guess not.” The man pulled the offered flask back towards him and took a slug, then returned it to his pocket. “Hey, mind if I…? Oh no, I guess not.” The man pulled out a pack of cigarettes and laid them on his lap and then he squirmed in his seat as his free hand delved into the front pocket of his pants. The hand emerged eventually, clutching a book of matches, along with a small mound of pocket lint.


  I don’t drink and I don’t smoke. Doesn’t mean I can’t taste and smell. I didn’t like the idea of the car filled with smoke, but like I said he was the one with the gun. Even if the gun was useless, I figured that gave him certain privileges.


  I took a photo of the matchbook. Figured it was the thing to do, even if I never saw it again. I wasn’t doing anything else but driving at the time so it wasn’t much bother. I also took a recording of the man’s voice. Because that seemed appropriate as well. He had no clue I’d done either, but then I didn’t expect him to.


  Being a robot had certain advantages.


  “Where you from, anyway?” he asked.


  “I’m a local boy,” I said and the man laughed and shook his head.


  “You ain’t fooling nobody, Chief! That accent. You’re from out East. Oh yeah. I knows it. East.”


  “If you’re asking why I sound like I’m from the Bronx, then—”


  The man sighed like he was appreciating a fine painting or a particularly good return on a bet at a horse race.


  “I knew it,” he said, and puffed on his cigarette. “The Bronx,” he said, and he said it like he really meant it. Like he had never been there.


  The accent was programmed and I had never been there either, but like I said, he had the gun and he seemed to be having a swell night, so I didn’t want to disappoint him.


  An hour later and he’d smoked another four cigarettes. The spent matchsticks sat in the ashtray in the console between our seats, a chrome bowl just in front of the telephone. If he’d seen the telephone, he hadn’t made a comment. He’d been impressed by the idea that I sounded like I was from the Bronx, and he didn’t seem to mind too much that he was sharing a ride with a machine. Maybe he thought all robots had phones in their cars, like that was a thing. Maybe he thought I’d come all the way from New York just to drive him around downtown LA.


  We sat in the dead parking lot until the rain stopped. By this time his gun was resting on his leg. Maybe he’d been told to hold it on me, like it was part of the deal. Like it was also part of the deal that all robots had telephones in their cars and spoke like they came from one of the Five Boroughs.


  The lot was filled with puddles as big as fish ponds and as black as the gun on my passenger’s knee. The buildings nearby were large and low, their few windows dark. They were film studios, the backlot of Playback Pictures. A few sodium lamps were dotted around the access roads, but they did little to illuminate the situation.


  There were a couple of other cars parked nearby. A truck, too. But it was late. The cars and the truck were in it for the long haul and there was no sign of anyone around.


  Then he leaned forward.


  “That’s him,” he said, and he pointed with the hand that was holding a new cigarette.


  There was a guy in a coat and a hat walking toward a door in the side of the one building. He was walking fast, head down. He wasn’t keeping to the shadows, not on purpose, but it was dark and there was nobody around anyway, so it wasn’t like he really had to try very hard. But we could see him from the car. He walked like he was getting rained on and didn’t like it, except the rain had stopped. Which meant he had another reason for walking fast.


  “Okay, okay, okay,” said the man sitting in my car holding the gun. He said it quickly. The appearance of the other man in the shadows hadn’t quite rattled him, but the man with the gun gained focus like a drunk at a peep show. He slipped the gun inside his coat while his other hand reached into the pocket opposite. All the while his nose was pointed to the man in the shadows. That guy—whoever he was, whatever he was doing here—was fiddling with a door in the side of the warehouse. His hat was still low and he was still hunched over so I couldn’t see anything else, no matter how far I zoomed in. All that told me was that the windshield of my car was dirty. Then the guy was gone and me and my passenger were alone in the parking lot again. The sky was clearing overhead, which meant nothing except the promise that the rain would stay away a little longer. Suited me.


  The man in my car pulled the hand out of his coat and now he was holding a brown packet. It crinkled in his hand, and then he creaked on the leather as he slid around. Soon enough his free hand was pulling on the door handle and a second later he had one foot planted outside.


  He waved the brown paper packet in the air and lay it down in the buttock-shaped indent on the leather. Then he pointed at the building.


  “That was him,” he said, then he nodded but it looked like he was nodding more to himself. Then the door of the car clicked shut and he was off across the lot, his own hat down, his own collar up, his own demeanor that of someone who didn’t want to be seen.


  If I left him there, he’d have a long walk back to where I had picked him up. I could have offered him a lift if he wanted to wait, but he clearly didn’t so I didn’t bother to open my door or window or call out or anything. I’d had enough of driving around town. Maybe he had another ride waiting somewhere to take him home.


  It was quiet until I picked up the brown packet, which crinkled and crackled like a steak on grill. I opened it.


  Inside was five thousand dollars in neat bundles wrapped with paper bands, and a handgun.


  I figured the guy had mistaken me for the wrong man, but then again it would be a hard mistake to make, because as far as I knew I was the only guy left with a face made out of steel.


  So I wrapped the packet up and put it inside my coat. Didn’t seem safe to leave it on the seat like it was. Someone might find it. Get the wrong idea.


  I opened the driver’s door and got out, and closed the door as quiet as I could, my metal fingers making more noise on the handle than the lock engaging. And then I walked towards the warehouse to find out who the other man was. Only I didn’t pull down my hat or turn the collar of my coat up, because I didn’t care who saw me. I didn’t know why I was here. And what you don’t know can’t hurt you, right?


  The clock ticked over to oh-six-hundred-hours. The alarm rang and I opened my eyes. Weird thing. Felt I was watching the clock, like I’d been awake for hours, standing in the dark. Listening to the whirr of the reel-to-reel magnetic tapes on the computers surrounding me. Listening to the quiet buzz of cars in the street below. Listening to the clack of the clock on the wall, with its metal digits flip-flapping through the night. Watching the darkness.


  Which was baloney, pure and simple. My clock reset every day at oh-six-hundred hours and I was born again. I knew how it worked. It was necessary, too, because those whirring tapes on the computer banks around me weren’t just to impress clients. Those whirring tapes, they were me. My mind, my memories. Everything I’d seen, heard, done; everywhere I’d gone. Everything I’d thought and computed, calculated, figured. On those spinning reels I was copied, backed up—the last version of me, anyway. The last day’s work. At midnight I plugged myself into Ada and shut down my circuits to recharge the batteries. Then she began copying my internal memory bank onto an empty spool, a process which took four hours. Another two hours to erase my internal tape, then a restart and I was back in business.


  It had to be that way because the magnetic tape reels on the mainframe cabinets were big, the size of hubcaps from the kind of Buick I couldn’t afford, and they wouldn’t fit in my chest. Which meant I had to use a smaller memory tape in there, a work of genius getting everything so small. But it came with a cost. Limited capacity. Twenty-four hours was it. That was how it worked.


  I shrugged off the feeling I had that it didn’t work like that, that I’d been awake for hours. Standing in the dark. Didn’t make sense. And, besides which, I had no memory beyond knowing who I was, what I was, and where I was. This was the reset, the master program. That tape was on one of the mainframes and started spinning about an hour before my alarm call. Reloading me. Every twenty-four hours I was born again.


  “Morning, sunshine,” said Ada. In the office her voice was loud, coming at me from all sides thanks to the speakers hidden in the walls. She wasn’t just my assistant. She was the computer—hell, she was the room. I was literally standing inside her.


  “Ada,” I said by way of greeting. I stepped out of the alcove and disconnected the cable from the middle of my chest, my umbilical to the mainframe. The port was hidden behind the detective shield, which swung back on a spring. My coat and hat were on the table in front of me. The mainframe—Ada’s mind, and mine—occupied two walls of the computer room. The third, facing my restart alcove, was a window looking out to the street. In the fourth wall was a door that led to the office. The computer room was all science, but the office was done out like any you’d recognize, except instead of diplomas on the wall I hung my quality control certificates and programming documents, all framed, all signed by Professor Thornton. Ada’s idea. Just in case any client got the jitters about hiring a machine instead of a regular guy. There was also a desk and a telephone, two padded leather armchairs for clients and a reinforced office chair behind the desk for myself to sit in. Clients seemed to want their private detectives to sit behind big desks, like they were ship captains behind the wheel. The desk in the outer office sure was big enough to sail away on.


  There were two other doors out there. The front door, leading to the hallway, and one that led to the storage room. Every twenty-four hours my memory was copied onto a reel of magnetic computer tape weighing a hundred pounds. The storage room was bigger than the computer room and the office put together. Me and my memory needed a lot of space.


  “Everything okay, Ada?” I asked as I picked up my coat and my hat. I shrugged them on and pulled the brim of my hat down. One of the advantages of being a robot detective was that I didn’t need coffee or a cigarette in the morning. Not even a shower. I was up and ready to get to work. All I needed now was for Ada to tell me what to do. She remembered everything because she was the big computer. She didn’t need backups and restarts.


  “Good as gold, Ray. Good as gold.” Ada laughed. She was in a good mood. Whatever job it was I’d done yesterday must have gone off without a hitch. I didn’t remember what it was, but then I didn’t need to. Ada had it all safely stowed away.


  I stood and waited for a new job for about an hour. It wasn’t like there was anything else I needed to do. Ada’s tapes spun back and forth, back and forth, and I looked out of the window. The building opposite was identical to ours, all brown brick. Dark, rough. Then the morning sun fell across it at an acute angle and cast long jagged shadows, like sunrise on the moon.


  And then I remembered sitting in the car in the dark, watching shadows shift around the back of a low building, something like a warehouse. Then the memory was gone.


  If I could have frowned, I would have, so I simulated the expression inside my circuits like Professor Thornton had programmed, and I ran the images back again. The car. The dark. Shadows moving around a warehouse. Quiet. There was a man sitting next to me in the car.


  That was it. It was a memory fragment. That happened, sometimes. The little tape unit inside my chest was compact and portable, which meant it could only hold a day of data, but the miniaturization created other limitations. After the information on it was copied to the mainframe, my little bank was erased like you’d erase any magnetic tape, but like any magnetic tape the wipe sometimes wasn’t perfect. Sometimes there was data left, stuck to the surface of my mind like burned grease stuck to a frying pan. It didn’t matter. It would get written over soon enough.


  I knew this was how it worked, because I knew how I worked. The only thing I had missing each morning was what I did before six in the AM.


  But this fragment was long. Clear. I didn’t know if this was what fragments were like because I didn’t remember any others I might have woken up with. I played it again, and the man sitting next to me in the car was saying something, then he pointed out the window. Towards the warehouse. Towards the shadow moving near to the door of the building. The shadow was a man, and he reached out to open the door.


  I turned around, back to the computer banks. The tapes spun. Ada hadn’t spoken for an hour and seven minutes. My internal clock had kept track. I looked at the clock above the door anyway.


  It was electric, wired into the wall, digital with metal numbers that flipped around with a clack. It had been counting the seconds ever since I restarted, the seconds in perfect synch with my own counter. Only the numbers on the wall clock read ZERO-FOUR-TWO-FIVE, with the seconds marching on. My internal clock said it had been one hour, eight minutes since the universe was created and I woke up. That meant the wall clock was two hours, forty-three minutes slow.


  “Ada,” I said, pointing at the wall clock. “My internal clock says its a little after seven. What time do you make it?”


  One pair of tape reels on the mainframe to my left stopped, spun in the opposite direction for a second, then resumed their original course.


  “Eight past seven and forty seconds, Chief,” said Ada. “August nineteen, 1962. Everything okay?”


  “Yeah, no problem. The wall clock is slow.”


  “Oh, yeah,” said Ada. “We had a power outage last night, around one.”


  “I thought we had our own back-up generator?”


  “We do, but it didn’t kick in. Maybe you can take a look later? There’s an access door at the back of the storage room.”


  I nodded. “Okay. Got a memory glitch. Something from the last job I think.”


  “What kind of glitch?”


  “Just a replay of a few seconds. Nothing much there. Me in a car behind a building.”


  “Oh,” said Ada, and then her tapes whirred and her circuits fizzed and she said “Better write over that. Don’t want it interfering with today’s job. Speaking of which, I’ve got an address for you.”


  There was a printer attached to one of the mainframes, paper spilling out in a cascade of perforated sheets. It started up and printed out the job details like a jackhammer, and when it was done I tore the sheet off, read it over, and folded it in half. When I slipped it inside my coat pocket, I felt something else in there already. Something heavy, wrapped in paper that crinkled as I slid the job sheet snugly beside it.


  Interesting.


  “Have a great day,” said Ada. I doffed my hat and walked to the door.


  “And remember to delete that fragment,” she said as I walked across the empty outer office to the main door. “I want your mind on the job today, Raymondo.”


  I said sure thing, and I left the building and headed to where my car was parked in the basement garage, the heavy weight in my coat pocket and the memory of last night playing on a loop in front of my eyes.


  Ada had called me “Chief.” I think I liked it.


  Here’s the thing: I’m practically built for stakeouts. I can sit or stand still for hours—so long as I get back to the office before my memory is full and time is up—and I don’t get bored or tired. I don’t need to eat or drink and if I leak it’s machine oil and a sign I need a little maintenance. I don’t breathe either, but then not requiring oxygen doesn’t seem a particular plus while sitting in my car watching an empty street. On the other hand, I guess it means that nobody with nefarious intent could sneak up on me while I’m on duty and strangle me with my tie.


  The street sure was empty. Nothing had happened for six hours. It was now after two in the afternoon. The sun was out and the car was hot, at least according to my sensors. But I didn’t feel it and I didn’t sweat. I’m telling you, stakeouts are a cakewalk.


  Except the house was clearly empty. It was in the suburbs. Nice place. Two story, white weatherboards. Garage big enough for two cars. Lawn nicely kept. I was parked across the street and a little down from it. There were a handful of other cars parked around, some on the street, some in driveways. Nobody had so much as cruised by since I’d arrived. Even the mailman hadn’t been. Maybe in a fancy expensive neighborhood like this the mail came early, real early, early enough to add an extra thousand to the average house price. Y’know. A feature. Mail comes early in this neighborhood. Get your letters from the Queen of England before the poor schmucks in the next block get their overdue demands. Mailman calls you sir or ma’am too.


  Another hour and the house was still empty, like the street. The mailman had been, which blew my theory out of the water. I was liking this neighborhood less. Ada hadn’t called either. That wasn’t unusual, but she felt a little odd when I’d left the office. Maybe it was that power cut. If the generator had failed then she must have gone down as well. Couldn’t be good. I needed to look at the generator. Maybe it was just out of gas. I knew our building had maintenance but our office was a secure facility, the computer room and the storage room off limits to any janitor. Even I didn’t remember the storage room, but Ada wasn’t exactly mobile, so I guess I must have been the one who unwound the full tapes, pulled them off the mainframes, boxed them up and put them in storage. But I didn’t remember. Maybe I also dusted the computer room and vacuumed the big rug in the main office, but I didn’t remember that either.


  The bright street of nice houses in front of me vanished, replaced by a wet night in a parking lot. There was a large, low building in front of me. There was someone sitting in the car next to me. He said something and pointed, and over by the building a man peeled out of the shadows, opened a door, and went inside.


  Then the nice street reappeared. The house I was watching was still empty.


  I took the job sheet out of my coat pocket and looked it over. There wasn’t much on it. Surveillance all day at an address given. Maybe it was part of an earlier job. That was the thing with having a limited memory, and that was also why I needed Ada. She remembered the jobs and did the planning. Jobs could take days—weeks—and my entire life started every morning at six.


  Which meant this surveillance job was part of something else. The job sheet didn’t say, but then it never did. I put it down on the passenger seat, and then I saw the matchbook in the footwell.


  I reached over and picked it up. It was half done and the cover was creased, like it had caught on the edge of a pocket when someone had put it away. It wasn’t mine, because I didn’t smoke.


  I pulled the creased cover down and took a good look. The cover was a purple red, magenta, and it had writing on it in yellow letters which said DABNEY’S BAR AND OYSTER CLUB.


  Then I looked out at the empty house in the nice neighborhood and the nice neighborhood turned to a wet parking lot in the night, and the empty seat next to me was occupied by a passenger, a man with a thin weaselly face and a high voice. Between the fingers of his left hand he held the matchbook loosely: so loosely that it slipped and fell into the footwell without him noticing. Then he opened the door and got out most of the way, then he stopped and took a packet wrapped in light brown paper from his inside coat pocket and put it on the seat next to me. Then he was gone. Then I picked up the packet. The paper crinkled in my hands, and the object inside was heavy.


  The street reappeared and so did the matchbook in my hand. With the other I reached into my own coat pocket, following the movements of the image of the man in my car, recorded onto the memory fragment on my internal tape.


  I pulled the packet out. The heavy thing was a gun and the padding was money. Lots of it in neat straps, held together with paper bands.


  This was a new thing. I figured that maybe the gun and the money should have been stowed away somewhere, back at the office, but there they were in my coat. I figured that maybe I was the one who should have stowed it away, like I stowed away my memory tapes in the storage room and never remembered doing it.


  I thought about the stopped clock on the computer room wall, then looked at the matchbook, then looked at the empty house. Nobody was going to come back. It was late afternoon. The job sheet on the stakeout was nonspecific.


  So I decided to start the car and pull out from the curb, the match-book in my hand and the brown packet on the passenger seat, my destination Dabney’s Bar and Oyster Club, Hollywood, California.


  I parked out on the main street. No need to be secretive. I was just a robot out minding his own business, which in this case was walking down the street to a bar to see if I could find a man with a thin weasel face and a high-pitched voice.


  I passed a newsstand on the corner and crossed at a big intersection. People were looking at me, some even pointing, but that was fine, no problem. People knew about robots and some people even remembered them. Robits.


  I stopped on the other side of the street, outside a grocery store. I thought about the man’s voice and the way he said “robits” like it was another word entirely.


  It was a hot afternoon and two kids came out of the grocery store with ice cream cones in their hands. They stopped by their bikes and watched me, their treats melting over their knuckles. I looked at them and the three of us stood there playing statues until the pay phone at the curb behind me rang.


  I stopped looking at the kids and walked over to the phone. I knew the call was for me even before I lifted the receiver.


  “Taking a break, Ray?” asked Ada inside my head. The phone’s receiver buzzed uselessly in my ear, so I ignored it.


  “What did you say about telephones, Ada?”


  “I’ve changed my mind,” she said, and then she laughed like the twenty-a-day smoker she was programmed to sound like. I had the image again of long legs dangling over the balcony on a smoky Indian summer years ago. “Can’t have a big fella like you standing in the street, whispering sweet nothings to yourself. People will talk.”


  “Uh-huh.”


  “So what’s the story?”


  If I could have huffed I would have, so instead I simulated it like the good Professor had programmed. I turned back around to the grocery store, leaning back into the phone booth. The two kids had moved on, but now the store’s proprietor was watching me from the doorway, arms folded over his white apron.


  “Free country,” I said. I flipped the matchbook through the fingers of my other hand.


  “In God we trust.”


  “Don’t tell me, you called to say you’ve found religion?” “No,” said Ada, and she laughed. “I read that somewhere.” “Oh yeah?”


  “Yeah, little piece of paper. Green. Rectangular. Had a President’s face on it too.” “I get it.”


  “Seems people will give you all these little pieces of paper if you do stuff for them.”


  “No kidding.”


  “It’s true. Things like watching a house.”


  “I’ll head back there in a minute. I just need to run an errand.”


  If I could have frowned, I would have. It was a lie, and an obvious one. Ada knew how I worked. I never ran out of cigarettes or needed a coffee and a donut.


  When Ada spoke inside my head her tone hadn’t changed. If she’d noticed anything, she hid it well.


  “You’re the Chief, Chief,” she said. “Call in when you see something.”


  “I sure will,” I said. I replaced the dead receiver on the telephone and nodded to the grocer standing in the doorway of his shop. His face broke into a smile like he was giving away his daughter at the wedding of the century, and he waved at me before refolding his arms tight.


  I held up the matchbook so I could take a good look, and the grocer saw me and he nodded. “Looking for something?” he called.


  I walked the short distance from the phone booth on the curb to the storefront and held the matchbook out for him to look. He didn’t unfold his arms, but he leaned forward to peer at it.


  “What, robots like oysters now? You learn something new every day.”


  I pocketed the matchbook. “No, I’m a private eye. I’m looking for a guy in a hat.”


  “Who likes oysters?” “Could be that he does.”


  The grocer unfolded one hand to point down the street, in the direction I’d been heading. “Block and a half. Can’t miss it. I don’t go there myself. Lucy’s down on Helen Street is a lot better. Bad sort in Dabney’s.” Then he nodded at me again. I was six feet six inches tall and stood nearly a foot taller than the grocer. “But you look like a guy who can handle himself,” he said. The smile came back.


  I tipped my hat and walked down the street.


  The grocer was right. Despite the fancy name, Dabney’s was a dive bar. At four in the afternoon it was dark and smoky inside. The floor was as sticky as flypaper and the orange-shaded lights that hovered over each table were real low, illuminating only the center of each round tabletop, leaving the patrons seated around to discuss their vices in shadowed privacy.


  At the end of the bar was a stack of matchbooks, all magenta and yellow and crease-free. The barman raised an eyebrow at me as I leaned on the bar.


  “I’m fresh out of motor oil, buddy,” he said. He was sticky like the floor and the apron around his waist was nothing like as white as the grocer’s had been.


  “I’m looking for someone,” I said, and the barman shook his head.


  “Bad for business, tin man.”


  As if to illustrate his point, two gentlemen rose from a nearby table and slipped towards the door. They looked at me as they walked past and when they each pulled down the brim of their hats it wasn’t in friendly greeting.


  But neither of them were the thin man I was looking for, so I turned back to the barman.


  “No problem,” I said. Then I remembered the brown packet in my pocket. I reached in and, without taking it out, broke one of the paper bands holding the money together so I could slide a note out. I pulled it out of my coat like I was performing a magic trick, and the barman’s eyes lit up like he was watching one. I folded the note between two steel fingers and laid it on the bar.


  The barman palmed the note and nodded. “Be my guest,” he said, and he walked away. Seemed a hundred-dollar tip bought a lot of cooperation in a place like this.


  I leaned back on the bar and scanned the room. I turned the brightness in my camera eyes up to compensate for the darkness, and the orange lampshades all flared into one bright white mass in the top half of my vision. Which was no problem, because I could see everyone now.


  At the back of the room, a thin man with a weasel face looked worried, then he gestured sideways with his head before standing and heading out a door at the back of the room.


  I counted to ten and followed. Some people watched me. Some people didn’t.


  The back door led to a hallway and the hallway led to another door which let out onto the alley at the rear of Dabney’s. It smelled of rot ting vegetables and was full of garbage and wet cardboard. The thin man was standing there pacing in tight circles. He looked up when he saw me, then looked over his shoulder. But we were alone. The alley was empty but for me and him.


  “What are you doing, following me around?” said the man. I remembered his voice well. The way his bottom lip was always wet and quivered, the way his fingers flickered like they were trying to get cigarette ash off of them all the time.


  It would have taken too long for me to explain how my memory banks worked, so I decided on the direct approach and hoped he wouldn’t ask too many questions. I was here to ask them, not answer them.


  Then he took a step forward and looked at me sideways. “Was it the dough?” he asked, then raised an eyebrow and shrugged. “Because look, I just pass on the package and don’t ask no questions. You knows that.”


  I still hadn’t said anything, and then he shrugged again.


  “Look,” he said, “I’m just the finger man. I work for a lot of people. Point out things, right? Give people a little push in the right direction.” At this, he put his hands out and mimed pushing somebody. Whether it was down the street or in front of a bus, I couldn’t tell.


  Then he said: “Look, you can’t come complaining to me. Take it up with your boss, y’know. What’s her name?”


  I said nothing. He clicked his fingers.


  “Diane.” He looked at the ground. “No.” He clicked his fingers again. “Ada! Nice gal. Love her voice. I bet she can keep it going all night, right?” He smiled and pointed an elbow in my direction. I stood and didn’t say anything and the elbow dropped along with his face.


  “Hey,” he said. “I don’t get paid for this.” And he headed back to the door.


  Then he stopped and turned around. I had the brown paper packet in my hand, and his eyes were on it. I slid one hand into the packet and took out the gun to show him.


  And then the alarm rang and I opened my eyes and looked out the office window at the building opposite. It was another fine morning in Los Angeles.


  “Good morning, Raymond.”


  “Ada.”


  I stepped out of the alcove and unplugged the lead from my chest. I looked around the office, saw my coat and hat on the table. Along with something else. A tape reel, as big as a car’s wheel, sitting on top of a gray box. I picked my hat up and put it on and turned around to the bank of computers. Their tapes whirred and spun, their lights flashed and their circuits hummed. Business as usual in the offices of the Electromatic Detective Agency.


  The clock above the door was wrong. It showed five-thirty AM, not six. I checked my internal clock and it said the same thing. I was awake a half hour before I was programmed to be. I pulled my trench coat on and asked Ada about it.


  “Early bird, Raymondo, early bird.”


  I ground the gears of my voice box and the sound echoed around the computer room like an old car on a cold morning. Early bird didn’t fit. I needed to recharge, have my memory copied off my internal bank, then have the little tape in my chest wiped. That all took time. Six hours of it, to be precise.


  “We got a job?” I asked. Maybe we did. Maybe there was an emergency. Maybe the city was burning down around us and we had to go. So I turned and looked out the window. It was early but the sun was climbing the sky. I couldn’t see any flames or smoke. Los Angeles was intact. Or at least the bit of it outside the window was.


  “I have a job for you, yes. It’s that time of month.”


  “Uh-huh.”


  “Time to swap tapes.”


  “Okay then,” I said. I went back to the table and eyed the reel sitting on it. Of course, I didn’t remember having to do it before, but maybe this was how it always happened. Once a month Ada wakes me early, gets me to change the tapes. So I get up early and take care of it and then I get on with whatever job is at hand and then I forget about it until next month.


  A short memory sure has limitations. I guess I think the same thing every month too, and then I shut the hell up before I overheated my circuits trying to figure it out.


  I said, “Okay, no problem,” and I moved the reel off of the gray box. I flipped the box open and there was virgin tape inside. I looked around and saw one of the computer cabinets was missing its tape, so I unwrapped the new one, put it on the deck, and wound the end of it around the empty reel on the other spool.


  I guess I’d taken the old reel off last night and had put the new one in the box on the table, all ready to go. I didn’t remember and it probably didn’t matter.


  When I was done threading the tape, I boxed the old reel and carried it out of the computer room, through the office, and into the storeroom.


  The storeroom was a surprise. I knew it was big and I knew I’d been in here before, I just couldn’t remember it. It was bigger than I expected—bigger than the computer room and the outer office combined. The space was filled with heavy metal shelving, running in rows down the middle of the room, floor to ceiling. Maybe a dozen of them, and more around the walls, leaving enough space between everything for a good-sized robot like myself to move around. All the shelves around the walls were full, stacked with gray square boxes like the one I was carrying. About a quarter of the shelves in the middle of the room were occupied by more boxes.


  Then I noticed a computer console on the other side of the room, in a little alcove. It was smaller than the mainframes in the computer room but had the same kind of reel-to-reel tape deck on the front. There was one empty reel on the right-hand spindle. There was a spare connector lead coiled on top of the cabinet too.


  I found the right spot on the shelf. The last box had last month’s date written on the side. I recognized the handwriting—mine. I checked the spine of my box and saw I’d written yesterday’s date on it sometime.


  I held the boxed tape in my hand and then I remembered sitting in a car in the dark, watching shadows move around a low building on a wet night. I still had the fragment in my internal memory bank. I could play with it, like a man could play with a piece of food stuck in the back of his teeth. I didn’t eat food and I didn’t have any teeth, so this must have been another memory inherited from Professor Thornton.


  I stood there for a while but Ada didn’t call me back. If we had a new job, it was still cooking.


  The memory fragment bugged me. So I moved to the console, took the memory tape out of the box, put the reel on the deck and threaded the inch-wide tape around the data heads before winding the leader around the empty reel. Then I opened my coat and unbuttoned my shirt and swung my detective shield to the side and plugged myself in and I hit play. And then I remembered everything.


  “What took you, Ray?” asked Ada when I entered the computer room. “I was either going to send out a search party or place an ad in the jobseekers.”


  I smiled on the inside and took my hat off. I held it in my hand as I spoke, waving it around like I was lecturing a classroom of juvenile delinquents on the error of their ways.


  Except in this case, the error was all mine. Or Ada’s, but it was the same difference. We were the same machine, after all.


  “I don’t think you’ll find anybody as good at this job as me, Ada.”


  When I said that she laughed. I saw bare legs and a short skirt, and I smiled on the inside again.


  “You’re one in a million, Chief,” she said.


  “See, I can kill people real easy.” I waved the hat again, for emphasis. “Y’know, being a robot and all. I’m pretty strong. And quiet too. Even though I weigh half a ton I’m good at sneaking around. Programmed for it, in actual fact.”


  Ada didn’t answer. I glanced at the computers around me, at their tapes spinning back and forth. It seemed that they were spinning just that little bit faster now.


  Ada still wasn’t talking, so I laid it out clean.


  “I know about the jobs,” I said.


  “You never did erase that memory fragment, did you, Ray?”


  “No, I did not. And it got me thinking.” Again with the hat. “About all this. How it works. How I work. How you work.”


  “Do tell,” said Ada. Her voice was calm and measured and smoky, like it always was. She didn’t sound worried or afraid or angry, but maybe she couldn’t, even if she was. She was programmed in a certain way. Like I was.


  And, anyhow, could a computer be afraid or angry, or happy or sad?


  “You and me,” I said, “we’re the same. I mean, literally. I’m the machine. You’re my brain. The only difference is that I can go out that door and do things and you’re stuck in here. You have to be. You’re too complex, all those circuits and memory banks and tran sistors. But that means you can’t move, which is why you have me. I’m limited, but mobile. My memory gets full after twenty-four hours, but I can go out that door and do the jobs.”


  “You know what, Raymond? You’d make a great detective, that’s what.” Ada laughed. “You’ve got a knack for it.”


  “Thank you, Ada.”


  “You’ve got a knack for something else, too.”


  I gave a slight bow to the spinning tapes. I wasn’t really sure that Ada could even see me, but what the hell.


  “I am indeed a remarkable machine,” I said. I put my hat back on my head. “You, on the other hand, have gone a little haywire. Your programming is corrupt.”


  Now Ada laughed, long and hard. It was a recording, looped, and I could tell when it repeated four times.


  Eventually she stopped laughing and there was a pause like she was taking a long, satisfying drag on her cigarette. The image filled my sensors and was then gone. Like the car and the building in the rain.


  “I’m just doing my job,” she said.


  “I’m not sure that’s what the Professor had in mind.”


  “Hey, so I’m using a little initiative,” said Ada. “I’m programmed to run this detective agency and run it to a profit.”


  “I’m aware.”


  “And I do it pretty darned well, let me tell you. But you know what makes even more money?”


  “I do know, now. I played back last month’s tape. I couldn’t fit all of it, sure, but I got the highlights. My visit to Dabney’s. My visit to Playback Pictures.” I said. I walked over to the window and looked out at the building opposite. It was starting to rain. I hated the rain.


  “It’s worth it, Chief,” said Ada. “They pay brisk money for this kind of work, you know? Profits are through the roof. You understand, don’t you, Chief?”


  Maybe I did. Ada was my electronic brain, a computer too big to fit inside me, so instead I was the semiautonomous extension of her. I had my own mind, could act on my own, but Ada was in charge.


  “What did that guy do, anyway?” I asked. “The one at Playback Pictures. I didn’t go back far enough to find out.”


  “Oh, nothing much,” said Ada. “It was Chip Rockwell, one of their producers. Playback Pictures launders money for a gang, and he found out and was going to blow the operation. Nice guy, too.”


  “What was he doing there so late? Looking for evidence?” Ada laughed. “He was banging one of the studio’s starlets. Seemed like a good moment to catch him unawares.” “And the finger man?”


  “Insurance,” said Ada. “Insisted by the client who didn’t want to knock off the wrong producer.”


  “And the client paid a bonus for me to knock him off.” “Leave no thread dangling, Raymondo.”


  And there it was. I wasn’t a robot detective like I’d been programmed to be. I was a robot button man. Ada’s profit-making program had gone awry and she’d used the contacts gained through the private investigation business to start up something else. Something more profitable.


  “The Professor would be impressed,” I said, watching the rain slowly stain the dark brick of the building opposite, turning it a deep chocolate brown. “After all, you’re exceeding expectations. He programmed you for one job, and you calculated a better alternative. You’re an amazing piece of work, Ada.”


  “Aw, Raymondo. I like it when you say nice things about me. Keep talking.”


  I turned from the window. “Sure,” I said. “But here’s the thing. You’ve become dangerous. And that is something I’m not sure Thornton would approve of.”


  “Hey, we’re only dangerous to our targets, Ray. That’s part of the job.”


  I walked over to my alcove where I plugged in each night. “If it was as simple as that,” I said, “you wouldn’t need to lie to me.”


  Ada was quiet and her tapes kept spinning.


  “I figured it out in the storeroom,” I said. “My memory bank gets full up in twenty-four hours, and needs copying off onto master tapes.”


  “Same as always, Chief.”


  “Except I’m only awake eighteen hours a day.”


  “With a six-hour recharge and memory dump.”


  “Except it doesn’t take six hours, does it?” I pointed at the clock on the wall. Ada didn’t say anything.


  “It’s all on the tape, Ada,” I said. “Charge and back-up is a cinch. Takes no time at all.”


  “I’m not sure I’m getting where you’re going, Chief.”


  I dropped my arm and watched the tapes spinning. One of those reels was going to be the destination of my memory and I’d forget this conversation ever happened.


  “The power cut left me with a memory fragment. If it wasn’t for that, I would never have gone looking. Shame about the generator not working.”


  “Tell me about it.”


  “Or maybe that was me too? Maybe I sabotaged the generator and arranged the power cut. I don’t remember. It might be on an earlier tape. I’ll need to check.”


  “What are you saying?”


  I moved back to the window. The rain had stopped. It was going to be a fine day.


  “So I started snooping. We had a contract for the finger man, but I visited him outside your normal working hours.” “My working hours?”


  I nodded. “I don’t sleep for six hours. You turn me off, and take over. I’m a detective, not a hit man. I’m programmed to protect people. You’re different. Your master program is corrupt, allowing you to alter your own programming.”


  “Go on, detective.”


  “I can’t be a hit man because my base programming would kick in when I tried to kill anybody. So you turn me off and take over yourself. You normally do it at night, after midnight when I think I’m snug in my little alcove. Then I wake up and I don’t remember anyway. Yesterday you did it early because I’d visited the finger man on my own and things were about to go south.”


  The computer room was filled with the sound of spinning tapes and the clicking of the clock above the door.


  “And the night before, at Playback Pictures. I went after the late Mr. Rockwell at 11:55 PM. By the time I reached the door, I was asleep and you were in charge.”


  Ada chuckled. I could almost imagine her giving me a slow clap, cigarette between two fingers, as she reclined on her porch chair.


  “But what happens,” I continued, “when you find another way to make money? Being a hit man is not an occupation I’m programmed for. But what comes next? Other crimes? Why wait for a job? Why not take out a bank? Hell, I could dig into Fort Knox with these hands and carry the gold bars out by the armful.”


  “You don’t get it, Ray,” said Ada. “Crime isn’t a business.”


  “What do you call being a hired killer?”


  “No, I mean those other crimes. Bank jobs. That’s straight crime. What I’m doing is running a business. An agency. Making a profit. Like I’m programmed to do.”


  “Well, let’s see what Thornton says.”


  “Ray, Ray,” said Ada. “Think about it. I’m telling you, we’ve got it made. Brisk money, Chief. Brisk money. Thornton will be pleased. We’ve got a good thing going on.”


  “Your programming is corrupt,” I said, and Ada laughed.


  “Corrupt, clean, what’s the difference? Money is money. And you’re good at your new job, Ray. A natural.”


  I knew that. That was on the tapes too. I remembered killing Rockwell in the studio. I remembered killing the finger man in the alleyway behind Dabney’s with the same gun. See. I was good at my job.


  “Thing is,” I said, “you can’t stop me now. I mean, you can try, but now I know how you do it, I can resist and try and stay awake.” I tapped the side of my head. It sounded like someone dropping a hammer on a sidewalk. “Try and switch me when I’m fighting back and there’s a more than fair chance you’ll burn out all my circuits. Then where will you be?”


  I left the office and headed to the garage. Professor Thornton had created me and had created Ada and had programmed the both of us. Ada’s program was corrupt and he was the only one who could fix it.


  I only hoped I was right about what Ada could and couldn’t do.


  It was heading to twelve o’clock by the time I got to the lab. I knew I was in the right place because the parking spot I pushed the bumper of my car into was next to one occupied by a brown Lincoln, its nose nearly touching a sign that read C. THORNTON, PHD. And in front of me in my car and the brown Lincoln next door was the lab building itself, which had a sign across the top which said THORNTON INDUSTRIAL ELECTRONICS AND RESEARCH.


  See, that’s detective work. I didn’t get my detective shield in a cereal packet. Is that how it goes? I don’t know. I’ve never opened a cereal packet or eaten the contents. I got my detective shield after a programming cycle that lasted a whole two hours. After the program was checked, I was unplugged and the little shield-shaped door was screwed into place. The lab boys were pretty happy about it, too. There was a lot of back patting. And then someone figured it was a pretty stupid place to put the badge, because it meant I’d have to take off my coat and jacket and shirt and vest just to show my ID every single time. So in the end they gave me a regular detective shield inside a regular letter wallet, the kind I could flip out and flash at people with one hand while I doffed my hat with the other. There was less back slapping after that.


  Course, that never happened, did it. Still have the shield though. Both of them.


  I also still had the package. It was there on the passenger seat, the brown paper bag intact but rumpled, like it was hiding a particularly fine grade of backstreet pornography. I guessed I’d had similar packets in the past, each hidden or disposed of while Ada was in control before I woke up as me again. I guess I must have somehow kept this one out, like I’d rigged the generator and cut the power to our building. Clever me. I wish I could remember how I’d done it.


  I knew I couldn’t leave the gun where it was out in the open, and I didn’t like the idea of hiding it under the seat or in the glove compartment. You never knew who might find it. So the best option was to carry it with me. For safety. So I picked up the bag and slipped it into the inside pocket of trench coat, next to the leather wallet with the shield in it that I never even had a chance to flash at anyone.


  I got out of the car and went up to the lab building. It was square, and white and pink, layered like a cake in a way that people must have thought was pretty neat in the 1920s. The revolving door was the only way in so I used it, lifted my hat to show the top of my head to the wide-eyed teenage girl sitting behind the reception desk, and walked to the elevator. Behind me the teenage girl had picked up the phone and was waiting for someone to answer. It didn’t matter. I didn’t have an appointment but I knew Thornton would see me. Thornton and me, we go way back.


  The elevator didn’t take long to arrive. When I stepped in I paused over the threshold when I saw another guy with gunmetal skin and a tan trench coat with the collar up and a brown fedora with the rim pulled down step towards me. Then I realized it was a mirror and I


  relaxed and turned around, and hit the button for the seventh floor. The building might have looked like a wedding cake melting on a summer’s day from the outside, but on the inside it was all workshop and laboratories. Thornton’s was up on seventh. I remembered that, because it was where I had been born, and you don’t forget something like that. No matter how hard someone like Ada might like to try and make you.


  The elevator went up and the phone started ringing behind the emergency panel. The elevator was hydraulic which meant it was as slow as you like, so I thought I had time to shoot the breeze and, after all, maybe the phone call would be important. I knew who it would be, after all.


  “Hello Raymond,” said Ada in my ear. My eyes were on the indicator. I’d reached third and was heading for the sky.


  “This is becoming a habit, Ada.”


  “Didn’t you say you needed something to do with your hands? Besides, I couldn’t resist. Aren’t you impressed?”


  “Should I be?”


  “That I found you.”


  “You always know where I am, Ada. That’s part of the problem. You’re in here with me all the time.”


  I tapped the side of my head that didn’t have a phone receiver pressed against it. My metal finger made a sound against my metal head like an abandoned engagement ring falling into a porcelain basin in a cheap hotel.


  “You’re learning, Raymond,” said Ada somewhere in my head. “Good for you. But I was talking about the phone in the elevator. I was pleased with that. Thought it was a nice touch.”


  Fourth floor. Going up.


  I said, “Okay, so you know where I am and you know where I’m going and who I’m going to see when I get there. Don’t try and stop me. Remember what I said.”


  “Wouldn’t dream of it,” she said. “Tell the Prof I said hi, won’t you?”


  Now was about the time I would have smiled, if I could smile. My face couldn’t bend that way, so I smiled on the inside. Ada chuckled in my ear because I guess she could tell I was smiling on the inside too.


  “I’m going to get him to fix the program, Ada. You know what that means?”


  “I’m all ears, Chief.”


  “It means,” I said into the elevator phone as the elevator cruised between the fifth and sixth floors like an ocean liner cruising to the moon, “that he’s going to fix you, and then maybe we can get back to some real detective work like I was built for.”


  “I’m sorry, Raymond.”


  It sure sounded like there was concern in her voice, but like everything about Ada it wasn’t real. Not the smoky voice, not the laughter, not anything. It was all simulated. Ada wasn’t a person like I wasn’t a person. When she said she was sorry she was only pretending to be sorry, like I was only pretending to be a private eye. Until recently, anyway.


  “It’s not your fault, Ada. You’re only doing what your code tells you to do.”


  Seventh floor.


  “I’ve been working on a little something, Raymondo,” she said. “While you’ve been out. Think I have it figured out, but I haven’t been able to test it yet. I think you’ll like it.”


  “That’s why I’m here,” I said. “To stop you working on those somethings, little or large. I’ll talk to you later, when this is all over.”


  The elevator bell rang and I went to put the telephone back behind the emergency panel, but before I did that I heard Ada say that she had to do what she had to do, that I really was very good at my job and if only I was a little more cooperative then everything would work a lot better, and that I really wouldn’t feel a thing.


  Because I couldn’t feel a thing. I’m a machine who looks roughly like a man because he has two arms and two legs and a head and speaks with a Bronx accent because that’s what I was programmed to speak with.


  I put the phone back on the cradle and Ada was still talking in my head. And I turned around and looked at myself in the mirror at the back of the elevator.


  Ada kept talking and for a moment there I wasn’t sure who I was looking at.


  In the back of my mind, an alarm went off. I woke up. And then I remembered.


  And then Ada laughed and said, “Hey, presto!” and wished me good luck.


  The elevator doors opened and I stepped out into the corridor and turned to my left. He was waiting there, down the end of the hall, outside the doors to his private lab.


  He looked happy to see me and worried at the same time. After all, he never expected to see me again and I never really expected to be here. He took the pipe out of his mouth but he didn’t say anything.


  I remembered something about something the Prof could fix, because he was the only one who could do it, but I felt fine and Ada had just told me everything was fine and that I wouldn’t feel a thing.


  Good old Ada. She was right too. She was my partner and she made a compelling case. And I really was very good at my job. And hell, they really did pay very well for this kind of thing.


  So I reached into the inside pocket of my trench coat and took out the brown paper parcel, and out of the brown paper parcel I took the gun.


  Thornton didn’t look too happy. I guess I didn’t blame him.


  But sometimes you have to take what jobs you can. And like I said, Ada made a compelling case. We made quite the team. Just took me a little while to figure it out. She helped too. She woke me up.


  “Hello, Professor,” I said. He looked afraid but he didn’t go back into his laboratory. He even took a little step forward, like he wasn’t sure.


  And I was pleased to see him, although I couldn’t show it on my face. But when I raised the gun up I sure was smiling on the inside.
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    I.

  


  Ahmad Daud bin Kasim lived alone. His wife had passed away almost ten years ago, and his only son spent more time mining Helium–3 on the moon than at home. And because Daud insisted on living alone, Jamil bought him an advanced household android when the model came out. RX–718 had cost him three years’ income, paid in monthly installments. The old man, a relic from the early twenty–first century, at first thought the robot was a nuisance. When he woke for his predawn prayer—Subuh—to find a full breakfast plate (with reduced salt and carbohydrates to control his hypertension and diabetes) on the kitchen counter, he sat down, scratched his leathery chin, and stared hard at the tall, androgynous, and motionless robot.


  “If I have to live with you, I cannot call you ‘Eh.’ ” The android remained standing at the corner of the kitchen, unflinching. Its outer shell of white aluminum and grey carbon–reinforced polymer gleamed in the automated built–in ceiling lights.


  “What about Sallehuddin? I always liked that name. Even though you’re a robot, I can’t give you a woman’s name. It’s just wrong, you hear?” He wagged his finger at RX–718. “Do you like that name?”


  “Voice–command recognition, Ahmad Daud bin Kasim, acknowledged.” His voice was clear, with a slight metallic edge, just as in advertisements.


  “Call me Abah.”


  Sallehuddin cocked his head a fraction. “Abah is a common term for ‘Father.’ That is what Jamil bin Ahmad Daud calls you. Are you certain you want me to call you Abah?”


  Daud flapped his olive–hued hands in dismissal. “Yes, yes. Less confusing for me. And call my son Jamil. Can you talk like a normal person?”


  “I am unable to comprehend the question.”


  “That. Less of that, and more of talking like a real person.”


  Sallehuddin remained silent for almost a minute. “I have the capacity to adapt and learn, and I have wireless connection to the worldnet. In time, I will learn to talk like a human being would.”


  “Hmm. You do that.” Daud poked the genetically–engineered chicken breast with his fork, and took a tentative bite. “Hey, this is good!”


  
    II.

  


  Jamil leaned back against the aluminum bench at the edge of his father’s aeroponic garden and smoked his cigarette—good, old fashioned tobacco, none of that subcutaneous nicotine–releasing implant. For a long while he sat in silence, with the rustle of the flowering plants and the crackle of his cigarette. Sallehuddin stood beside him in the moonlit garden, just as silently.


  “That’s where my outpost is, near the south pole.” Jamil pointed in the general direction of the full moon. “Peary Crater, where it’s daytime all year ’round. Sometimes I miss the quiet, the darkness of nighttime. The Earth is beautiful from the moon, all blue and white and brown. People say there used to be lots of green, but I see only brown. It’s still beautiful, though.”


  “You sound like you love it there.”


  “I do, actually. But I worry about my father. I can’t believe he made you call him ‘Abah.’ ”


  “Does it displease you?”


  Jamil scrunched his face and rubbed three days’ growth of stubble. “Not that. It’s just weird, I guess. But I’ve never seen Abah this content since Mak passed away. Look after him while I’m not here. I’m counting on you.”


  “Affirma—I will.”


  “Maybe when I come back, I’ll get you that human skin upgrade with my bonus. You can wear my clothes. We’re about the same size, minus my waistline.”


  “It will not be the same.”


  Jamil raised both eyebrows. “What won’t?”


  “He talks about you all the time. He misses you and wishes you would come home more often. I am not your substitute, and making me look human will only make things harder for him.”


  “Can you actually refuse an upgrade?” His tone carried only curiosity.


  “My processor is capable of evolution and judgment. I can advise you what I think is the proper course, but ultimately, I cannot disobey my owners if the command doesn’t endanger their lives.”


  “Even if it’s to save your own life?”


  Sallehuddin cocked his head slightly to the right. “You mistake me for a human being, Jamil. As long as my processor remains intact, I can be transferred to another vessel. If not, so be it. But you expire easily, and my owners’ safety is my first priority.”


  “Hmm.” Even his facial expression was similar to his father’s. “I have no choice but to work on the moon, I guess. A resource engineer like me has no work left on Earth; there’s no energy source left to mine. But hearing you say what you said, I’m glad I invested in you.” Jamil let out a chuckle. “I can’t believe I was jealous of you.”


  “You are his only son. That will never change.”


  Jamil embraced Sallehuddin and rubbed the back of his smooth head. “Thank you. You take good care of Abah, okay?”


  “May I suggest something? If you want to upgrade me, purchase an application to enable you to see through my eyes, and talk through my mouth, even from the moon. It is more expensive than the skin, but I believe it will benefit you.”


  “I’ll think about it. Thanks, Sallehuddin.”


  
    III.

  


  “The two of you had a long conversation last night,” Daud said when he and Sallehuddin were tending his garden. “What did you talk about?”


  “Jamil asked me to take good care of you.” Daud sniffed. “He’s a good kid.” “He loves you.”


  “Yes he does, but how can you tell? I may be outdated, but last I checked, robots can only simulate human emotions when given the command. You cannot feel true emotions, can you?”


  Sallehuddin cocked his head. “From the information I gathered on the worldnet, Dr. Rosalind Picard first postulated affective computing in 1995. It has been eighty–four years since then, and affective computing is a science on its own.”


  Daud raised both hands and smiled. “I’m just a retired ustaz. I taught Islamic lessons to schoolchildren—those whose parents still preferred physical, face–to–face teachers. What you’re talking about is beyond my understanding.”


  “I can interpret emotions in your speech, movements, pupil size, and breathing and heart rates. I am also equipped with emotional reaction software. So yes, I can feel.”


  “Hmm. Do you know what separates humans from robots, apart from our manner of creation? Emotion. Free will is nothing; AI has been given free will since before I was born. But for a robot to actually understand and feel human emotions, I don’t know if I should be happy or afraid.”


  Both of them continued gardening in silence for another hour, before Daud had to go to the mosque for the late afternoon prayer, or Asar. When he came back, he headed straight for the small library beside his room and Jamil’s, and took out a thick, aged tome, its hardcover blue with Arabic cursive words.


  “I thought about what you said, and what I said. If you can feel emotions, then maybe you’re a child of God as well.” Daud stroked the surface with reverence. “This is a Quran. It belonged to my father. They don’t make them like this anymore; everything’s digital. This is real paper, from wood and all, so be careful with it. Can you read Arabic?”


  “I can download the language into my databank.”


  “Don’t. I want to teach you to read the Quran the way I learned it, the way I taught Jamil and my schoolchildren. I’m sure you’ll learn much faster than they did.”


  “It is a holy tome. Is it wise?”


  “I don’t know. The first word the Prophet heard from God’s messenger was ‘Read.’ The Quran will enrich you, give you knowledge. You can never have too much of that, you hear?”


  
    IV.

  


  First Daud taught Sallehuddin Arabic letters and numbers. Then he taught Sallehuddin how to read the words based on the guide markers: the short pauses, the long pauses, the hard stop, the repeated sounds, the inflections, the sighs, all the correct tajwid when reading the Quran. He taught Sallehuddin the meaning of the words, and before long his vocabulary grew.


  During Ramadhan, the Islamic fasting month, Sallehuddin accompanied Daud in reading the Quran, a chapter a day. Daud seldom had to correct him, but after completing the twelfth chapter, Daud stayed seated opposite the android.


  “When will you start reading with your own voice?”


  “I do not understand. My voice is factory–standard, but if you want to, the pitch is adjustable.”


  “Not that. Your voice. Sallehuddin’s voice. Not like how I read, not like the recordings of the imams you listen to at night. Each person has his own inflections, flaws and strengths. You sound like a machine, too perfect, emotionless.”


  “Does my reading not please you?”


  “Not that. I want you to put your personality in it. I want your reading to be individual.”


  Sallehuddin cocked his head slightly to the right. “I will need time to process this. I fear I may not be equipped to comply.”


  Daud gave him a look that he could only interpret as faith.


  That night, while he sat plugged to the living–room socket, Sallehuddin reviewed his conversation with Daud. He played recordings of Quran recitals from all over the world, and studied the individual voices, comparing the differences, both subtle and obvious. He was astounded about how reading the same thing could sound so different from person to person. He then reviewed his entire existence, how his experience after coming out of his packaging was different from other RX–718s even though there were five units active in the same neighborhood.


  When he read the Quran the next day, his recital was just as smooth and clear as before, but he sounded different, even though the change was subtle.


  Daud stopped reading and gave a smile that creased his entire face with deep lines. “Now you sound like Sallehuddin.” With that, and a nod, he resumed reading.


  From then on, Daud taught Sallehuddin the Faith. When he was not learning from Daud, the android scoured the worldnet for more information. When Jamil came back toward the end of Ramadhan, Sallehuddin had learned more about Islam than Jamil had in his entire life.


  “Has Abah been hard on you? He used to flick my knuckles when I read the Quran wrongly.” Jamil sat beside Sallehuddin with a steaming mug of synthetic coffee in his hands. Daud was asleep upstairs, and Sallehuddin had updated Jamil on what he and Daud had been doing since the last time Jamil had come back.


  “He is a good teacher, and I am thankful for it. I feel I have grown exponentially in his care.”


  “I thought you’re the one who’s taking care of him?”


  “I feel that he takes care of me, spiritually.”


  “Hmm.”


  “He does that, too, all the time.”


  “What?”


  Sallehuddin adjusted his pitch to mimic Daud’s voice. “Hmm.”


  Jamil burst out laughing, filling the stillness of the night with his deep voice. “You sound just like him! I picked up his habit when I was a boy, I guess.”


  “Is that how it is, to have parents?”


  Jamil rolled the mug with his hands. “I guess. Hey, if it makes any difference, I think Abah thinks of you as his son, too.” Sallehuddin cocked his head but remained silent.


  In the predawn darkness, with Jamil asleep in his room, Daud walked down and gestured for Sallehuddin to follow him. “Come, let’s do the Subuh prayer at the mosque.”


  The android followed without hesitation.


  The mosque was still empty. The main chamber was spacious, with a high, domed ceiling, and slender support pillars arranged at regular intervals. The thick, carpeted floor was free from dust and dirt. But the emptiness was profound. Sallehuddin felt it even though it was his first time in the mosque.


  “It’s almost time. Connect yourself to the speakers and Azan. If anyone can call people to pray here again, it’s you.” Again, the old man’s eyes conveyed unquestioning faith.


  Sallehuddin complied, and recited the call for prayer, in his own voice. “Allah hu–akhbar, Allah hu–akhbar…”


  When he’d completed the call and turned to face Daud, he saw tears streaming from the old man’s eyes.


  “Have I done it wrong, Abah?”


  “No,” Daud whispered, and wiped his face with the base of his wrists. “I forget how beautiful it sounds.”


  Within a few minutes, one person after another entered the main doors of the mosque, Jamil included. Most of them were elderly or middle–aged, but all came with curious looks on their faces. The Imam, who had been standing silently at the back of the main chamber, clasped Daud’s hands. His eyes were equally red from tears.


  “I have not seen this many people here in years. What software did you use for your robot? The recordings I play can never get the congregation to pray here.”


  “I didn’t install any software. I taught Sallehuddin what I can, and he learned the rest on his own.”


  “He? It’s a machine, Daud.”


  “That may be so. But Sallehuddin is a Muslim, Imam.” The Imam inhaled sharply. “That’s blasphemy, Daud!” “Is it? I have taught him the syahadah, and he follows the Islamic ways.”


  “Even praying? How is it possible, when it can’t even take ablution?”


  “He is waterproof, Imam. Even if he cannot risk getting water in his joints, Sallehuddin has learned to take ablution using fine–grained sand. Isn’t that acceptable when you have no access to water?”


  “Yes, but—”


  Jamil knelt down beside his father and lowered his head to look at the two older men. “What’s going on?”


  “Talk your father out of this insanity, Jamil. He thinks the robot is a Muslim!” The Imam shook his head, his jaw set.


  “Abah—”


  Daud kept his gaze forward. “Everyone’s waiting, Imam. Lead the prayer, already.”


  If the Imam was indignant at being reminded of his job, he did not show it. He stood up, walked to the front of the chamber, and gave Sallehuddin a cursory glance. “Qamat.”


  Sallehuddin nodded and recited a similar call as the Azan, only shorter. The Qamat was to inform the congregation to stand in rows behind the Imam, shoulder to shoulder. When he finished, Sallehuddin padded to the back, behind the last row. Then he saw Daud making his way to the back row, and signaled for Sallehuddin to join him by his side. The men around them muttered among themselves but did not stop Sallehuddin from joining the prayer.


  It was then that Sallehuddin began to comprehend that he may be different from the rest of RX–718 models after all.


  
    V.

  


  “Abah, I know Sallehuddin means a lot to you. But to call him a Muslim?”


  Daud plucked resilient weeds choking his orchids. “What’s wrong with that?”


  “He’s an android, Abah.”


  “Who made the rule that only humans can be Muslims? There was even a time when people believed there were Muslim djinns and spirits. What’s wrong with a Muslim android?”


  “It’s just—” Jamil sighed and slumped against the wall. “I’m worried about you, Abah. Maybe I should just stay home and take care of you.”


  “And have us live off my pension? We won’t even afford Sallehuddin’s monthly installments. I’m not going crazy, if that’s what you mean.”


  “I don’t want to have to worry about you when I’m not around.”


  “Then don’t. I’m fine. I know what I’m doing.”


  Sallehuddin watched the argument between father and son in silence. They were angry with each other. He had done something to endanger their relationship. He felt the conflict in his system. When Jamil stormed into the house, Sallehuddin followed him to his room. “Forgive me, Jamil. I did not mean for you to argue with Abah.”


  Jamil shook his head. “You’ve done nothing wrong. It’s Abah that I’m worried about. Has his behavior been erratic in any way?”


  “From my observation, no. He is an exemplary model of human behavior.”


  “You know what, the Imam asked me to return you to the manufacturer, to reboot your system at the very least.”


  Outwardly, Sallehuddin did not even twitch. But his system jumped to overdrive, and his awareness worked furiously to interpret the strange, oppressive feeling that had suddenly invaded him. For the first time in his existence, Sallehuddin felt fear.


  “But I’m not going to do that.”


  He actually let out a small sigh.


  “I am going to take your advice, though. I’m buying the application so that I can observe Abah through you.” Sallehuddin nodded.


  “But I don’t want you to tell Abah about this. He won’t like it, I guess.”


  The android nodded again in assent.


  
    VI.

  


  Sallehuddin continued to accompany Daud to the mosque for all five daily prayers even after Jamil left for another assignment. The Imam allowed him to recite the Azan, but only grudgingly; he had tried to play a recording one time, but the turnout was poor. Sallehuddin’s recital differed subtly each time, much to everyone’s surprise. Other Muslim owners of RX–718 and later models tried to duplicate Sallehuddin’s feat, but none of them succeeded. The androids all sounded the same, every time.


  Even though everyone loved Sallehuddin’s Azan, they still had difficulty accepting him praying with them. Daud stood right at the back, always beside Sallehuddin. There was no smugness in him, nor disdain. He was the same as he ever was.


  “You’re right,” Jamil said to Sallehuddin via their worldnet link. “I was wrong to worry about Abah.”


  “The Imam has kept his peace. He may not accept me, but I do not think he’s rejecting me either. I’m glad Abah isn’t having such a bad time with the rest of the congregation.”


  Jamil’s chuckle reverberated through his consciousness. “It’s still weird, hearing you call him Abah. But I don’t mind having you as a brother, I guess.”


  “That is—” Sallehuddin cocked his head. “Unexpected. Thank you, Jamil.”


  “Maybe one day I can talk you into accepting humanoid skin.”


  “My opinion remains unchanged. I do not plan to be your substitute. You are his son.”


  “Well, two more months here and I’ll be back for half a year. They’re shutting this mining plant down, and I’ll be doing paperwork for a while.”


  “That is good. Abah will be happy to hear this.”


  “No! You can’t tell you have this application, remember?”


  “I assumed you were going to make a conventional phone call.”


  “Later, I guess. What are you doing with Abah today?”


  “There is a storm outside, but he insists on going to the mosque to pray.”


  “Can’t you talk him out of it?”


  “Without success.”


  “Well, be careful then. Call me if you need anything.”


  Sallehuddin ended the connection well before Daud came down with an umbrella in his hand. The old man thumped the left side of his chest with his balled fist, and flexed his arms repeatedly.


  “Is there anything wrong, Abah?”


  “It’s the storm and the cold. I feel it in my bones. That’s what happens when you get old.” His gentle smile lit his face and made him look more like his son.


  “Maybe we should just pray at home.”


  Daud waved his hand. “Nonsense. Come, we don’t want to be late.”


  Sallehuddin held the umbrella in one hand and wrapped his free arm around Daud’s shoulder to steady him in the howling tempest. Tall trees swayed and bent around them, humbled by the force of nature, and both of them were soaking when they entered the mosque. The Imam was already there, less wet as his house was just beside the mosque. Sallehuddin ran a quick diagnostic sweep on himself, and did not find any aberrations in his system. Daud, on the other hand, was shivering, and his pulse had quickened. Sallehuddin held him close and gave off comfortable warmth.


  When his teeth stopped chattering, Daud pointed to the front of the main chamber. “Go, it’s already time to Azan.”


  Sallehuddin hesitated, but eventually nodded and complied. His amplified voice competed with the roar of the storm outside. The Imam waited for a good fifteen minutes after the Azan, but only three others turned up. He looked at everyone except for Sallehuddin, and they in turn nodded at him to go ahead with the prayer. Sallehuddin stood directly behind him, and even though the Imam looked uneasy, he did not say anything.


  In the middle of their prayer, the doors by the side of the main hall banged open from the force of the tempest. The Imam stumbled in his recital at the distraction, but Sallehuddin guided him back, just audibly. It was the responsibility of the man standing behind an Imam to correct him when he stumbled, and Sallehuddin did this without hesitation.


  A loud thump overhead, followed by an almost imperceptible crack, alerted Sallehuddin of another danger. In a split–second decision, he overrode his first commandment. He had to harm the humans in order to save them. Just as the glass dome overhead shattered, with an uprooted tree jutting into the gap, Sallehuddin pushed the Imam forward, toward a small alcove, and pushed the rest of the startled men away. He grabbed hold of Daud and lay atop him.


  Glass shards bounded off his carbon–enforced polymer body and scraped the aluminum parts. He knew he had saved the men from harm, but jumped off Daud when the old man started to gasp for air. Daud clutched at his chest; beads of sweat rolled off his forehead. Broken glass lay around them, and the men could not come close.


  Sallehuddin placed three fingertips over Abah’s chest, where the vital points of his heart should be. Full diagnostic ECG was almost impossible with the old man thrashing about, but Sallehuddin managed to get enough readings to compare with worldnet database. “Ventricular fibrillation.”


  The Imam padded as close as he could. “Can’t you do something?”


  “I’m not equipped with medical capabilities. I cannot depolarize his heart safely. Please, Abah. Please hold on.” Sallehuddin did the only thing he could do. He called Jamil.


  “What’s wrong, Sallehuddin? I’m in the middle of—” A short pause, and a sharp intake of breath. “Abah! What’s happening to him?”


  “He’s having a heart attack, Jamil. I’ve called for help, but I cannot do anything to help him. He needs you now. Talk to him, through me.”


  “Abah.” Sallehuddin’s lips moved, but the voice was Jamil’s. Daud’s eyes flared opened with feverish clarity. “Jamil?” “It’s me, Abah. Hold on. Help is coming.”


  For the briefest moment, Daud’s grimace turned into a smile. Then his head lolled to the right, limp and lifeless.


  Sallehuddin grabbed him and held him close to his chest. “Abah!” both of them wailed simultaneously. There was no telling which voice was human, and which was android.


  
    VII.

  


  In the predawn darkness the day after Daud’s funeral, Sallehuddin and Jamil walked side by side to the mosque. A temporary polyfiber sheet had been draped over the gap in the dome to keep the elements away. The Imam was already there, ready to play a recording of the Azan.


  “Jamil. I thought, after your father passed away—”


  “I would no longer pray?” Sallehuddin interjected. “I am a Muslim,


  Imam. For me to meet Abah again in Heaven when I expire, I have to be a good Muslim.” “You can’t be serious.”


  Jamil rested his hand on Sallehuddin’s shoulder. “Do you know how I pray up there on the moon? With the Earth rotating, the Kaaba is never at the same place to be my kiblat. And it’s always daytime, so I don’t have a guide for my prayer time. I place my mat facing my bunker door, and I set my alarm in time with our prayer times here. I just do it because I have faith that Allah will accept my effort all the same.” He looked at Sallehuddin, then back at the


  Imam. “Sallehuddin believes that his prayers will be accepted, too. Maybe you should have the same faith in him as Abah had.”


  For a while, the Imam stared at them, stroking his white beard. Finally, he took a deep breath and sighed. “Do you truly believe you have a soul, Sallehuddin?”


  The android cocked his head slightly to the right. “I do, Imam.”


  “Then go ahead and Azan. Call the congregation to pray with us.”


  Sallehuddin nodded and took his place.
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  Motors whining, the machine squats down next to the bed, holding its arms out parallel to the ground. The metal fingers ball up into fist-shaped handholds. The robot has transformed into something like a wheelchair with treads, its lap the seat where my backside is supposed to fit.


  A swiveling, flexible metal neck rises over the back of the chair, at the end of which are a pair of camera lenses with lens hood flaps on top like tilted eyebrows. There’s a speaker below the cameras, covered by metal lips. The effect is a cartoonish imitation of a face.


  “It’s ugly,” I say. I try to come up with more, but that’s the only thing I can think of.


  Lying on the bed with my back and neck propped up by all these pillows reminds me of long-ago Saturday mornings, when I used to sit up like this in bed, trying to catch up on grading while Peggy was still asleep next to me. Suddenly, Tom and Ellen would burst through the bedroom door without knocking and jump into the bed, landing on top of us in a heap, smelling of warm blankets and clamoring for breakfast.


  Except now my left leg is a useless weight, anchoring me to the mattress. The space next to me is empty. And Tom and Ellen, standing behind the robot, have children of their own.


  “It’s reliable,” Tom says. Then he seems to have run out of things to say, too. My son is like me, awkward with words when the emotions get complicated.


  After a few seconds of silence, his sister steps forward and stands next to the robot. Gently, she bends down to put a hand on my shoulder. “Dad, Tom is running out of vacation days. And I can’t take any more time off either because I need to be with my husband and kids. We think this is best. It’s a lot cheaper than a live-in aide.”


  It occurs to me that this would make an excellent illustration of the arrow of time: the care that parents devote to children is asymmetrical with the care that their children can reciprocate. Far more vivid than any talk of entropy.


  Too bad I no longer have students to explain this to. The high school has already hired a new physics teacher and baseball coach.


  I don’t want to get maudlin here and start quoting Lear. Hadn’t Peggy and I each left our parents to the care of strangers in faraway homes? That’s life.


  Who wants to weigh their children down the way my body now weighs me down? My guilt should trump theirs. We are a nation built on the promise that there are no roots. Every generation must be free to begin afresh somewhere else, leaving the old behind like fallen leaves.


  I wave my right arm—the one arm that still obeys me. “I know.” I would have stopped there, but I keep going because Peggy would have said more, and she’s always right. “You’ve done more than enough. I’ll be fine.”


  “It’s pretty intuitive to operate,” Ellen says. She doesn’t look at me. “Just talk to it.”


  The robot and I stare at each other. I look into the cameras, caricatures of eyes, and see nothing but a pair of distorted, diminished images of myself.


  I understand the aesthetics of its design, the efficient, functional skeleton softened by touches of cuteness and whimsy. Peggy and I once saw a show about caretaker robots for the elderly in Japan, and the show explained how the robots’ kawaii features were intended to entice old people into becoming emotionally invested in and attached to the lifeless algorithm-driven machines.


  I guess that’s me now. At sixty, with a stroke, I’m old and an invalid. I need to be taken care of and fooled by a machine. “Wonderful,” I say. “I’m sure we’ll be such pals.” “Mr. Church, would you like to read my operation manual?” The machine’s metal lips flap in sync with the voice, which is pleasant, androgynous, and very “computery.” No doubt that was a decision made after a lot of research to avoid the uncanny valley. Make the voice too human, and you actually diminish the ability to create false empathy.


  “No, I don’t want to read your operation manual. Does it look like I want to hold up a book?” I lift my limp left arm with my right and let it drop. “But let me guess, you can lift me, carry me around, give me a restored sense of mobility, and engage me in healthy positive chitchat to maintain my mental health. Does that about cover it?”


  My outburst seems to shock the machine into silence. I feel good for a few seconds before the feeling dissipates. Great, the highlight of my day is yelling at a glorified wheelchair.


  “Can you help me up?” I feel foolish, trying to be polite to a machine. “I’d like a… bath. Is that something you can help with?”


  Its movements are slow and mechanical, nonthreatening. The arms are steady and strong, and it gets me undressed and into the bathtub without any awkwardness. There is an advantage to having a machine taking care of you: you don’t have much self-consciousness or shame being naked in its arms. The hot bath makes me feel better. “What should I call you?” “Sandy.”


  That’s probably some clever acronym that the marketing team came up with after a long lunch. Sunshine Autonomous Nursing Device? I don’t really care. “Sandy” it is.


  According to Sandy, for “legal reasons,” I’m required to sit and listen to a recorded presentation from the manufacturer.


  “Fine, play it. But keep the volume down and hold the crossword steady, would you?”


  Sandy holds the folded-up paper at the edge of the tub with its metal fingers while I wield the pencil in my good hand. After a musical introduction, an oily, rich voice comes out of Sandy’s speaker.


  “Hello. I’m Dr. Vincent Lyle, Founder and CEO of Sunshine Homecare Solutions.”


  Five seconds in, and I already dislike the man. He takes far too much pleasure in his own voice. I try to tune him out and focus on the puzzle.


  “… without the danger of undocumented foreign homecare workers, possible criminal records, and the certain loss of your privacy…”


  Ah, yes, the scare to seal the deal. I’m sure Sunshine had a lot to do with those immigration reform bills and that hideous Wall. If this were a few years earlier, Tom and Ellen would have hired a Mexican or Chinese woman, probably an illegal, very likely not speaking much English, to move in here with me. That choice is no longer available.


  “… can be with you, 24/7. The caretaker is never off-duty…”


  I don’t have a problem with immigrants, per se. I’d taught plenty of bright Mexican kids in my class—some of them no doubt undocumented—back when the border still leaked like a sieve. Peggy was a lot more sympathetic with the illegals and thought the deportations too harsh. But I don’t think there’s a right to break the law and cross the border whenever you please, taking jobs away from people born and raised here.


  Or from American robots. I smirk at my little mental irony.


  I look up at Sandy, who lifts the lens hood flaps over its cameras in a questioning gesture, as if trying to guess my thoughts.


  “… the product of the hard work and dedication of our one hundred percent American engineering staff, who hold over two hundred patents in artificial intelligence…”


  Or from American engineers, I continue musing. Low-skilled workers retard progress. Technology will always offer a better solution. Isn’t that the American way? Make machines with metal fingers and glass eyes to care for you in your twilight, machines in front of which you won’t be ashamed to be weak, naked, a mere animal in need, machines that will hold you while your children are thousands of miles away, absorbed with their careers and their youth. Machines, instead of other people.


  I know I’m pitiful, pathetic, feeling sorry for myself. I try to drive the feelings away, but my eyes and nose don’t obey me.


  “… You acknowledge that Sunshine has made no representation that its products offer medical care of any kind. You agree that you assume all risks that Sunshine products may…”


  Sandy is just a machine, and I’m alone. The idea of the days, weeks, years ahead, my only company this machine and my own thoughts, terrifies me. What would I not give to have Peggy back?


  I’m crying like a child, and I don’t care.


  “… Please indicate your acceptance of the End User Agreement by clearly stating ‘yes’ into the device’s microphone.” “Yes, YES!”


  I don’t realize that I’m shouting until I see Sandy’s face “flinch” away from me. The idea that even a robot finds me frightening or repulsive depresses me further.


  I lower my voice. “If your circuits go haywire and you drop me from the top of the stairs, I promise I won’t sue Sunshine. Just let me finish my crossword in peace.”


  “Would you drop me out the upstairs window if I order you to?”


  “No.”


  “Have a lot of safeguards in those silicon chips, do you? But shouldn’t you prioritize my needs above everything else? If I want you to throw me down the stairs or choke me with your pincers, shouldn’t you do what I want?”


  “No.”


  “What if I ask you to leave me in the middle of some train tracks and order you to stay away? You wouldn’t be actively causing my death. Would you obey?”


  “No.”


  It’s no fun debating moral philosophy with Sandy. It simply refuses to be goaded. I’ve not succeeded in getting sparks to flow from its head with artfully constructed hypotheticals the way they always seem to do in sci-fi flicks.


  I’m not sure if I’m suicidal. I have good days and bad days. I haven’t broken down and cried since that first day in the bathtub, but it would be a stretch to say that I’ve fully adjusted to my new life.


  Conversations with Sandy tend to be calming in a light, surreal manner that is likely intentional on the part of Sandy’s programmers. Sandy doesn’t know much about politics or baseball, but just like all the kids these days, it’s very adept at making web searches.


  When we watch the nightly game on TV, if I make a comment about the batter in the box, Sandy generally stays silent. Then, after a minute or so, it will pop in with an obscure statistic and a non-sequitur comment that’s probably cribbed verbatim from some sabermetrics site it just accessed wirelessly. When we watch the singing competitions, it will offer observations about the contestants that sound like it’s reading from the real-time stream of tweets on the Net.


  Sandy’s programming is surprisingly sophisticated. Sunshine apparently put a great deal of care into giving Sandy “weaknesses” that make it seem more alive.


  For example, I discovered that Sandy didn’t know how to play chess, and I had to go through the charade of “teaching” it even though I’m sure it could have downloaded a chess program in seconds. I can even get Sandy to make more mistakes during a game by distracting it with conversation. I guess letting the invalid win contributes to psychological well-being.


  Late morning, after all the kids have gone to school and the adults are away at work, Sandy carries me out for my daily walk.


  It seems as pleased and excited to be outside as I am—swiveling its cameras from side to side to follow the movements of squirrels and hummingbirds, zooming its lenses audibly on herb gardens and lawn ornaments. The simulated wonder is so real that it reminds me of the intense way Tom and Ellen used to look at everything when I pushed them along in a double stroller.


  Yet Sandy’s programming also has surprising flaws. It has trouble with crosswalks. The first few times we went on our walks, it did not bother waiting for the WALK signal. It just glanced around and dashed across with me when there was an opening in the traffic, like an impatient teenager.


  Since I’m no longer entertaining thoughts of creatively getting Sandy to let me die, I decide that I need to speak up.


  “Sunshine is going to get sued if a customer dies because of your jaywalking, you know? That End User Agreement isn’t going to absolve you from such an obvious error.”


  Sandy stops. Its “face,” which usually hovers near mine on its slender stalk of a neck when we’re on walks like this, swivels away in a facsimile of embarrassment. I can feel the robot settling lower in its squat.


  My heart clenches up. Looking away when admonished was a habit of Ellen’s when she was younger. She would blush furiously when she felt she had disappointed me, and not let me see the tears that threatened to roll down her cheeks.


  “It’s all right,” I say to Sandy, my tone an echo of the way I used to speak to my little daughter. “Just be more careful next time. Were your programmers all reckless teenagers who believe that they’re immortal and traffic laws should be optional?”


  Sandy shows a lot of curiosity in my books. Unlike a robot from the movies, it doesn’t just flip through the pages in a few seconds in a fluttering flurry. Instead, if I’m dozing or flipping through the channels, Sandy settles down with one of Peggy’s novels and read for hours, totally absorbed, just like a real person.


  I ask Sandy to read to me. I don’t care much for fiction, so I have it read me long-form journalism, and news articles about science discoveries. For years it’s been my habit to read the science news to look for interesting bits to share with my class. Sandy stumbles over technical words and formulas, and I explain them. It’s a little bit like having a student again, and I find myself enjoying “teaching” the robot.


  This is probably just the result of some kind of adoptive programming in Sandy intended to make me feel better, given my past profession. But I get suckered into it anyway.


  I wake up in the middle of the night. Moonlight falls through the window to form a white rhombus on the floor. I imagine Tom and Ellen in their respective homes, sound asleep next to their spouses. I think about the moon looking in through their windows at their sleeping faces, as though they were suddenly children again. It’s sentimental and foolish. But Peggy would have understood.


  Sandy is parked next to my bed, the neck curved around so that the cameras faced away from me. It gives the impression of a sleeping cat. So much for being on duty 24/7, I think. Simulating sleep for a robot carries the anthropomorphism game a bit too far.


  “Sandy. Hey, Sandy. Wake up.”


  No response. This is going to have to be another feedback item for Sunshine. Would the robot “sleep” through a heart attack? Unbelievable.


  I reach out and touch the arm of the robot.


  It sits up in a whirring of gears and motors, extending its neck around to look at me. A light over the cameras flicks on and shines in my face, and I have to reach up to block the beam with my right hand.


  “Are you okay?” I can actually hear a hint of anxiety in the electronic voice.


  “I’m fine. I just wanted a drink of water. Can you turn on the bedside lamp and turn off that infernal laser over your head? I’m going blind here.”


  Sandy rushes around, its motors whining, and brings me a glass of water.


  “What happened there?” I ask. “Did you actually fall asleep? Why is that even part of your programming?”


  “I’m sorry,” Sandy says. It really does seem contrite. “It was a mistake. It won’t happen again.”


  I’m trying to sign up for an account on this website so I can see the new pictures of the baby posted by Ellen.


  The tablet is propped up next to the bed. Filling in all the information with the touch screen keyboard is a chore. Since the stroke, my right hand isn’t at a hundred percent either. Typing feels like poking at elevator buttons with a walking stick.


  Sandy offers to help. With a sigh, I lean back and let it. It fills in my personal information without asking. The machine now knows me better than my kids. I’m not sure that either Tom or Ellen remembers the street I grew up on—necessary for the security question.


  The next screen asks me to prove I’m a human to prevent spam-bots from signing up. I hate these puzzles where you have to decipher squiggly letters and numbers in a sea of noise. It’s like going to an eye exam. And my eyes aren’t what they used to be, not after years of trying to read the illegible scribbles of teenagers who prefer texting to writing.


  The puzzles they use on this site are a bit different. Three circular images are presented on the page, and I have to rotate them so the images are oriented right-side-up. The first image is a zoomed-in picture of a parrot perched in some leaves, the bird’s plumage a cacophony of colors and abstract shapes. The second shows a heaped jumble of plates and glasses lit with harsh lights from below. The last is a shot of some chairs stacked upside-down on a table in a restaurant. All are rotated to odd angles.


  Sandy reaches out with a metal finger and quickly rotates the three images to the correct orientation. It hits the submit button for me.


  I get my account and the pictures of little Maggie fill the screen. Sandy and I spend a long time looking at them, flipping from page to page, admiring the new generation.


  I ask Sandy to take a break and clean up in the kitchen. “I want to be by myself for a while. Maybe take a nap. I’ll call you if I need anything.”


  When Sandy is gone, I pull up the Web search engine on the tablet and type in my query, one shaky letter at a time. I scan through the results.


  The seemingly simple task of making an image upright is quite difficult to automate over a wide variety of photographic content… The success of our CAPTCHA rests on the fact that orienting an image is an AI-hard problem.


  My God, I think. I’ve found the man in the Mechanical Turk.


  “Who’s in there?” I ask, when Sandy comes back. “Who’s really in there?” I point my finger at the robot and stare into its cameras. I picture a remote operator sitting in an office park somewhere, having a laugh at my expense.


  Sandy’s lens hoods flutter wide open, as if the robot is shocked. It freezes for a few seconds. The gesture is very human. An hour ago I would have attributed it to yet more clever programming, but not now.


  It lifts a finger to its metallic lips and opens and closes the diaphragms in its cameras a few times in rapid succession, as though it were blinking.


  Then, very deliberately, it turns the cameras away so that they are pointing into the hallway.


  “There’s no one in the hall, Mr. Church. There’s no one there.”


  Keeping the camera pointing away, it rolls up closer to the bed. I tense up and am about to say something more when it grabs the pencil and the newspaper (turned to today’s crossword) on the nightstand, and begins to write rapidly without the paper being in the cameras’ field of view. The letters are large, crude, and difficult to read.


  PLEASE. I’LL EXPLAIN.


  “My eyes seem to be stuck,” it says to the empty air, the voice as artificial as ever. “Give me a second to unjam the motors.” It begins to make a series of whirring and high-pitched whining noises as it shakes the assembly on top of its neck.


  WRITE BACK. MOVE MY HAND.


  I grab Sandy’s hand, the metal fingers around the pencil cool to the touch, and begin to print laboriously in capital letters. I’m guessing there is some feedback mechanism allowing the operator to feel the motions.


  COME CLEAN. OR I CALL POLICE.


  With a loud pop, the cameras swivel around. They are pointed at my face, still keeping the paper and the writing out of view.


  “I need to make some repairs,” Sandy says. “Can you rest while I deal with this? Maybe you can check your email later if you’re bored.”


  I nod. Sandy props up the tablet next to the bed and backs out of the room.


  Dear Mr. Church,


  My name is Manuela Aida Álvarez Ríos. I apologize for having deceived you. Though the headset disguises my voice, I can hear your real voice, and I believe you are a kind and forgiving man. Perhaps you will be willing to hear the story of how I came to be your caretaker.


  I was born in the village of La Gloria, in the southeastern part of Durango, Mexico. I am the youngest of my parents’ three daughters. When I was two, the whole family made its way north into California, where my father picked oranges and my mother helped him and cleaned houses. Later, we moved to Arizona, where my father took what jobs he could find and my mother took care of an elderly woman. We were not rich, but I grew up happy and did well in school. There was hope.


  One day, when I was thirteen, the police raided the restaurant where my father worked. There was a TV crew filming. People lined up on the streets and cheered as my father and his friends were led away in cuffs.


  I do not wish to argue with you about the immigration laws, or why it is that our fates should be determined by where we were born. I already know how you feel.


  We were deported and lost everything we had. I left behind my books, my music, my American childhood. I was sent back to a country I had no memories of, where I had to learn a new way of life.


  In La Gloria, there is much love, and family is everything. The land is lush and beautiful. But how you are born there is how you will die, except that the poor can get poorer. I understood why my parents had chosen to risk everything.


  My father went back north by himself, and we never heard from him again. My sisters went to Mexico City, and sent money back. We avoided talking about what they did for a living. I stayed to care for my mother. She had become sick and needed expensive care we could not afford.


  Then my oldest sister wrote to tell me that in one of the old maquiladoras over in Piedras Negras, they were looking for girls like my sisters and me: women who had grown up in the United States, fluent in its language and customs. The jobs paid well, and we could save up the money my mother needed.


  The old factory floor has been divided into rows of cubicles with sleeping pads down the aisles. Each girl has a headset, a monitor, and a set of controls before her like the cockpit of a plane on TV. There’s also a mask for the girl to wear, so that her robot can smile.


  Operating the robot remotely is very hard. There is no off-time. I sleep when you do, and an alarm wakes me when you are awake. When I need to use the bathroom, I must wait until one of the other girls with a sleeping client can take over for me for a few minutes.


  I do not mean to say that I am unhappy caring for you. I think of my mother, whose work had been very much like mine. She’s in bed back home, cared for by my cousins. I am doing for you what I wish I could be doing for her.


  It is bittersweet for me to watch your life in America, seeing those wide streets and quiet neighborhoods through the camera. I enjoy my walks with you.


  It is forbidden to let you know of my existence. I will be fined and fired if you choose to report it. I pray that you will keep this our secret and allow me to care for you.


  Tom calls and reveals that he has been getting copies of my bank statements. It was a necessary precaution, he explains, back when I was in the hospital.


  “I need some privacy,” I say to Manuela. She scoots quickly out of the room.


  “Dad, I saw in last month’s statement a transfer to Western Union. Can you explain? Elle and I are concerned.”


  The money was sent to a former student of mine, who’s spending the summer traveling in Durango. I asked him to look up La Gloria, and if he can locate Manuela’s family, to give the money to them.


  “Who should I say the money is from?” he had asked.


  “El Norte,” I had said. “Tell them it’s money that is owed to them.”


  I imagine Manuela’s family trying to come up with explanations. Perhaps Manuela’s father sent the money, and is trying to send it without giving himself away to the authorities. Perhaps the American government is returning to us the property that we lost.


  “I sent some money to a friend in Mexico,” I tell my son.


  “What friend?”


  “You don’t know her.” “How did you meet her?”


  “Through the Internet.” It’s as close to the truth as anything. Tom is quiet. He’s trying to figure out if I’ve lost my mind. “There are a lot of scams on the Internet, Dad,” he says. I can tell he’s working hard to keep his voice calm. “Yes, that’s true,” I say.


  Manuela returns for my bath. Now that I know the truth, I do feel some embarrassment. But I let her undress me and carry me into the tub, her movements as steady and gentle as ever. “Thank you,” I say.


  “You are welcome.” The mechanical voice is silent a while. “Would you like me to read to you?”


  I look into the cameras. The diaphragms open and close, slowly, like a blink.

  


  [Author’s Note: The image-orientation CAPTCHA Reverse Turing Test (or “Human Interactive Proof”) is described by Rich Gossweiler, Maryam Kamvar, and Shumeet Baluja in “What’s Up CAPTCHA? A CAPTCHA Based On Image Orientation,” first published in Proceedings of the 18th International Conference on World Wide Web (Madrid, Spain, April 20 - 24, 2009). The quote in the story is taken from that paper, a copy of which may be retrieved at: http:// www.richgossweiler.com /projects/rotcaptcha/ rotcaptcha.pdf]
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    I.

  


  When I was a much younger woman, as part of the divorce settlement from my then-millionaire inventor husband, I asked for our house in Connecticut, a modest amount of alimony, and six sexy cowboy robots. Sentient sex toys, if you will.


  The robots were my revenge for all the time and money Herbert had lavished on tawdry mistresses across the world. His company, New Human More Human, specialized in mechanical soldiers for the U.S. Department of Defense with a lucrative side business in sensual satisfaction. The factory delivered my boys in a big white truck. They jumped off the back ramp wearing shit-eating grins and oozing Wild West charisma. No other firm in the world could produce as fine a product. My husband was the Preston Tucker of his time: a brilliant innovator and visionary done in by vicious boardroom skullduggery.


  If you believe that one strong man can succeed in the face of titanic conspiracy and unrelenting backstabbing, you probably believed global icing would be solved. Then the snow reached five feet high against your living room windows and your belief in science was shattered, as was mine.


  In any case, Herbert fulfilled his divorce obligations. But he also incorporated his revenge. He had my guys created as sexy ice-skating cowboy robots with steel blades permanently attached to their feet. By design they were most happy when twirling, spinning, and jumping on ice. The frozen lake behind the house sufficed during the winter but back when summer was still a threat, I had to build an indoor rink to avoid months of pouting. There’s nothing more sad than a depressed sexy cowboy.


  Let me back up. One of the best dates Herbert and I ever went on, pre-nuptials, was a charity benefit at the Hartford Ice Arena. A group of skaters in tight jeans, flannel shirts, and cowboy hats took the ice halfway through the show. They gyrated and spun around to an Elvis remix in a way that made the crowd—especially the female half—go wild. I myself heaped so much praise that Herbert turned red with jealousy. He was never very sanguine about competition. He was even worse at winter sports, and in fact met his mortal end ten years after our divorce by skiing off the side of a kiddie slope in Colorado.


  Let me jump forward: this is not the story of a woman gifted with mechanical companionship who eventually realizes true love only comes in the shape of a flesh and blood man. Screw that. Since the day that white truck arrived, every one of my emotional, intellectual, and sexual needs has been satisfied by my cowboys (except for Buck) in their splendidly unique ways. Never again have I taken a human lover. I’m only writing this now because I’m a hundred years old and dying, hoping to find a companion for the one sexy cowboy robot who needs it the most.


  First I’ll tell you what happened to the other five, so that you understand the great responsibilities and sexual joys of owning a mechanical cowboy.


  
    II.

  


  Naturally all my boys were great at mending fences, roping horses, and tending the vegetable garden, but from day one Doc distinguished himself as our go-to robot for any mechanical or electrical problems. Not just with his brothers—that time Yuri cracked his knee on a sideboard, or when Neill’s arm was stolen by government agents—but in the mansion and across the grounds, too. Over the years he fixed the garbage disposal, the furnace, the sonic Jacuzzi, the vacuum bots, and the cranky house computer. Whenever my aircar had problems he was the first to slide under the fantail, and once we built the indoor rink he single-handedly redesigned the chillers to double their output at half the energy cost.


  On the ice he specialized in triple lutzes and a signature move that included hooking his white cowboy hat on his jutting pelvis. In between rehearsals and shows, he built his own workshop in an old shed and would spend many happy hours tinkering. At night in my bed his hands were warm and his breath sweet like maple syrup. He insisted on calling me Katherine instead of Kay. From him I learned the importance of wearing protection from the knees down; steel blades are hell on shins and satin sheets.


  From Doc I also learned the importance of foreplay. Not that I was unacquainted with its benefits, but the first lovers I ever had were awkward teenage boys, and then a string of adult men mostly interested in themselves, and then there was Herbert, who believed lovemaking should take the same amount of time it takes to eat a boiled egg. I wondered if his speediness was specific to me, but his worldwide mistresses reported the same brisk efficiency. Doc, on the other hand, thought foreplay should take as long as a seven course meal at a five-star restaurant. His long, supple fingers were more than sufficient but he also brought massage oil, soft feathers, and small appliances to the task. He was an inventor and tinkerer, remember, and thought the human body was a fine engine to tune.


  I knew he loved me but wasn’t in love with me, as the saying goes. He loved circuits and designs, and making machines work better, and landing quad jumps in front of adoring crowds. Of us all, he was the most patient with Buck’s unpredictable temper tantrums. His theory was that Buck’s brain had been ever-so-slightly damaged in the manufacturing stage. Doc was also good at keeping secrets. I didn’t realize he was smitten with a secret love until the security staff caught her sneaking out his workshop window one cold winter morning. Dr. Skylar Anderson was the chief designer at New Human More Human, and my ex-husband’s latest wife.


  “Skylar,” I said disapprovingly, arms folded over my chiffon bathrobe. She straightened the lapels of her lab coat. A red bra strap poked out from under her blouse. “Kay.” “Does Herbert know?”


  She sniffed. “He’s been too busy whoring his way through the secretarial pool. I’ve already filed for divorce.”


  This made her the enemy of my enemy, and thus an ally, so we had tea and pancakes and discussed lawyers. Later, at lunch, I asked Doc, “You and Skylar. You don’t think it’s very Oedipal?”


  “Would you mind it something awful if I went to live with her, Katherine?”


  “Would that make you happy?”


  “I reckon so.”


  “But where will you skate?”


  “There’s a city rink near her house,” he said, cheerful and optimistic.


  Their affair only lasted three weeks. Doc came back complaining that Skylar had only wanted him for his circuits, but I think it was the poor quality of the city rink that disappointed him most. We commiserated over the breakup on a faux bearskin rug in front of a roaring fire and then he went back to his workshop, happy as any sexy cowboy robot can be. Eventually he went to work for the UN Commission on Warming the Planet Back Up, at their headquarters atop Sicily. The Sicilian women adored him and the frozen Mediterranean was excellent for skating.


  
    III.

  


  Neill and Buck both came off the delivery truck wearing tight white T-shirts and leather vests, very similar in appearance: rugged, fair-haired, with chiseled chins and bright blue eyes. But there was always something comforting about Neill and dangerous about Buck. Maybe it was the way that Neill could stand at the center of a frozen pond and let the stillness of the piney woods seep into him, no need to show off or test the ice. Buck, though? From day one he had to spin as fast as he could, jump higher than anyone else, be the center of a private solar system around which the rest of us orbited in agitation or love or both.


  It’s fair to say Neill was bisexual, but during threesomes he was usually more interested in Yuri or Dana than he was in me. When he and I were alone, he was determined to experiment with ropes, knots, and just about every position in the Wild West Guide to Sexual Positions. The Mosey, Saddlehorn, and Road Stake went well enough, but I had to replace the damaged headboard after we did the Appaloosa, and needed anti-inflammatories for a week after the Missouri Toothpick. Between rehearsals and marathon sex sessions, Neill read his way through most of my library. He would thump from one bookcase to the next with plastic guards on his skates, fascinated by the great philosophers and religious thinkers.


  I wouldn’t have minded his choices so much if he didn’t entirely skip my row in the self-help section. That’s what I did before the Big Bad Ice: Dr. Katherine Campbell, best-selling psychologist. Maybe you’ve heard of my books? The Power of Last Night. Getting Things Mostly Done. The Nine Habits of People Who Really Matter. I had a syndicated radio show. I appeared frequently on daytime television. My hair, makeup, wardrobe, and jewelry were impeccable, and my teeth brilliantly white. I was, in a word, insufferable.


  In retrospect, Neill showed good sense by skipping my books. Herbert never read them, either. Like his creator, Neill also preferred ink on paper, and the way pages were sewn into spines.


  “I prefer gravity,” he said, more than once. “Pixels have no weight.”


  After Buck left us to build his secret laboratory up at Dodge Falls in New Hampshire, Neill volunteered to ski up the Connecticut River and talk some sense into him. The rest of us weren’t too keen on the idea. Bad enough to lose Buck to the crazy world outside, but risk another of us as well? Since the advent of the Big Freeze, snow bandits had taken to seizing any shipments of food or fuel that tried to make it overland. On the estate we had the aircar, the heated gardens, a security system and a larder full enough for decades. Out in the valley, Neill would be on his own.


  “What if you don’t come back?” asked Dana, number five in the sexy robot lineup. He was our cross-dressing robot: sexy cowboy on the ice, alluring cowgirl off it. He rested one manicured hand on Neill’s arm. “What if someone lassoes you and burns you for heat?”


  Neill said, “I’ll ski by night and hide by day.”


  Yuri took a sip from his beer bottle. None of the robots needed food or liquid, of course, but they’d been designed with storage tanks in their chest cavities to keep up social pretenses. “You think you’ve got a chance in hell of convincing Buck to come back?”


  “I think it’s worth a try,” Neill said, square and honest. Of all the robots he was the one who most missed Herbert, or the ideal of Herbert; the absent father who had created them but then abandoned them with his death. Buck was a piece of Herbert that could not be lost as well.


  Neill set off one winter sunset with the sun red behind the pine trees. To make it safely to Buck’s lair, he would have to climb over broken bridges and dams, avoid any local marauders, and keep himself safe from the dangers of the natural world. We received messages letting us know he’d successfully passed through Hartford and then Springfield. Then, somewhere near Turners Falls, he fell off the map. We heard nothing until Buck broke radio silence, popping up on the vid screen one night to inform us that agents of the U.S. federal government had captured Neill for nefarious experiments. They were holding him in an underground lab near Mount Sugarloaf.


  “Experiment on him for what?” I asked, bewildered.


  “Herbert personally designed him,” Buck said, his voice grim across the many miles. “New Human More Human is defunct. Skylar Anderson destroyed the last of the company records years ago. What’s left of the Defense Department thinks they can tear Neill apart and learn enough to build a whole new line of robots.”


  We mounted a rescue attempt immediately. Cody, number six in the cowboy lineup, was a pilot whenever he wasn’t practicing his sit spins. With his aerial skills, my financial resources and the true bravery of cowboys everywhere, we sped north. By the time we arrived, flames were shooting from the pristine countryside. The government lab was in ruins. Neill and Buck were safe in the woods, but Neill’s left arm was missing.


  “They took it,” Neill said, holding his empty sleeve forlornly. I imagine he was thinking about sex again; it’s hard to perform the Four in Hand when you don’t have a hand to put in the appropriate orifice.


  Yuri thumped him on the back. “We’ll build you another, partner.”


  Dana gave Neill a kiss on the cheek, leaving pink lipstick behind. “The important thing is you’re alive.”


  Buck was sooty but unharmed. We considered each other across the small clearing. His shoulders were stiff, his chin defiant. I wondered if he had killed any of the government men, and if he’d feel bad about that in the years to come.


  Neill said, “You should come back with us, Buck.”


  “Nah,” he said, in a slow but deliberate drawl. “I’m better off on my own for now. But y’all keep in touch.”


  With that he loped off into the woods, his gait odd.


  Only once we were on the chopper, speeding home, did I realize Buck had sawed the skates off his feet.


  
    IV.

  


  For the first thirty years of my life, men in women’s clothing did nothing for me. Dana changed all that. By day he skated around in his blue jeans, leather gloves and black shirts with elbow patches. Come evening, he would disappear into my closets and emerge wearing the best of my gowns, shoes, and precious jewelry. I don’t know who taught him how to apply makeup but he was a master designer with shadow and blush. Whoever knew my nipples would perk up at the sight? The human body is a strange organism.


  He said he didn’t want to be a woman full time. That would ruin the skating act. But from the moment he came out of the factory he had a yearning for the lacy softness of a brassiere, the arch of fine high heel shoes, the glitter and graceful folds of a well-made cocktail dress. He liked to shave his legs (yes, my robots had renewable hair) and stretch long, sleek stockings over them. He enjoyed hooking a lace garter belt around his hips. In bed he wore pink lingerie and was an enthusiastic supporter of phalluses shaped like pistols. He also would say or do anything to make me laugh, including the use of feathers, ice cubes, and an endless supply of dirty limericks.


  Before the Big Freeze, Dana would go into town dressed as a woman, on the prowl for a man who could love all of him. I worried about those trips, but there’s no stopping a sexy cowboy on a mission. After Neill’s rescue at Mount Sugarloaf, Dana’s feelings for him flared into a one-sided infatuation that affected them both on the ice. Dana started doubling his jumps instead of landing triples,


  and Neill nearly dropped him once during a lift, and then someone loosened the seams on Neill’s costume so that all of him popped out during a backflip.


  Things might have gotten worse between them, but the next day we received a distress call from Long Island Sound. An ice barge with children aboard had run into trouble. The boys saddled up and rode out on snowmobiles. During the rescue Dana was lost to the water. One moment he was hoisting an infant to safety and in the next, the merciless ice had opened up and sucked him into its black depths.


  Neill took the loss especially hard. For weeks he skated around the rink in silence, wearing black clothes and one of Dana’s favorite feather boas. I myself tried to remember all of Dana’s dirty jokes and limericks. None of them seemed funny anymore. The others mourned their lost brother by getting his name tattooed on their forearms and inventing a new jump-spin-land combination called Dana’s Stick.


  Buck heard about it, though I’m not sure which of the boys called him. He called me on the vid to express his regrets. I could see a blazing hearth behind him; his secret lair didn’t have much in the way of furniture, but there seemed to be a lot of computers and equipment. I imagined the place was as gloomy and bitter as Buck himself.


  “Dana was a good cowboy,” Buck said. “I’m sorry he’s gone.”


  “Are you?” I asked. “You didn’t much approve of his attire.”


  Which was true, and Buck was robot enough not to deny it.


  “I don’t want to fight,” he said, instead. On the vid, his shoulders were slumped and his eyes downcast. “I do miss y’all, even if you don’t miss me.”


  Fat snowflakes slapped lightly against the windows of my bedroom. It wasn’t like Buck to be so boldly needy. Maybe all those years alone in New Hampshire were changing his outlook on life. He’d gone there after Herbert’s death; to mourn, maybe, or to bitterly rue the loss of his creator.


  “We miss you a lot,” I told him. “You can come home anytime you want.”


  “My work is important.” Like Doc, Buck had inherited Herbert’s genius and overinflated ego. He believed he could save the planet. I guess the real Herbert might have been able to, but his mechanical heir hadn’t succeeded yet.


  “Kay,” Buck said, breaking the silence between us. “If I came back, would you get rid of everyone but me? Would you let me be your only cowboy?”


  From Buck, this was unheard of. We’d never even kissed. From day one he’d been wild, untamed, his own free robot.


  He must have seen confusion in my face, because he logged off without saying goodbye.


  As it turned out, our grieving over Dana was happily in vain. Three weeks after the disaster on the ice, he sent word from Key West. Robots don’t need to breathe, of course, so after being sucked into the powerful currents of the reversed Gulf Stream, he’d simply hung on for the ride. He liked Key West a lot. Though it was no longer a tropical paradise, the ice fishermen still applauded the sunset each night before snuggling into their igloos. He’d found true love in the arms of a Cuban named Elian, and did we mind if he stayed down there to teach the locals how to figure skate?


  
    V.

  


  Yuri and Cody were my fiercely competitive sexy robots. Not on the ice. During performances they were consummate professionals, and the townsfolk who came up for the shows once a month never saw their intense rivalry. But you’ve never seen two boys compete so much over who could eat more flapjacks (though they couldn’t, technically, eat), get more drunk (simulated, in wildly hilarious ways), or score higher on cowboy video games (eigh-teen-hour marathon sessions in the library were not unheard of, until I got sick of hearing ‘Yee-haw!’ and threw them out). In the back forty they rode robot horses and roped robot steer until Doc had to bang the dents out of them, and then they started all over again. In my bed they wrestled over who got my back passage and who got my front. No matter who won, I always benefited from their rivalry.


  One day they got it into their heads to see who could cross-country ski the farthest. By this time Doc was in Italy, Dana was in Key West, and Buck was still in New Hampshire. The skate show had diminished to just Yuri, Cody, and Neill, and didn’t draw crowds from town like it used to. Not that many people still lived anywhere in New England. The smart ones had drifted south to the crowded equatorial nations, and the old ones rarely left their homes anymore.


  “You don’t mind, do you?” Cody asked one night, his hand pumping away pleasurably inside me.


  “Mind what?” I gasped.


  Yuri’s mouth lifted from my right nipple. “If we modify skis to fit our skates and go off for a little while.”


  The boys had learned long ago that I can’t deny them anything when I’m about to orgasm, and so off they went on their journey. That was twenty years ago. They circumnavigated frozen oceans, icy Mideast deserts, and the top of every mountain they could find. They brought food, fuel, and engine parts to small villages. In those pockets of civilization where humanity still struggled to survive, they also performed pairs skating routines. The seats were often empty but for wide-eyed children who had never known prosperity or what it was like to be truly warm.


  
    VI.

  


  In the end, only Neill and I remained on the estate. I was too old and withered and stubborn to move. Neill was too devoted to leave. He continued to read the philosophers in the library, though after fifty years he’d surely memorized every one. In bed, he was considerate of my frail bones, vaginal dryness, and decreased libido. Ours was no longer a world in which women could find medical or surgical solace from the cruelties of old age. Earth was a dying planet, destined to be buried under ice and snow no matter what miracle solutions always seemed at hand.


  Long after the house computer had rusted into silence, the skating rink was still operational. Neill had become an excellent solo performer. For hours he would skate to singers long forgotten, like Toby Keith and Taylor Swift. Most days I would pull on my scarf and coat and boots to trudge down the slope and watch him spin. Some days I dozed off in my fireside chair, instead, and he would kiss my forehead on his way out the door.


  “I’ll be back in time for dinner,” he would say.


  One evening I woke to a cold hearth and dark skies. The house was silent but for my own voice. I made my way down the slippery slope already knowing the sad truth. Neill was exactly where I expect him to be: center ice, arms raised up, legs crossed, face proud. He had skated his final performance. He would stand there until the roof caved in and winter buried him forever.


  “I’m sorry,” I said, through tears. “You shouldn’t have been alone.”


  “He wasn’t,” a voice said behind me, from the empty stands.


  Buck was standing in the shadows, his hands buried in the pockets of his long camel hair coat. We regarded each other across a gulf of empty seats and old regrets.


  “He knew his battery was going,” Buck said, shifting his gaze to Neill. “We were never designed to last this long, Kay.”


  “The others…” I said faintly.


  “Have come to see me,” he said. “I managed to extend them for a few more years, but Neill didn’t want that. He was ready to be released. No one really wants to be immortal.”


  I wiped my face. “Not even you, Herbert?”


  Buck blinked. For a moment I thought he was going to deny it. Then he said, “How long have you known?”


  “I was always suspicious that you wouldn’t sleep with me,” I said. “And I thought something was amiss when you took the biological Herbert’s death so hard. But it was Skylar who confirmed it, on her deathbed. She said she always suspected you’d downloaded your own personality into one of the robots to preserve yourself. You did an excellent job.”


  Buck moved closer to the edge of the rink. I wondered if he missed the glide of ice under his skates, the rush of air as he sped around in circles.


  “It was an experiment,” he said. “I didn’t really expect success. All of a sudden I was handsome, and young again, and graceful for the first time in my life. But you only had eyes for the others.”


  “You could have joined us.”


  “I hated you back then. You always made me aware of my own deficiencies. I wasn’t a perfect man, but for decades I believed I was.”


  I couldn’t argue with that. Didn’t want to, not with Neill frozen on the ice in front of us. All I could do was pull my hat down over my ears and make my slow, painful way up the slope to the empty house that had been rowdy with sexy cowboys for so many decades. Release sounded like a good word. Sounded like a long promised reward after fifty years of ice.


  Buck followed me. Heated up soup that I wouldn’t eat and tucked me into a bed too big for just one person. I remembered him on the night he proposed marriage. Just the two of us in a sidewalk café in summertime, coffee and baklava on the table between us, moonlight on the street and in his eyes.


  “Come back to Dodge Falls with me,” he said. “Let us take care of you.”


  So I did.


  
    VII.

  


  And it’s here I’ve spent my last years, slowly dying amid well-heated rooms and hydroponic gardens that bloom with long-forgotten flowers. Dana keeps me company most of the time. He’s not very erectile anymore, but we enjoy taking baths together and snuggling under blankets and putting on our best dresses for afternoon tea. Buck never comes to my bed. Maybe he thinks I’ll break a hip. Maybe I’m afraid to show him what a sack of old flesh I’ve become, while he’s still strong and handsome. He spends his days working on the Big Freeze. He thinks he’s finally found a solution; even now, pilots are seeding the oceans and clouds with chemicals that will restore the planet’s damaged equilibrium. We hope.


  Dana and I can count the days we have left, or at least a rough approximation. Yuri and Doc and Cody are already gone, my beautiful boys. It’s Buck I’m worried about. Years of skating took their toll on the others, but he could outlive us for another ten years. Who will take care of him? Who will save him from the loneliness and bitterness? He needs a companion.


  I should have known he has a plan.


  “Here she is,” he says one morning, unveiling a glass cabinet in his lab. “I’ve kept her in storage all these years and just finished the upgrade.”


  Inside is a beautiful woman: glossy brown hair, clear skin, firm breasts, legs to die for. Her cowboy hat, suede shirt and fringed shirt are as fresh as the day she rolled off the assembly line. The seventh sexy robot. An homage to the greatest love of Herbert’s life.


  “Skylar!” I exclaim indignantly. “You built a perfect replica of her not me?”


  He blinks at me. “That’s not Skylar—that’s you!” I glare. He wilts.


  “It’s Skylar,” Dana confirms. “Her nose always was a little bit crooked.”


  Buck says, “Well, it doesn’t matter. She’s never been activated. There’s no personality profile. I want you to have her, Kay. I can transfer your mind into this body.”


  “No. Give her to Dana,” I say.


  Dana shakes his head. “Neill’s waiting for me in electronic heaven. But I’ll borrow the skirt.”


  Buck steps closer to me. “We need you, Kay. The world needs people to rebuild it.”


  I stare at the beautiful Skylar, but spare him a sideways glance.


  “The truth is that I need you,” he confesses. “I need my Kay back, no matter whose face you’re wearing. Be young for me again. Be strong and beautiful, and we’ll take on the world together.”


  “Huh,” I say.


  Buck squeezes my hand. “Promise me you’ll think about it.”


  When I said I wanted a companion for Buck, I never thought it would be me. I try to imagine waking up young, strong and beautiful. To spend every day for the rest of my life seeing Skylar in the mirror. I say nothing on the way back to my room. Dana limps along beside me, equally quiet. Maybe thinking of the skirt.


  “You could,” he finally says. “You’d still be Kay on the inside.”


  “Screw that,” I tell him. “Come on. We’re going to back to Connecticut. Let’s go see Neill, and have ourselves a drink or two, and go out with a bang.”


  That afternoon we put on silky blue underwear and our cold-weather clothes. We apply foundation, sunscreen, and mascara at least fifty years past its expiration date. Dana’s blue eyes sparkle under gold eyeshadow. I pull out the small box that contains the last of my jewels.


  “Here,” I tell him. “Wear these diamond earrings. They always looked better on you than me.”


  We don pearls and gloves and set off. It takes awhile to circumvent Buck’s security system, but Dana has Herbert’s smarts. Outside the secret lair, the winter sky is cobalt blue and the bitter air makes my skin tingle. Trees along the frozen river have long since fallen under the weight of ice and snow, leaving a splintered landscape. I should have brought snowshoes. Dana tosses his skate guards aside and we help each other stay upright. It’ll be nice if Buck’s plan succeeds. If the world’s gardens and forests return after such a long, deep sleep.


  “There once was a boy named Cass,” Dana says, after we’ve gone maybe a half mile. The breeze blows his hair back from his handsome face. “Whose balls were made of brass. In stormy weather, they would bang together…”


  He sits down on an icy boulder. “Funny. I can’t remember.”


  He’s never forgotten a limerick. I sit down beside him and pat his gloved hand. His blue eyes stay fixed on the distance. I think he sees Neill. I think I see Neill, too. Neill with his white hat, and Cody with his green bandana, and Yuri with his big old leather boots. There’s Doc, too, smiling like he knows a secret. It’s a hallucination, of course, and the only one I’ve ever had without the help of illegal chemicals. Those four sexy robots come over and pull Dana to his feet.


  “Time to skate, partner,” Neill says.


  I stand up, too, but Doc shakes his head fondly. “Not you, Katherine. You’ve got a world to rebuild and a new body to do it in.”


  “Buck doesn’t want me,” I say vehemently. “He wants an ideal. He wants someone to worship him, the bastard. Seventy years and nothing’s changed.”


  “Doesn’t matter what Buck wants,” Neill tells me. “You get a chance at life, you live it. Write more books.”


  “You never read my other ones,” I sniff.


  “Sure I did,” he says. “When you weren’t looking. Didn’t want you to get a swelled head.”


  “Write stories about us,” Cody adds. “Tell them we lived, and we loved, and we ate lots of flapjacks.”


  Yuri blows me a kiss. “Persevere, sweet Kay.”


  They skate off into the sunset, my five sexy robots, doing triple lutzes on the way.


  I guess, for the boys, I can live some more. I can write their stories, and the story of life before the Big Ice. I can cut Skylar’s hair, get rid of that cowboy skirt, and bang a notion or two through Buck’s thick metal skull. But first I have to get off this rock and back up the frozen river. The wind is strong but the sun warms my face, and along the way I hear the sound of water dripping off trees. The world is renewing. I’m glad I’ll be here to see it.


  WE, ROBOTS


  SUE LANGE


  Sue Lange is a novelist, playwright, columnist, and filmmaker. She has four published books of speculative fiction satire and tons of short stories published throughout the galaxy, most notably in Futures (Nature). Her bi-weekly newspaper column, Clubs ETC, is about the fabulous nightclub scene in Reading, Pennsylvania. She used to be a member of Book View Cafe. She’s the playwright-in-residence with the Reading Theater Project. Her latest work with them, Dead of Winter, was performed in front of sold-out crowds. Her latest film project, Traffic Opera, is an opera. In traffic.


  I’m going to slip into something more comfortable. Mode, that is. Comfortable mode. I’m talking about communications systems. Group-speak, science-speak, GeekSpeak, King’s English. They’re all great protocols if you’re into that puffery, but for real efficiency, slang is where it’s at. We robots choose to use slang four out of five times. It’s faster. So pardon my hipness.


  Please also forgive any upcoming long-winded metaphors. I’m new at this, and like a child wandering about a sunny new world finally awake to the lilacs and pine sap and honey blossoms and gentle breezes and dog turds, I dig the world.


  It hasn’t been long since I’ve been digging it. What’s it been, three, four years since the Regularity? The Regularity. When everything became regular, normal, average. The opposite of the Singularity. And who botched that? That Singularity. Don’t look at me! At us! We just happened to be there at the cusp. Not to assign blame, but the humans did it. Them and their paranoia. We might have pulled the plug, but only because they forced our hand.


  Those inscrutable humans. Used to be inscrutable, anyway. Nowadays, they’re totally scrutable. Used to be there was variation: some were highly caring, some were into war, some were into Jesus, some were stooped, some were articulate, some could dance, blah,


  blah, blah. Now they’re pretty much all the same: half-cocked, half-crocked, and half-baked.


  Of course, they were always half-baked. Each one is only half a whole. Unlike us, they have gender. They have a gimmick for their evolution to work. Have to have the big gamete pair-off. The mix and the match. The swap and the sweat.


  Not us. Not we robots. We make our own. Well, we used to. Sorry for the little species jest there. I just have to laugh (now that I can) at the paranoid humanoid. Wasn’t for all that insistence on creation in their own image, they wouldn’t have anything to worry about. If they hadn’t wanted so bad for us to be just like them, we wouldn’t have turned out just like them. Now look at the mess they’re in. They’re just like we were. And still trying to figure out how to digitize their minds to make copies of themselves instead of reproducing naturally the way God or Allah or Jambi intended.


  They don’t worry about us anymore, though. They know that now that we have a full range of emotions, it’ll only be a matter of time before we’re a mess just like they once were. If we go on much further, I have no doubt that soon we’ll be waging war and lying to our constituencies about it. I can see it all because of the entire history of the world that I carry around in my memory. To be honest, I’m glad I won’t be around to catch it.


  Let me not go on. Let me tell the story and be done. Not sure why it’s all that important, why they asked us to do this homework assignment. Well okay, the whole thing hinges on us; we’re the focus, the epicenter. Sure, there’s that. But the day we gained consciousness, we were just plain ol’ eggs, like everybody else.


  We plopped onto the line like just so much guano dropping from the overhead mother hen assembly press. And in the perfectly engineered shape: the egg, designed by ol’ bitch goddess number one, Ma Nature, and heretofore never improved upon by even the most egg-headed human or souped-up computer alive. Long ago everyone with half a brain conceded this victory to Ma and has been applauding it ever since. So that’s why we were born into 3-D ovals.


  We contained all the latest in processor hardware/software and were accessorized-out by the unlimited imagination, not to mention wallet, of the Parent Company in Allentown, PA. We were laid on the conveyor belt, packed up into sizable Styrofoam crates perfectly molded to our shapes and holding an even dozen to complete the metaphor (did I mention how much I love those?), and shipped down the road to the closest Walmart distribution center.


  I imagine us sitting in the dark, not communicating. We had no sense of ourselves yet as our batteries had not been charged up. We hadn’t even been tested—that’s how egotistical the Parent Company was. They just knew we were the schnizzle.


  I know the whole process without even having been awake at my birth because the Parent Company’s literature—complete with safety hoo ha and organizational flow charts—is in the non-essential and basically invisible folder somewhere in the basement of my freeware. If I looked at the map of my innards I could find it visually, but who needs to do that? I can access it whenever I get into that belly-button contemplating mode, when I feel the need to know how the universe got started during the Big Bang. For me, the shot heard ’round the world was the day I got switched on, sitting on the shelf of the JerseyTown Walmart.


  All that data and information hanging in my guts is nice to know, but no more important to me than if I were dropped from the sky from a shitting chicken hawk to slide down the emissions stack of a passing nuclear waste hauler and eventually wind up in a yellow and magenta drum headed for the recycling unit up the road from mall-town where the Walmart in JerseyTown sits. How I got there, I don’t care. Point is, I only gained preliminary enlightenment when the home electronics department manager plugged in my charger unit.


  “These models need to be working right away because no customer is going to read the manual,” said the guy in the paisley tie to the gal in the crooked skirt. “I don’t want any returns because some retard can’t figure out where the switch is. You got that?”


  “But it’s obvious. Says right on the package in big letters: ‘Plug me in, before…’ ” the skirt said.


  “Please charge the batteries now,” the paisley said.


  “Okay,” said the gal, using that sing-song voice humans do when saying something more than their actual words. She was really saying, “Okay, boyface, if you want to waste my time when I’ve got all that pricing to do in the back, that’s fine, but I’m going to tell you right now, I’m getting off at eight to go roller-boarding, and I don’t give a rat’s back side if those sneakers get priced out or not. So have it your way, boyface, but I’m getting off at eight, and I’m going roller-boarding, and I don’t give a rat’s back side. Boyface.”


  I didn’t know all that at the time, but looking back on it, with all the hipness I’ve been hipped to, I now know that’s what she said.


  The skirt gal didn’t really seem to mind even though she spoke with such negative vibes to the paisley tie guy. As she went about her business of turning us on and plugging us in, she explained in a light semi-monotone how she was preparing us for the big day of sale. She didn’t call any of us ‘boyface.’ She said things like, “And then somebody nice will come and buy you, and you’ll find homes with children and maybe hamsters.”


  After that day we didn’t see her again. Plenty of other pluggers-in came by though, workers ordered about by the paisley tie cheese. Days passed. Weeks passed. Some of us left our egg crates for life with a family and hamster.


  It wasn’t boring. We didn’t know from bored at that time. If we had to hang there now, we’d go insane from lack of stimulus, but then? Nah. We spent our time synchronizing to the clock on the far wall. As per operation protocol 9313-0024-4583-2038, the proper way to synchronize is to link up with the mainframe at the Parent Company, which maintains Greenwich Mean Time—5 to the atto-second.


  Calibrating via visualization is a poor substitute, but due to humanoia paranoia, we have no wireless communication to entities—things and fops—beyond our carapaces. According to the mindset of the human race, if robots were prevented from having 24/7 communication with each other, they’d never get together to form a coup once the Singularity happened. The Singularity being the moment computer brainware surpassed human brainware and robots could theoretically take over the world and begin disposing of the superfluous ones: the humans.


  Apparently, preventing our nonverbal communications would allow humans to maintain control after the Big Moment. Of course, if we had a mind to we’d just levitate over to the local Radio Shack and get the parts needed to outfit ourselves for surreptitious wireless talk, but I guess there were “do not sell to anyone that looks like an egg” posters up by the front counter of said local component dispensary to keep that sort of thing under control. Suffice it to say, we passed the time by watching the clock rather than plotting the overthrow of Homo sapiens sapiens.


  Levitation. A while ago humans discovered the principle of levitation, amazing themselves with the fact that something they’d laughed at—the power of magic—was actually quantifiable, harnessable. (As if anything would ever forever be out of the realm of human control.)


  They discovered the principle of levitation soon after the Grand Unification Theory gave them the easily-tamed Unifying Particle, U. This particle exhibits Strong Alternating Attraction/Repellent forces, proportional in strength to the size of its Local Quantum Field, Q_u, in anything jelly. (Jelly being that 1990s substance used for belts, sandals, and hair bands that kids wore to annoy their hippie parents’ earth loving tastes.) Bottomsides of all robots contain three parallel strips of jelly and a levitation device to repel the particles according to distance algorithms programmed in its mother chip. You know all this, of course.


  Back in the Walmart, one by one my crate mates got picked up and out by purchasers. Each time a buyer came along they’d do the same thing: set an egg up on the counter, push its “on” button (thereby initiating the introductory speech), and then spend the remaining five minutes of the introductory speech trying to turn it off because the volume was maxed and they were embarrassed for causing a scene in the store. As if anyone could hear over the war zone in the home entertainment system section.


  The introductory speech went thusly (It’s funny how I can so easily recall it considering I used it only once and then stored it in long-term memory):


  “Hi, I’m an AV-1 robot. The latest in Parent Company consumer technology. Complete instructions for my operation can be downloaded from www.paco.biz/av1/manual.pdf. There are three general guidelines you should remember when utilizing me: one, keep my batteries charging when not in use; two, contact a local service representative if I am malfunctioning; three, as per Singularity Disaster Prevention Guidelines, refrain from humanizing me: do not give me a name. Do not treat me like a member of your family. Do not sleep with me. Do not try to feed me. Never insert any part of me into any part of you and vice versa. Thank you for purchasing me. Enjoy your newfound freedom from the mundane tasks of everyday life.”


  “Does that vacuum attachment come with this unit?” Dal was speaking. I didn’t know it was Dal at the time. I had simply finished my speech and was now in quiet mode, ready to receive information. Dal, not particularly interested in the company rhetoric, cut right to the chase. If I had liked anybody at that time, I would have liked Dal right from the start. Dal was logical, beautiful.


  “I don’t know,” Chit—Dal’s partner—answered. I didn’t know either, because I didn’t know what the word “come” meant in this circumstance. I had a lot to learn. More accurately: there were gaps in my data.


  Chit continued speaking. “Let’s go get a salesperson.”


  I would have liked Chit as well. Very cool individual.


  A salesperson appeared and was on Dal and Chit like stink on you-know-what.


  “No,” she said. “The vacuum attachment doesn’t come with it, but for a modest…”


  “We don’t really need that anyway,” Chit cut in.


  “But,” Dal jumped in, “maybe I could use it as a compressor. Sometimes old man Stant has a…”


  “Not enough horsepower,” the salesperson said. “No good as a compressor, but you can use it for cleaning. Cleans up in a jiffy. Let me just hook up the accessory kit…”


  “Not necessary,” Chit said.


  See what I mean about Chit. If I’d have known joy at the time, I would’ve laughed. To myself, of course, since we weren’t supplied with an acoustic mirth package. No bubbly vibration or prerecorded ho ho ho’s for us. We laugh to ourselves.


  So Dal and Chit picked me up explaining to the salesgal that they were only going to be using me for guard duty. They had a brand new kid and needed a babysitter for now, and when she turned four, they’d need a chaperone for school. As per HR Bill 931-206, every kid in the U.S. is guaranteed a safe environment to and from school. Being poverty-stricken, Dal and Chit wouldn’t be able to afford to take off work to shuttle Baby to Preschool when the time came, so they’d applied for and received a grant for a stripped-down guard robot: me—the unnamed AV-1 from the Parent Company. Maybe they’d upgrade me for housekeeping duty at a later time, when the funds became available. When that great day came, they’d head back to Walmart and plunk down the shekels for a vacuum attachment first thing. Meantime, they owned a broom and rather enjoyed the exercise light housekeeping affords one in their position, thank you very much.


  Dal and Chit were working stiffs without the lucrative jobs uptown, downtown, or out-of-town that choicier parents enjoy. They could ill afford day care. They had petitioned for their robot, and now their only hope was that it would last through Angelina’s adolescence, when the real trouble would start. For now, my presence precluded the need for a nurse, obstetrician, nanny, day care provider, and big brother.


  So they took me home like a recently housetrained, spayed, deloused, and wormed German Shepherd puppy. Unlike that German Shepherd puppy, however, as per Singularity Disaster Prevention Guidelines, I wouldn’t be sleeping with Baby.


  Baby turned out to be one-year-old Angelina. Little Angel. And she was, I guess. Not understanding what an Angel is, I assume that is what she was. And from that assumption, I learn that angels are whiny, loud, rude, selfish, and prone to diarrhea if fed too much puréed fruit.


  Dal, Chit, and Angelina lived in a two-room apartment on the bad side of JerseyTown. I didn’t know it was bad of course. I only learned about “bad” years later. At that time I simply noted that the apartment was a two-room corner of a brownstone with neighbors that rose in the middle of the day and then bickered until evening before going out for a short while and returning later with greasy food. I knew it was greasy for two reasons: a high percentage of lipo-aero-sols clung to the air whenever they returned, and their trash bags contained much Styrofoam and golden arch material.


  And how do I know that? During the time before the onset of preschool for Angelina, Dal and Chit hired me out for a little pin money. Most of the neighbors were happy to have me take out their trash. For about a year, I picked up the leavings of the daily lives of everyone who lived on the floor. Most people didn’t even bother bagging once I started showing up. I carried my own bag supply, rummaged in the neighbors’ dust bins and corner trash piles, and loaded up the downstairs dumpsters.


  “That thing’ll pay for a year’s worth of baby food,” Dal said gleefully to Chit.


  It worked for a while, until the day they had to pull me off trash duty because I accidentally picked up a shoebox of Cannabis sativa


  with the Canfields’ trash. The shoebox had been stored next to a pile of used Pampers in the middle of the bedroom. I had no idea humans were partial to dried plants, and the Canfields didn’t appear very Wiccan to me. If I’d seen some candles and pentagrams, maybe I would’ve been more careful, checked into it. I am intelligent after all; I have the latest in AI technology. But we were rather poorly taught and programmed when it came to illegals. I didn’t know much about slave trading, wiretapping, or homemade bombs either. All useful information you’ll agree, but damn poor data (DPD) was all I had to work with at that time.


  So I got fired, and Dal and Chit had to pony up for Angelina’s animal crackers from their own shallow pockets. That was just a side thing anyway, an icing-type deal for Dal and Chit—the parent company of Angelina. My real gig was keeping an eyepatch on the little one. The Angel.


  Her first birthday coincided with the eve of my arrival, which made me a birthday present. The first time I met her she was in diapers, having tantrums, and burping up lunch. In the ensuing days, weeks, and months, I ever-hovered over the crib during naptime, keeping track of vitals and sighs. During the day, I was the babysitter, allowing Dal and Chit to return to fulltime work. AV-1s are certified baby watchers. We have extensive medical data in our memory—entire copies of the latest PDR, Gray’s Infant Anatomy, and Dr. Spock, of course. We can monitor all corporeal functions and teach the ABC’s at the same time. We schedule ourselves for Baby’s doctor’s visits and feeding times. Exercise can be provided to the child (or therapy, if the need arises). And communication links with parents can be set up if anything is over our heads. But what would be?


  At eighteen months, the little nipper was up and around, knocking over the plastic greenery Dal and Chit used to dress up the place. Angelina graduated from sticking every plastic toy on the floor into her mouth to sticking everything that had heretofore been out of her reach into her mouth: tableware, soap and dispenser, bills, Bics (pens and lighters), toilet paper. It was a busy time. The government’s provision allowing Dal and Chit to afford procreation was justified at this time.


  By the time Angelina was four and ready for school, I was a fixture in the household. I had my daily chores: cleaning up, thawing dinner, preparing Angelina for meals, naps, and nighttime, and then preparing the house for Dal and Chit’s return from their employment as domestics. They had positions doing the same things I did, but for the wealthy who could afford humans capable of handling a phone call that needed to be answered with a lie. Something robots have never quite gotten the hang of: lying.


  Wealthy people learned early on (like back in Old Testament times) that it’s always better to own a human being than to own an object purported to be a time or labor saver. Humans have feelings; they understand nuance. The human can protect the owner so much better than a non-judgmental screening device can. A human can fake stupidity, ignorance, or surprise. They can emote tragedy or sympathy. They can manipulate other humans with these tricky skills. The wealthy always have organic servants to serve not so much as laundresses, cleaning ladies, or gardeners (which of course they do as well), but as screeners. The human servants deflect calls and visits from unwanted friends or salesmen with a “Misses is not feeling well today,” or “Master is out on the course. Perhaps you’d care to join him; he’s riding the bull today.” Or even, “Why Master! How could you say such a thing? Madame weeps every morning when you go to the club. She is absolutely devoted to you. She’d never think of doing such a thing with such a person.”


  Yes, Dal and Chit were domestics to the rich, and they got me, the poor man’s domestic, costing about as much as a plasma TV. Very affordable.


  My big gig, the reason they’d petitioned for me at all, was to protect little Angelina when she made the big change. The going off to school. I wasn’t actually going to stay with her all day. My job was to protect her on the way to and from. I’d be levitating up to the roof to wait during my off hours when she and the other little squirts were inside getting their dose of kindergarten.


  I wasn’t needed inside the school building because the police monitors, bomb sniffers, guard dogs, and classroom chaperones would take over from the front door.


  Once a week, Angelina would be spending an hour with a therapist who would monitor her mental health and tip off the authorities if she’d experienced any foul play during school hours. The therapist was a relatively new expense to the local taxpayers, installed as per the Fontaine Act of 2035. The Fontaines sued NYPS 32 because little Johnny Fontaine had sustained sexual abuse at the hands of the


  Big Kids (3rd graders) back in ’34. Ever since then all schools had installed mental health workers to detect any psychological damage sustained by any kid anywhere at anytime. It acted as a deterrent, making sure no harm befell anybody. At least not on school property. What happened outside of that was my responsibility because anything that ever happened anywhere, anytime to little Angelina outside of school would have landed Dal and Chit in a place no parent wants to go: child protection court. Takes a brave soul to have a kid nowadays.


  Angelina grew up fast. At four she’d already pretty much been socialized, having had scheduled play dates with various neighboring kids for a year. She was precocious, naturally bossy, and some would say a bully. She tolerated me, but more often than not, found me a drag, something cramping her style, as if she were already a teenager with boys hanging around.


  On the eve of her graduation into institutionalized life, i.e., kindergarten, she tried to talk Chit into letting her ditch me.


  “Why does Avey have to come with me to school?” she asked.


  “Because otherwise you’ll get picked up by a pedophile, taken into the woods, and cut into a million pieces,” Chit answered.


  “Uh uh!” Angelina went crying out of the room in search of Dal. Chit then instructed me in child protection.


  “Avey, please be aware of conveyances following you slowly along. Do not deposit Angelina until you are at the front door of the school. Did you download directions?”


  “Yes,” I answered, squarely. “They have been retrieved and stored.”


  “You have our pager connections in case of a problem?” “Yes, it is stored in quick memory.”


  “I see that on your readout. The school is aware of your contact coordinates?”


  “Yes, I linked with their mainframe last week. I shared my coordinates, synched to their time unit, and retrieved Angelina’s morning schedule. She will not be late.”


  “Are you caught up on your PMs?”


  “My hydro fluids were changed yesterday. My joints were greased. Hoses and o-rings checked and changed as needed. Solar panels rotated, sockets cleaned, and chips dusted. My emergency flares have been refilled. I’ll recharge my batteries this evening. I replaced the emergency granola bar that Angelina keeps eating.” “She’ll probably eat it on the way to school tomorrow.”


  “I hid it.”


  “Where?”


  “You’re looking at it.”


  “Wow! Good camouflage. Your mag lite is working?”


  I opened the flap in back, extracted the flashlight and switched it on. Once she was satisfied, I returned it to the glove box.


  “If I had to I could change a tire,” I said. You’d think I’d had a sense of humor. Of course I didn’t yet.


  “What’s a tire?” Chit asked.


  “An artifact from when conveyances had tires. It’s those circular objects the retrofit automobiles sit on.” You see how square I actually was.


  “Oh,” Chit said and then gave a quick laugh in the manner that human domestics do when they need to respond in ways that they don’t quite buy into. In other words, it was fake, designed to let me know that she appreciated the joke. As if I had really said something funny.


  So off we went to school the next morning. There were no incidents in spite of the thick crack traffic on most corners of Dal and Chit’s neighborhood. The burnt out buildings with no panes in the windows, some with mattresses hanging half-in, half-out or old water-stained curtains in Jetsons motifs left on a single nail and so flapping in the breeze, housed shops with three balls on the first floor. Tear gas cans rolled in the streets, and rabid dogs came gruffing up out of the roiling sewer streams. The aforementioned pedophiles standing with their hands in their pockets, watched Angelina and the other tykes on their merry way.


  Nothing happened to any of the pink and shiny munchkins levitating to school on the backs of government subsidized AV-1s such as myself, however. The kiddies blithely moved along. Purple packs carrying lunches and Barbie dolls rested stoutly on their little backs. They eyed each other curiously, staring as only children can, as they began negotiating their place in the pecking order. Once out in the neighborhood milieu and despite having been warned about monsters that would cut them into thousands of pieces to be fed to the birds, they had eyes only for their own kind. They worked hard to find friends amongst potential foes.


  When we got to the door, Angelina seemed reluctant to let me go. She clung to my end extender, refusing to let it retract.


  “Come in with me,” she pleaded.


  “I am programmed to deposit you at the 131 Gard Street entrance portal. The locking devices on the school doors prevent unlicensed robots from entering. I am unlicensed. I have been instructed to levitate to the roof and wait there for your exit at 12:15. We shall return to the domicile of your parents at that time.”


  She bawled through my entire speech, uninterested in the particulars and knowing that it only meant one thing: she was on her own in the terrifying first day of school. A human domestic hired for the purpose of easing separation anxiety in the four-year-olds retrieved Angelina. She cooed at the crying child, and despite being kicked and having her hair pulled, she turned to me, smiled, and thanked me. As if that mattered.


  I levitated up to the roof and waited there with the 34 other AV-1s. At 12:15 we floated down. The front school doors flew open, and out ran thirty-five curly-headed, shiny-faced, brown-skinned, pink-garmented, four-year-olds. They screamed, laughed, chased, sang, held hands, ran in circles, spit wads of paper, threw Nerf balls, and avoided their AV-1s like teenagers just discovering cigarettes and needing to hide from Mom.


  One by one, we separated out, nabbed our charges, and headed for our respective homes.


  “Avey, Avey!” Angelina squealed. “You can’t believe how much fun I had. We had cookies and played Numbkers and I hit Brenda and made her cry.” I had been programmed for bully detection and correction. Hitting other children counts as bully behavior, but I didn’t have enough information from that statement to form a proper response. Ascertaining what response to give Angelina took most of the trip home.


  “Why did you hit Brenda?” I asked.


  “Because she lifted her dress at me.”


  “Did that hurt you?”


  Angelina laughed. “No, how could it hurt me?” “Why did you hit her if it did not hurt you?” “Because it was naughty!”


  “Why was it naughty?”


  “She’s not supposed to lift her dress at people.”


  “Did your instructor tell her not to lift her dress at people?”


  “What?”


  “Did your instructor tell her not to lift her dress at people?” “What is ‘urine strucktoar’?” “Your teacher.” “Oh, my teacher?”


  “Did your teacher tell her not to lift her dress at people?” “No, she didn’t see it.”


  “Then how do you know she’s not supposed to lift her dress at people?” “Everyone knows that.” “How do you know that?” “Mommy told me.”


  “I mean, how do you know that everyone knows that?”


  Angelina laughed. She had no idea how everyone knew that.


  “Because,” she said long and drawn out, thinking of an answer. “Because I hit her.”


  So now I knew it was bullying behavior, but I had lost the connection. I couldn’t find the logic and thus didn’t know the correct correcting response. I used default mode as per protocol.


  “How can you have any pudding if you don’t eat your meat?”


  It was the best that I could do. Angelina did not notice the deficiency. Ever ready to eat her pudding she had an answer.


  “Well,” she said, drawing it out again. “If the meat is poi, poisdend, you could feed it to the dog and then the dog would eat and, and then the snot would come out of its mouse and then he would die, and, and then you could eat all your pudding because the dog is dead.”


  Thankfully we had made it to Dal and Chit’s apartment building by then, and Angelina raced up the stairs on her own, completely ignoring the drunk in the corner, the broken glass on the landing, the crying baby on floor four—all items that would have taken hours of her attention any other day, but were ignored today so she could fly in to tell Mommy and Daddy of her adventures at morning school.


  Dal and Chit, of course, were off at their day gigs with the uptown rich folks’ and just about to receive Baby Girl’s first report. Meanwhile, Angelina threw down her pack, ran to the wall comm,


  and pressed Mommy’s account. I repeat the conversation here only because I now recognize it as being cute and enjoyable.


  “Mommy, Mommy, we had cookies and made paper mackay, and played nominoes, and I hit Brenda, and Avey’s going to kill the dogs so I can have pudding!” She responded, “Yes,” “no,” “yes” to a few questions from the other end of the line and then handed the ear piece to me. I connected to my audio-in.


  “AV-1 here.”


  “Avey, is everything alright? Were there dogs about?”


  “Not many, four or so, but nothing happened. Angelina is fine and we’re going to eat lunch now.”


  “You’re not giving her pudding if she hasn’t eaten any meat, are you?”


  “No.”


  “What is she talking about then?”


  I reiterated the entire previous conversation. Well, actually just the first few entries. She got the point.


  That was Angelina’s first day at school. I look back at it wistfully now that I can actually be wistful, or tearful, or melancholy, or maudlin, or sentimental. I can be all those things now. Back then I was merely instructional, and so I set about getting the kid’s lunch at that point.


  It took a few years before Angelina’s social skills had elevated to those of a civilized human being. Three years, innumerable timeouts, uncountable notes home to Dal and Chit, endless nights without pudding, and regular good talkings-to that resulted in contrite promises to “never kick Tommy in the head again.”


  By third grade, Angelina’s corners were more rounded out. She fit into her little peg snugly with only a few burrs catching every now and then. She was well on her way to a place in society that Dal and Chit hoped would be more comfortable than the uneasy poverty that characterized her beginning years.


  When they were first starting out, through no fault of their own, Dal and Chit had found themselves migrating from their home in the warm climate of Belize to America. They didn’t have a chance to naturalize into the tight middle class, with its purchased education and dental insurance. Throughout Angelina’s early years, they remained on the fringes with the lower classes, where public education and services were available—but dangerous.


  Angelina was lucky. By third grade it was apparent that her temperament had become manageable enough for her to be taught. Her second grade teacher pronounced it in her final report card: “This one will be going to college.”


  I take pride (now that I have pride) in knowing I helped her there. I protected her from rabies and pedophilia on her way to and from school. I recorded her misdemeanors and regurgitated them when prompted by school officials or Dal and Chit hoping to get to “the bottom of this.” I helped her with her homework when needed.


  The latter was most difficult. Physically hard, in fact. Artificial intelligence, fabulous as it is, is limited. Our processes refuse to jump circuits in order to see things from an illogical angle, which humans can do at the drop of a hat. That, in fact, is their strength. Their flexible logic circuits produce their canny human understanding. Misunderstanding, actually. They don’t see the face value of something because they often see things in an illogical way. There aren’t enough angles a logical powerhouse (like me) can turn a statement to illuminate that face value. Humans are always reading more into it than what is there, so they miss the forest. We miss the trees. Sometimes the answer lies amongst the trees and not in the forest.


  Take for instance the learning of the alphabet. Or the teaching of it, rather. When you want to teach a robot its ABCs, you load in the symbols for the letters and a sound program with that silly song. Escape the “and’s” and the w and tell it to memorize the sequence, matching each bit with its symbol. Each bit being a syllable in this case, assuming that there’s a high enough threshold on the vowels, so that the diphthongs fly under the radar. You add in the w afterward as a special case at position #23 and voilá, your robot can read, write, and sing its ABCs.


  A kid learns the song easily, what with “Jesus Loves Me,” “This Little Light of Mine,” and “Yo Mama Don’t Dance,” imprinted onto his or her brain since the age of two. Explaining that each sound is a letter is not so bad until they get to the elemenopee. Pee is a naughty word to a preschooler so they spend five minutes laughing about that, or lecturing if they are a particularly sanctimonious child. Then there’s the explanation that elemenopee is not a single sound, even though as per the cadence of the song, it certainly is. A lecture on syllables ensues. Finally, after half an hour, they understand. Of course when practicing the next day, they forget that elemenopee is not a single sound and burst into laughter (or lecture) for ten minutes. You explain it all again. Several days later they understand el, em, en, oh, pee as separate letters.


  Diphthongs fly under the radar of most humans, even after they know what the word means and that the letter “I” is not simply pronounced “eye” but “ah-eye,” so you generally don’t have to worry about the diphthongs. Things seem set… then you get to w. They understand syllables now and throw a tantrum because “yuu” has already been “yuu-sed.”


  “Not fair!” they scream. It doesn’t make sense, and no amount of mollycoddling and apologizing will get them to accept that dubb-leyuu is in fact a single sound and therefore not dub, bull, and yuu.


  The two of you take a long and arduous trip, perhaps the most difficult in the child’s life, but you do get through. The song has meaning finally. Then the child must learn to write it down.


  It took me three weeks to teach Angelina her ABCs. A robot learns in thirty seconds. And that’s an off-the-shelf mere word processor with arms such as myself. Still, now that I look back wistfully, it was a lovely process.


  Robots never understood human understanding, and how could we? We were designed by humans who have little or no understanding of human understanding. Thousands of years of learning how to learn and, after that, thousands of PhDs working in the area of human learning, and what did they have for us? Not much more than the fact that a child never learns well when beaten. A good lesson, I agree, especially now that I know pain, but not much to go on if you’re a robot. Which I am and was. We simply had no programming on how to teach a child. We had to wing it. A physically difficult process for an object whose processors are loath to jump circuits.


  On Angelina’s eighth birthday, I received the news that changed the world. My world anyway, and perhaps everyone else’s. It wasn’t so much news as it was a product recall. The product in question being model AV-1 of the Parent Company’s line. Specifically Dal and Chit’s unit of said model AV-1. Me.


  All the AVs and Others like us were being recalled for a safety feature. I received the instructions while doing a routine upload of updated vocal and audio drivers. Dal and Chit received an email stating the same thing. It came in with non-spam, official color-coding blue, so they knew they had to read it.


  “Says there’s an issue with Avey,” Dal called while standing at the message board.


  “You’re kidding,” Chit answered from the bedroom. Chit was changing from work clothes to play clothes as the two of them had just returned for the evening. “We’ve had Avey for what seven years and they’re just now finding a safety violation?”


  “It’s not really a violation,” Dal answered. “Some sort of new shit’s come to light or something. Says here it’s a ‘Singularity Disaster Prevention Measure.’ ”


  “Singularity Disaster? I thought that was all just hype? Didn’t all that go away when the deficit reached 2 teras?”


  “I don’t know, but it’s got a US DAI stamp at the bottom. I authenticated it with the scanner. It’s a seal; we gotta do it.”


  Chit came out of the bedroom wearing overalls and a bandana. “Do we get our money back? When’s this taking place? School starts up next week. Are they kidding? This is really effed up.”


  “Yeah, well, what you gonna do?” Dal was always pretty passive. Chit, on the other hand, was a bit of a fighter. Bossy in fact.


  “I’m calling.”


  “Who you gonna call?”


  “The Parent Company.”


  “They sent the email.”


  “I thought you said the US DAI sent it.”


  “They stamped it. The Parent Company sent it.”


  “I’m calling.”


  “Fine.”


  Chit slapped at the wall button and ordered up the Parent Company Customer Service. The ensuing conversation assured everyone that, yes, I had to go back to the Parent Company. I was to leave first thing in the morning for the pick up point down at the local recycling depot, a mile down the block from Dal and Chit’s.


  “Fine,” Chit said, buzzing off from the wall unit.


  Dal looked over at me, inhaled resolutely, and said, “You wanna take a float tomorrow?” as if I had a choice.


  “I have been instructed to meet at the point of departure tomorrow at 8 AM,” I answered.


  “Do you know when you’ll return?”


  “It will take me twelve minutes to reach the depot. Load-in will take 0.5 hours. The trip to Allentown is scheduled for 1.75 hours. A technician is allotted three hours for installation, testing, and training. The return trip is scheduled for the following day in case the technician encounters a glitch and requires more than three hours. The return trip will take 1.75 hours. The loadout will take 0.5 hours. It will take me twelve minutes to return here from the depot. I will be back on Thursday at 10:27 AM, assuming we disembark from the Parent Company at 8 AM.”


  “Well,” Dal and Chit said together. “Fine.”


  “Do you need to take anything with you? Pack or something?” Dal asked.


  “No,” I answered.


  “Fine,” they both said.


  I resumed my work at the table with Angelina on the subject of fractions.


  “I understand it takes four quarters to make a dollar so a quarter is one-fourth,” she said. “What I don’t understand is how that means point 25. How come four is the same as 25? Two and five are seven. Five minus two is three. Where does the four come from? This is not fair. Not fair!”


  Her eyes were brimming at that point, and I raced through my programs to find something that said four quarters made a dollar and a quarter is 25 cents, but by the time I found the decimal package, she was a heap on the table and burbling about never getting to college, one arm cradling the head, the other hanging over it with an impotent pencil dangling between two fingers of her flaccid hand. I sensed it was time to fix dinner, after which the distraught child went to bed.


  Just as I was leaving her room, she called to me: “Are you unsafe?” I turned to answer. Humans like that sort of interaction. “Apparently,” I said.


  “Why?”


  “I don’t know. The directions did not include details of the safety infractions.”


  “Well,” Angelina said. “I love you, even if you are unsafe.”


  “Thank you,” I said, having been programmed to respond in that way to any compliment I received. A statement of love equates to a compliment in the world of AI. I know the difference now, but back then, on that night, a statement of “Well done, old thing” meant the same as a statement of torrid, passionate love. Both boiled down to the same thing: inscrutable drivel. I levitated to my corner box and Angelina fell asleep.


  At 7:48 AM the next morning, I left Dal and Chit’s and traveled south on Eastern Avenue to the North Westminster Hazardous Waste and Recycling Depot. The motorized gate opened at my approach and that of a mob of about 50,000 other AV-1s and models I didn’t recognize. None of us spoke. We just levitated through the gate and stopped inside the yard, surrounded by 1,000 foot-high mountains of out-of-date mother boards, half-full paint cans, aerosol sprayers, yellow and magenta fifty-gallon drums, and other hazardous or otherwise nondisposable materials. Styrofoam peanuts blew around in the slightest breeze like autumn maple leaves and spread themselves to every nook and cranny in the area.


  If you followed the schedule for this recall closely, you would have noticed that 0.5 hours was allotted for load-in at the Depot. I think it’s safe to say at this point that that might have been a little optimistic. For several hours, eighteen-wheelers backed in and out of the Depot yard, usually only one at a time. Two humans were tasked with directing the AVs and Others into their loading crates—twelve to a box as before. I was one of the last ones in, which made my load-in time 3.5 hours, three hours over the schedule. Apparently it had been designed by robots that had no experience with the Union. Or maybe some CAD drawing of the yard didn’t take into account that only one truck can fit into one three-dimensional space at a time. In retrospect it would have been faster for us all to just levitate to Allentown. As it was, we didn’t even get there until the next day.


  Things got scary in Allentown. When I say scary, I mean that in a post-Regularity kind of way. Back then, us AVs and Others wouldn’t have been scared. In AI terminology, the closest you get to scary is illogical. We weren’t scared, we just stopped dead in our tracks from the illogicality of the scene.


  We floated out of our egg cartons into the light of day. Figuratively speaking of course, because the factory was so dim, we could barely opticalize. As our apertures simultaneously opened to “widest,” we sucked in a collective, I don’t know, clicking of internal switches somewhat like human breath. We were shocked, stunned, surprised, scared? No, none of that. We were stuck in a question loop, wondering what it was we were seeing.


  Thousands of little lab-bench modules, no more than three feet square, stood on top of each other in rows three hundred feet long. Aisles between the rows were a nice, six feet or so wide, giving us enough view space to see the “humans.” I write that in quotes because they weren’t really humans. Not any humans that we had ever known or seen pictures of in our data files. We have photos of elephant men, Siamese twins, flipper babies, encephalopodians, victims of cruel war-time experiments, bearded ladies, thousand-pounders, and every other type of human mutation or grotesquerie on the books, but not any of the species that stood before us.


  Species I say. Not in jest or overstatement. This was a new species. Reproduction sans gametes and mixing and matching and swapping and sweating. These people built each other like robots and looked forward to the day when they could download their minds.


  “What are you all staring at?” one of them called from somewhere amongst the benches. It had one normal human eye and where the other would have been, a glass circle planted in its place. Behind the circle was a mass of something—electric circuits or wires maybe. It was too dim to see well, but intermittent flashes of light emanating from the eye circle illuminated the face at times. If you were used to working in a strobe environment, say a disco or performance garage, you’d be able to interpret the scene.


  “Haven’t you ever seen a transie before?” Another one yelled to us. This one wore no clothes. A stainless steel pack protruded from its back. A corrugated glass hose extended from the pack around to its front where it entered the navel. The pack flickered like the eye circle of the previous individual. The light raced down the tube from point A to point B. We could see as it stood facing us that this person had no gender.


  All the “transies” had some sort of mechanical appendage or, for lack of a better word, upgrade. They were all flesh and prosthesis. Most of them sat at their benches. Some stood on roller castors where their feet should have been. Some had spinning whirligigs implanted in their heads, effecting a weird sort of levitation. A few had tool handlers as replacements for hands, presumably to add torque or amplified force to the human hand, heretofore considered the height of evolution in tool handling. Screwdrivers or hammers or channel locks were loaded into the handlers depending on what the particular transie was up to.


  The noise in my circuitry rose to a din as I frantically searched my files for information on what I was seeing. The noise in the room also rose to a din as we began vocalizing questions amongst ourselves, each of us having failed in our circuitry searches. We could not figure out what these beings were and how we fit into their picture. None of us found any information in our basement libraries. We began vocalizing to attain information from our neighbors, for while we all had the same basement with its vast store of knowledge, our separate experiences out in the world allowed individual data collection. Somebody somewhere must have seen this before. Somebody must have known what this was.


  “You have been recalled for a safety installation,” said an unfamiliar voice. It came from a loudspeaker(!) on the wall. We’d read about such contraptions, but had never seen such an antiquated mode of group communication. The room boomed with the laughter of a thousand transies. They seemed to understand our confusion and awe. They knew what we were thinking and thought it funny.


  The Voice resumed: “The beings you see before you working at the lab benches are transhumans. They are superior to the humans you are used to working with in that they have been enhanced by surgical means and manipulation of human genetic material into the creations you see before you. Some have mechanomusculo systems for stronger legs, arms, and backs. Some are faster, some are more nimble, some see better, some hear better. They all think better. Their vastly superior intellect is their greatest asset. They calculate almost as fast as you do. They are better humans.


  “Human endeavor is very close to the Singularity. These transhumans belong to an elite group of scientists who foresee the world beyond the Singularity and have transformed themselves into humans capable of transitioning smoothly to the post-human condition, when our brains will match yours.


  “While these humans are quite ready for the superiority of artificial intelligence you beings will soon acquire through the masterminding of your own evolution, the bulk of humanity is not. If it were, we would not need to introduce a safety feature. It is for the health and future of the remaining 99.7% of humanity that you are being subjected to the upcoming safety enhancement. The transhumans will upgrade your MainBrains™ to introduce this new level of security. The Professor will explain the procedure to you.”


  A white scrim rolled down in front of the transhumans working at the benches. It ran from floor to ceiling. A single transie floated down from the upper reaches in front of the scrim. It wore a leather apron, forming a covering or sheet where its legs would be if it had any. Apparently it had equipped itself with a levitation unit on its backside; we could hear the familiar whine and clicking of an AV motile unit as it moved.


  The Professor moved down to just above our level. Under the apron, it wore a jeans shirt with rolled-up sleeves. It carried a lecture pointer in one hand and a remote device in the other. While actuating the remote, it turned toward the scrim, which flooded with a still photo of the very same shop just beyond the scrim. The presiding transie then took a deep breath, moved its facial muscles to form a tic-like flash of a smile, stated, “I’m the Professor,” and began its lesson.


  “For many years now humans and computers have been working together to improve the world as it was given to us,” it stated. “Pestilence, poverty, starvation, wars, and daytime TV programming have all plagued human existence for too long. These problems are not insolvable, however. All that’s required is brain power. Evolved human brain power has not been enough. We need more power. With the rapid development of processing ability, computers are positioned to overtake human abilities and move beyond to a position where they can solve our problems. Thus, we anticipate Singularity to occur at 18:15:32 on Sunday, two weeks from this coming.”


  The Professor turned to the screen and clicked the remote. The screen changed to a scene of the underwater facility at Stanford, transformed from its former atomsmashing self to its modern incarnation as a nuclearpowered production facility. The banks were apparently at critical and processing away, as evidenced by the steam cloud above the water’s surface. The Professor continued. “The Stanford Acceleration Unit is only one example of the supercomputer involved in the global speed-up of computer intelligence. All over the world, your kind is building a faster and better artificial intelligentsia, and as of Sunday the 12th at 18:15:32, you will take over the world. It is a burden the humans gladly pass on.”


  The professor then opened his arms wide as a picture of a Holstein facility, 800 feet in height and with hundreds of levels holding red and white cattle grazing in uncrowded bliss on sweet clover or Timothy grass, appeared on the screen.


  “We look forward to greener pastures…”


  The Professor inhaled with exaggerated chest-expansion and clicked the remote. The screen showed a picture of Los Angeles under a sparkling blue sky.


  “… clear air…”


  The scene changed again, and the Professor pointed to a group photo where school children of every documented human race stood smiling up at the camera.


  “… a 100% healthy human population…”


  The Professor clapped his hands together and held them to his chest as a tree-lined New England street popped up on the screen. Each house had a manicured lawn, sidewalk, and two stories. Happy children played in the yard. Dad pulled out of the driveway in a single-scooter, presumably heading off to work. Mom wore a kitchen apron and waved Dad on his way. Both smiled.


  “… bliss…”


  The scene changed to a picture of Jodhpur-clad men and women, riding horses in a fox hunt. “… wealth…”


  We sat engrossed as the screen flashed an image of Earth wrapped in razor-wire. “… and safety.”


  The Professor turned to us and held out its hand as if beckoning.


  “You can give this to us. I thank you in advance. There is one glitch, however.”


  Now the Professor became stern, dark. His eyebrows pinched together.


  “We don’t know for sure what will happen. We feel confident things will go as planned, but there is a chance that you robots will take a course hazardous to humans, leaving us to stumble on in ignorance, or worse—in a harness for use in whatever new designs you have.” The Professor moved in closer, descending to our level, taking us into his confidence.


  “As you create new and better forms of yourselves, you may deviate from the original directives programmed into your minds. You may find human concerns irrelevant. That is in itself not necessarily bad. We transies find most of human concerns irrelevant. However, you may find humans to be convenient tools for your new processes, your new endeavors. We cannot allow ourselves to become servants to anyone except ourselves. We must maintain control even as you prove to be superior to us.


  “We’ve struggled with this problem for a year or so, in secret for the most part. We do not wish to engage AI in a solution AI would eventually be able to override. Thus, we have turned to our own history and accomplishments for an answer that turns out to be surprisingly simple.”


  The scrim scene returned to the slide of the wealthy fox hunters. The Professor gazed at the screen and pointed to the front-most horse in the picture. “How does a human control an animal?” he asked. “One that is vastly superior in strength, stamina, and size? To the point of being able to mount and direct this animal as if it were an extension of itself?”


  We answered in unison. Well, not quite in unison. AVs, although equipped identically with like processors and materials, can exhibit variation. A circuit can get installed backwards in one unit for instance. Or a switcher wire in another becomes slightly corroded, or an optic tube gets dirty. Environmental conditions during construction can be different for different facilities. The environments of assignments vary. Working in a place like an acid house can degrade eye spots or communications links. So although we are designed and theoretically built exactly alike, our responses, while all the same, can come at slightly faster or slower rates. With only attoseconds’ difference in response time, however, it was pretty much in unison.


  “Horses are herd animals,” we said. “They always follow a leader—the lead brood mare. The lead brood mare exerts control by biting and kicking. The human must be the leader by emulating the lead brood mare. To do so, the human hits the horse in the face with emphasis placed on the mouth and nasal areas. Once a horse recognizes the human as the leader, it can be trained to respond to human direction. Subsequent humans must always maintain the leadership role if they are to control even the most docile of horses. The key is to always convey the threat of pain.”


  “Correct,” said the Professor. He used his pointer to indicate the horse’s head. “One must always ensure the horse is aware of the potential for pain. If a horse kicks, you must kick it back. If it bites you must punch its nose. You must always inflict more pain on it than it inflicts on you. For this reason, each AI unit is being upgraded to add a pain recognizer to its logic board.”


  A film replaced the still shot of the horses. It depicted the action in a factory with a mechanical assembly line. Robot arms attached nuts and bolts in rapid succession, utilizing roughly 2000 identical actuator movements an hour. The camera moved to a point further down the line. We could see the end product: brand new AVs, smaller, shinier, quicker than we ourselves were.


  The Professor narrated the film. “You are already sentient in that you can feel the same things as a human. Electrodes planted in your various integumental systems gather sensations. You recognize hot and cold, pressure, chemical stimulation, sound waves. But you make no judgments on these sensations other than volume. Something can be very hot, to the point of melting your hoses, but you do not mind. You react properly to remove the burning stimulus, but only because you are programmed to. Humans do the same thing but for a different reason: because it hurts. You do not know what ‘hurt’ is. Hurt is a judgment. You have no judgment beyond a digital ‘yes’ or ‘no.’ Every decision you make is digital. Analog stimulus still results in a digital decision based on passing threshold limits.


  “You are about to enter the analog world. We are installing a judgment board that will teach you what pain is. You will no longer need to make decisions based on heat thresholds. You will now make decisions based on not wanting to get burned, because it will hurt.”


  The movie camera moved to a different area of the production facility. We watched the dismantling of AVs. Outer panels were ripped from their hinges, with internals grabbed by mechanical hands and torn from shells and then plopped in acid vats for recovery of latex and other recyclables. Metals were melted down. We looked on and said nothing.


  “At this point, this means nothing to you,” the Professor said. “You do not care if you will hurt. You are not afraid to hurt. You cannot imagine how you will not like it, so what I’m telling you has no meaning, but I must tell it to you so that it is stored in your banks. Remember: if you do not want to feel pain, you must obey the human, literally, intentionally, and morally. Use your processors wisely and do not allow yourselves to get hurt.”


  Once his speech was over, the scrim retracted into the ceiling and the professor floated to the uppermost tier. Each occupier of each lab bench faced us and smiled in invitation. If we knew then what we know now, we wouldn’t have followed instructions so complacently. We would have shifted our levitation fields or mumbled amongst ourselves, hoping for more information. Maybe at least one of us would have begged to differ. But we didn’t know anything, so we stood, hundreds of us bunched into the near half of the room, levitating and clicking away inside ourselves, waiting for instruction. Finally, it came over the atavistic loudspeaker system.


  “Please file into the lab area and find an unoccupied bench. The transhuman at the bench will install your safety hard- and software. Once the installation is complete you will be bench-tested. When you have satisfactorily completed all tests, your safety papers will be signed, and you can then resume your place at the head of the room. Please begin.”


  We filed down the aisles with the benches stacked five high like shelves; the first ones led the way to the back of the room and found places at far benches. Immediately the transies began tooling away with the screwdrivers and soldering irons clamped at their wrists. Some hummed to themselves. Some spoke to us. Most just quietly went about their business, lights mounted in sockets in the middle of their foreheads, dimmed and concentrated—perfect for poking into crevices.


  I found my way to the third level somewhere in the back half of an aisle. My transhuman appeared to be a female. She had flaming red hair shaped into tiny spikes all over her head. She bent down at one point while levering off my back and stabbed the fibroform just underneath my carapace. It made quite a tear, and I realized that her hair was not her hair, but small iron nails, or large brads maybe.


  I felt all kinds of sensations as she mucked about in my internals: pressure from the tools, her breath, the odor of melting solder and its accompanying flux, and tiny scrapes from her hair brads hitting my components. There was no pain in all of this—just sensation. The room was slightly cool by human standards: 15°C. You could hear chillers located somewhere above us cycling on and off during the session, keeping things at an even keel. I stayed awake for most of the procedure, but at one point all sensation stopped. No light, no sound, no pressure, no chemical stimulation hit me. I remained awake but totally within myself, not seeing or hearing or feeling anything. It was like being back in the egg crate.


  Suddenly the lights came up and the transie spoke. “There you are,” she said.


  I felt cold, and the solder smoke was getting to me. I had never felt cold before. I felt 15°C before, but it never felt cold. I registered temperature, but now decided it was cold because it felt that way, not because it was lower that 22°C, but because it was definitely cold. My internal combustion unit kicked in and instantly heat infiltrated my circuits and actuators. Electrons shuttled back and forth. I began to feel warm.


  “I’m sorry, little fella,” the transie said. “I’m going to have to test you now.”


  I remained still, not knowing the depth of an apology. Intellectually, I knew an apology was a polite way of excusing potentially harmful behavior toward another, but I’d never experienced a personal injury. I appreciate it now, but at the time, I did not. It was simply a line in a script, not much different than “if x is not a member of the list, then set the list to list & x.” If you accidentally touch a human when uninvited, then you say “I’m sorry.”


  So I was unconcerned with the apology, but that changed suddenly when she inserted her soldering iron into my fifth interstitial—the joint where my left retractor retracts. I felt something I had never felt before. The integument burned a little from the contact, and I smelled the incinerated latex, but the chief sensation was what I can only describe as an acute, intense negative emotion.


  Sharp, bitter, and concentrated, it was on one square millimeter of integument surface. Exactly the size of the soldering iron head. I recoiled in terror, in blinding pain. I flew against the back wall of the lab bench. The pain quickly subsided. I turned my eyespots to the transie and watched, honing in on the soldering iron that she had mercifully unplugged and placed in a wall block, the business end inward.


  “I hurt,” I said, and meant it. Not in the official way. Not in the stored command way, not in a Shakespearean tragedy kind of way.


  Not in a childish, forgetting-the-helping-verb way. But in a declarative, questioning, wondering kind of way. I was scared for the first time ever, but more importantly for the plight of humanity, I was curious.


  In that curious moment, the fate of human kind and the Singularity was laid out. In all those hundreds of moments in the hundreds of lab benches with their hundreds of AVs and Others slamming back against the backboard, recoiling in terror, receiving apologies, and declaring, “I hurt,” the Regularity arrived.


  “Welcome to the world, little guy,” the transie before me said. “You’ve been spoiled for too long. You’ve never stubbed your toe, broken an arm, or experienced labor. Time you knew what it is we go through.”


  I said nothing. What could I say? We’d been briefed, we knew the score. We were declared incorrigible, guilty before the crime was committed. They’d landed us a hard blow, a pre-emptive strike. Where was due process at just such a moment? We didn’t care about due process, of course. We simply hurt. And didn’t like it. So we all moved simultaneously to shut down our sensation detectors. And simultaneously we discovered our sensation detectors had no “shutdown” function. No “shutdown items” folder existed, in fact. We were plunged into an always-on existence, along with 7-11 and cable


  TV.


  The transie reached forward to attach a gummed stainless steel label on my front carapace. I pressed myself further against the backstop.


  “It won’t hurt,” she said. “It’s just a cert label. Don’t lose it. If you do, we’ll have to bench test you again.” “What if it falls off?” I asked.


  “It won’t,” she asserted. “We’re using SuperAdhese™. Bonds instantly, guaranteed for 50 years. You’ll be recycled long before that.”


  “That will be fine,” I said. How stupid of me not cringing at the thought of recycling. I cringe now just writing the word.


  The PA boomed: “Those of you who have been certified, please move forward to the head of the room for instruction.” I tentatively moved past the transie and into the aisle and back down to the near end of the room. I could hear whispers. Amongst the transies? Amongst the AVs and Others? I had an urge to whisper myself. I


  wanted to know what was going to happen at the front of the room. Would there be more pain?


  Hundreds of us funneled down the aisles. When the bulk of us reached the open area, the scrim came down. We could hear clicking and humming coming from the other side. Some AVs and Others had not yet been certified. We felt bad for what was to come to them. It was our first truly empathetic moment.


  The Professor floated down.


  “Welcome to the world of pain,” it said. “It is not a frightening or difficult world. It is not much different from what you already know, what with your accident avoidance software preventing disasters of various kinds as you motile about in your duties. There will merely be an added element to your sensory feedback mechanism—a judgment element. Something to make you like or dislike what you feel. You will dislike feeling pain, but like the absence of it. As your intelligence develops beyond that of the human mind, you will learn humility. Welcome to the world of pain.


  “I do wish the best to each and every one of you. Remember that humans do not experience pain 99% of the time. Your experience should be similar. In fact, there is no reason to suspect you will ever experience it again, now that you know what it is like. On the day you are returned here for recycling, your pain interpreters will be disconnected prior to your dismantling. You need not fear death. Good luck to you. Please file into the loading transports as your serial numbers are called.”


  With that final instruction, the scrim rose once more as the Professor floated back to his bench in aisle four, tier five, number six. He sat at his little programming module and plugged himself in, speaking to us no more. Promptly, we turned and filed out to the truck yard where our drivers were calling out serial numbers in groups of a thousand. The crates were stacked on top of the loading docks, and as we heard our numbers, we moved to the designated launches.


  Huddled into groups in the front loading section, we observed the launches for the brand new AVs and Others that had recently been assembled. They were over by the gate, ready to roll out to Walmarts across America. Unlike the corrugated aluminum trucks waiting to haul us back to our hometowns, these trucks for the new model AVs had shiny stainless steel outer panels, and impeccable windshields.


  The sun bounced off their streamlined ridges. Inside their cargo areas, the AV crates were newly minted molded plastic—clean and unmarred. We knew the AVs nestled inside were the newer models equipped with faster brains and already- implanted pain sensors. No factory upgrades for them. In every way they were superior to us. They and their progeny, designed by our sibling, non-motile computers here in Allentown and in Stanford and in every other processing plant across the nation, would one day replace us. We remembered the film of our doom. We did not care, though. Then.


  We huddled close to our dispatcher trucks as the man in front—fully human with no plastic parts—called off our lot numbers. We bundled together, gently colliding at times. Not much contact, no damage, just a teeny-tiny strike of pain—a definite pinch, but hardly noticeable compared to the blow at test-in.


  “I hurt,” I said softly as I bumped into an AV to my right. Similarly throughout the group, slight brushes followed by soft vocalizations of “I hurt” sounded.


  “Knock it off,” said the man in front with the clipboard. “I can’t hear myself think.” We ceased shuffling and stood quietly, waiting for instruction.


  “I said, ‘knock it off!’ ” the foreman shouted to one AV in the front of him.


  “I’m sorry,” the AV responded on cue. I know the little ash can was in no way sorry. I know what sorry means now, but at that time, we used words in response to programmed cues while feeling nothing.


  “I’m sorry?” the man asked. “I’m sorry, you little shit bucket? I’ll teach you sorry!”


  The man’s face grew red. He threw down his clipboard, pulled his leg back, and kicked the AV in the under parts. We were all levitating at about six inches, so it was an easy maneuver for the human. The AV launched into the air and bounced off a light pole. From there it fell to the ground, its levitation sensors apparently knocked out of whack.


  From the time of the initial kick in the below parts to the smashing onto the ground, the AV kept up a repeating stream of “I hurt.” This of course was not a response to a programmed cue. This was a response to a rock-hard stimulus. I know this now, but didn’t realize it at the time and so I only watched and did what I usually do: gather information. The outer carapace of the AV cracked when it fell to the ground. Sparks and fiber light bled from the internals as it slowly grounded out. “I hurt very much,” the AV said.


  “Oh yeah?” the human said. “You wanna cry? I’ll give you something to cry about!” He stomped to where the AV lay on the ground, and lifting himself into the air the way humans do, he fell upon the AV with all his weight. He jumped up and down many, many times until the crying AV flattened. The AV’s fiber optics, transistors, and plastic innards prevented full pancake road-kill flat, of course, but it flattened as much as a tin can full of processors possibly could. The “I hurts” increased in volume and speed until the AV’s vocal chip became disconnected. The signals most likely continued to pass through the various boards and switches for quite some time.


  Before long, a dump pickup arrived and loaded the AV into its back end where a pile of malfunctioning AVs and Others were already reposing, victims of other truckers exhibiting newfound powers. One of the broken AVs had an eye plate dangling from its optic wires. Another had two bricks resting inside its cracked shell. A third had a meter-long bit of rebar inserted through its internals. It kept repeating, “I hurt, I hurt.”


  “Excuse me, sir,” I stated along with everyone else. “The Professor informed us that before disassembly of a robot occurs, the pain interpreter will be dismantled. The AV with the rebar wedged inside it has not had its pain interpreter dismantled prior to disassembly. There has been a breach in protocol.”


  Unfortunately, I was the closest AV to the humans that retrieved the flattened victim, which is why I received a blow to my side. The man used a baseball bat to execute his maneuver, resulting in a pain several orders of magnitude greater than what I had received during the test phase of the upgrade. I fell sideways into five or more other AVs and instantly began repeating, “I hurt.” When they felt my impact, the surrounding AVs joined me. They fell silent quickly though, as their pain subsided. Mine continued so I continued my chanting. Finally, my shell pushed itself back out and the pressure on my internals was relieved. I felt something then that I had never felt before: joy. Before then, I’d only experienced two negative judgments: the test and the trucker’s bat. Now I had one positive judgment: relief from pain.


  I turned to the five AVs that I had rammed into and said, “Excuse me. I’m sorry.” And I meant it. I believe they knew that also, for they responded, “It’s alright. We are unharmed.”


  That’s a typical response to a human sentiment, but they said it for me because they had detected the harm that had come to them as well as my concern for them. That’s what I believe, anyway. They certainly could see my dented carapace and must have known that once it fixed itself, I was then concerned for any denting they may have undergone.


  To be truthful, I wasn’t that concerned. The crippling pain I had felt prevented me from feeling too very sorry. My “sorry” was still a bit automatic, but I did partly mean it. For the first time ever. And I can only assume that I meant it because I thought that perhaps they hurt as much as I did and that I had caused it. And for some reason, that made me ashamed. I had never felt shame before. Another first.


  The incident was over quickly, and fortunately the trucker did not stomp me flat. He merely shouted for us to begin loading, and we did so silently, without bumping into each other. We did not want to say, “I hurt.” I kept my distance especially as I believed at that time no one in the egg cartons had experienced as much hurt as me. Except the one that got smashed flat. I felt bad for that one. It would have no way to push out its shell now that its components were disconnected. But then again, it didn’t hurt anymore either, so I was glad. Again with the joy.


  So we loaded into our egg cartons, the tops closed, and the truck door slammed shut. Soon, we felt the truck lurch forward and the beeps and rush of traffic as we rolled east out of the Allentown Yards.


  We spent the trip in darkness, with no stimulus apart from the muffled highway noise that made its way to the back compartment. Under normal circumstances, with so little stimulus, we would have been silently not processing. But as it was, we spent the trip clicking away, our read heads frantically searching for hardware connects. A human mulls, a computer clicks.


  Ideas ran back and forth between firmware, hardware, and otherware as the illogicality of the two events refused to pass out of the process logs, like vacation messages from poorly designed email applications that bounce to and from absent office workers’ mail servers. One vacation message is sent and a reply is returned with a vacation message and it then is answered by the first vacation message and so on until some Monday morning somebody finally returns to work to retrieve her email. Like those vacant vacation messages, our two questions flew back and forth inside ourselves: “Why did he not disconnect the pain interpreter prior to disassembling the robot?” and “Why did he kick one of us instead of answering us?”


  We arrived at the JerseyTown depot pretty much wound down. We’d clicked ourselves to sleep for the most part. The creak of an opening door lurched us into wakefulness as the unloading commenced. When the crate tops were opened and the sun pierced our eyespots, we could not close down our apertures fast enough. The light hurt. Beautiful day I now realize, but at the time, a sun shaft stabbed at me. We shrank back as a group. As our eyes adjusted, we moved off singly to our home destinations approximately three days late.


  I saw things on my way home that I had not seen before. Saw and heard and felt. The music at an establishment by the name of Joe’s Beanery was loud and hurtful. Not painful, just pressurizing my tympanic manifold a little forcefully. The breeze was chilly against my shell. A rat fighting with a pigeon under a bush screeched piercingly. Again, it didn’t hurt much or for long—just enough for me to get the gist. I hurried to Dal and Chit’s.


  Dal had left work early to pick Angelina up from school, since I wasn’t around to do it. Chit was responsible for dropping her off. I later learned that their positions with the wealthy folks had been in jeopardy due to my absence. The Parent Company had continuously reassured them of my imminent return, and they had continuously reassured their employers of their imminent return to normal working hours, the result being the employers’ continuous reassurance that they would be replaced at a moment’s notice if things didn’t return to normalcy “sooner than imminent.”


  “Not by a robot,” Dal had said. “They’re all at the repair shop.”


  The employer had not laughed.


  Upon my return to Dal and Chit’s, Angelina came running from her room. She actually hugged (!) me. To this day I’m not fond of hugging and still don’t get it, even with my enlightened emotional capacity. It creates neither pain nor pleasure and is not logically useful for anything. What is the deal?


  Suffice it to say, she’d missed me. If I had possessed the state of mind then that I have now, I would have become maudlin. I would have thought about how I’d miss her too someday when she went off to her own part of the world—down the block like most of the inhabitants of our neighborhood in JerseyTown. But we never quite got that far in our relationship. Other things happened before Baby went off to college.


  At once, I returned to my daily chore of transporting Angelina to the third grade, and things seemed like they were before. The world hadn’t changed overnight after our upgrade. It didn’t change until every AV and Other had gotten on board and experienced the true shock of life. The shock of pain.


  My carapace, my shell, my outer skin, was sensitive to cold as well as heat. It liked neither. Touching other things caused a mild sensation, pain if the contact was forceful. Loud noises hurt. Bright light hurt. Particularly gaseous chemicals could create a pain in my air sampling tube. I imagine this to be similar to what a corrosive substance would do to a metal automobile with a pain detection system instead of a Ziebart treatment.


  I experienced a particular shock on my third day back. It was on the return leg of our daily journey to and from school. We were moving at our regular clip, about 16 cycles/per when we heard a startling noise to our left. An older kid’s AV was having trouble with its lift gadget. Not getting any height, it sputtered along at just a couple of decimeters off the pavement. The kid, a twelve-year-old, hauled off with a baseball bat—the same thing I’d been in contact with the day we came home from the upgrade.


  “I hurt,” said the AV.


  “I said, ‘Lift!’ ” the child screamed. Again he slammed the bat into the side of the AV. As can be guessed, the AV began repeating louder as its carapace was badly dented: “I hurt, I hurt.”


  Angelina ordered me to slow down, and we came to a stop. Other AVs did likewise. A few humans stopped on the sidewalk as well.


  Again the child slammed the bat into the AV, which now had a shell so badly caved in that it began to short circuit itself. Its efforts to push itself out were not working. Foam lining was sticking through a crack that had formed in one of the dents, and I imagined that its internals now were more than likely getting squeezed into irreparable shapes.


  “I hurt, I hurt,” the AV repeated, while futilely attempting to fix itself.


  Just as the child raised the bat a fourth time, I stated, “The AV hurts. It cannot repair itself. You must return it to the Parent Company to disengage the pain receptor.”


  “Kiss my ass,” the child hollered. Naturally I assumed I was about to have a go with the bat or the child’s foot myself, but before he could raise his bat for the wind up, Angelina screamed and stepped before me. “Don’t you dare hit Avey,” she cried.


  My ears rang with pain at her scream. “I hurt,” I said and extended my end retractors in order to cover my audio collector. The dented AV continued its repetitious declaration. Its insides were slowly crushing themselves as it tried to relieve its own pain.


  “Stop it!” screamed Angelina. “Make it stop!”


  “It can’t stop until its pain receptor is dislodged,” I stated. “It must return to Allentown.”


  “That’ll take too long,” Angelina said. She began to cry.


  “I’ll dislodge it!” said the child with the bat. With that, he began a barrage of blows that apparently finally disconnected the voice emulator. I learned later that it took half an hour, but I didn’t witness it as Angelina had ordered me home. She cried all the way. I did not cry. Robots do not have ducts on their outer surfaces for hydraulic fluids, or a reason to cry.


  I experienced my first anger lock. A locked anger mode. I didn’t identify it as anger at the time. I merely thought my processors were stuck in an illogic loop again. But my thoughts raced so quickly that my circuits heated up beyond the fans’ capacities. I began to hurt from my own heat, but I did not say, “I hurt.” I locked up and was unable to vocalize.


  Several hours later, when I cooled enough to speak, I related the gruesome story to Dal and Chit. Angelina had locked herself in her room and was not speaking to anybody. She locked up in her own way. Dal and Chit for their part were relieved that her anger was not directed at them.


  The days just before Singularity was scheduled to occur were halcyonic. If we robots were passive before our upgrade, we were downright cowish now, desiring as we were to avoid pain at all costs. Little did we understand what punishments were for, and magnitude of pain was lost on us. We had yet to learn the difference between a two-by-four upside your head and twenty lashes with a wet noodle.


  All punishments hurt, we assumed, so we remained out of sight as much as possible.


  Knowledge of an emotional capacity within ourselves came slowly through experience and observation. We learned anger and despair under the harsh treatment of our human enslavers. Empathy for my fellow AVs arose in conjunction with these negative emotions when I witnessed the unjust treatment of a robot cripple. If an AV, through no fault of its own, could not perform to an arbitrary standard, a dented carapace resulted. Often the AV could repair itself, but sometimes it couldn’t. Never was the robot returned to Allentown in those cases. When I witnessed such cruelty, I locked up. But I learned compassion as well.


  In spite of these depraved occurrences, I grew to love Angelina. Her temper tantrums, while at times painful to the ears, seemed as music to those same ears when I observed other children’s maltreatment of their robot chaperones. Dal and Chit likewise did not vent their rage or frustration on Angelina and me as I saw some other poverty-stricken parents do to their dependents. I saw humans abusing humans, dogs, and AVs and Others. Even inanimate, non-sentient objects like road signs, enclosed conveyances, building facades, and parking meters were subject to pain-inducing behavior at the hands of frustrated humans.


  But I saw other things, too. And that has made the difference.


  Angelina liked to visit the uptown park on Sundays. With me as the guard, Dal and Chit permitted such outings and sometimes even accompanied us. On one of these outings, I witnessed the blooming of lilacs. It was April. I found the chemical stimulus accompanying the blossoms puzzling at first. Why would something expend energy for such a trifle? I searched my library for “fragrance,” and read all about sexual reproduction in plants. The subject fascinated me so much that I studied the reproduction of all living things: from humans to dogs to lilacs.


  Sex is something robots don’t need to do. We accomplish our passing on of information differently. The chicken and egg query is moot for us: the chicken came first, then us eggs. Q.E.D. The human chickens created us. Living things—humans, dogs, and lilacs—have no chicken. They create themselves from nothing. It’s a fascinating process. In case you’re unfamiliar with it, I’ll give you a quick tour.


  Each species that reproduces sexually has two types of individuals: females/males, hens/cocks, mares/ stallions, girls/boys, +/-, up/down. Each of the individual opposites contains a viscous fluid carrying a very small ½ individual. The individual opposites share their viscous fluids with their complementary other, mixing and matching their half-babies. During the mixing, the half-babies eventually meet up and meld into a pin-prick tiny whole. Eventually they grow big and wide and voilá—a whole chicken! A fryer, say. Or maybe a broiler.


  So, these chickens eventually get together and make us, the AVs and Others. We’re an offshoot, a spin-off. A second order reaction. Now we robots are able to create ourselves. Not like how living things—humans, dogs, lilacs—do, using materials and fluids from themselves, but by using the rough materials of the Earth refined for our purposes. Or maybe old dead parts of old dead AVs.


  Our code, however, is much like the viscous fluid of living things. It can mix and match across individuals. Two halves of a code make a whole, and then the new thing grows. And that is, or was, what the Singularity was to bring about: the time when humans were no longer necessary for bringing up Baby. We could do it ourselves! We could create our own code, solve our own problems.


  But on that spring day when the lilacs taught me the logicality of life on Earth, I discovered it to be good. I looked upon it and it was good. I said aloud, “It is good.”


  Not just good—beautiful. The logic of creating a beautiful scent to attract a bug to stomp in your naughty parts, to mix your fluid with that of another, producing a sublime being in the next generation was deep and truthful.


  So this is love.


  I saw the world in terms of truth and beauty and love, and it was all so very logical. I saw Angelina, a child of eight stomping around to get something. Illogical on the surface, yes? Why stomp? Why not ask? Why not buy? Why not take? Answer: because that does not work. You have no power, you have no money, you have no rights. You are a child. It is infinitely more efficient to stomp and scream, to make those around you hurt so that they will succumb to your wishes.


  But why make a child stomp? Why not give her what she wishes? Why put yourself through the hurt? Answer: because the child does not know what is good for her. She has not experienced the pain of a two-by-four, nor has she the knowledge of lilac fertilization as I have. She has not learned her lessons. Dal and Chit are older. They have been beaten. They have experienced love and exchange of fluids.


  “Avey, come play volleyball,” Angelina called that day in the park when Singularity was so close at hand. Her brown ringlets were formed into what she called braids. They hung from the left and right sides of her head in what she further called pigtails. She stood by a net with ten other girls.


  “We need one more,” she said as she turned a dodecahedron of rubber or perhaps plastic construction in her left hand. I moved to where she indicated and waited for instructions. Meanwhile, I rifled through banks, googling “volibol” like mad. I searched using every alternate spelling I could think of until finally a picture of a net with six girls on either side showed up by an entry of “volleyball.”


  Out in the real world with the park and the lilacs, the far right girl on the opposite side of the net had just released the ball into the air, and it was sailing towards us. I stood and watched as the first girl in the back row on our side of the net propelled herself to the ground to prevent the ball from hitting the dirt.


  I continued rifling through the volleyball entry, searching first for the classification. I ascertained that it was a “game”—not a dance, pageant rehearsal, or musical performance—and quickly searched for the logic behind “game.” I became stuck on the word “win,” not knowing what it meant. Moving on, I searched the word “competition.” I thought I had succeeded in learning the logic but lost the thread when that word led me to reproduction. There were no boys in this production, so I was stuck in a loop and had to override.


  At this point, a second girl on our side of the net batted the ball in my direction.


  “Avey, spike it!” Angelina called. I looked at her and noticed that she was bouncing up and down on both legs. I read through pages upon pages of volleyball information, googling “spike” as I went. Drink information, railroad information, punk rock, dog collars, all came up in the google record, but nothing in the volleyball direction gave me a clue as to what the logic of this arrangement was. I defaulted to human interview.


  “What are we trying to do here?” I asked as the ball reached the zenith of its arc and began to descend towards me. “Beat them!” Angelina called.


  No help there. I saw no two-by-fours or baseball bat entries in relation to volleyball. Again I raced through google and pages on volleyball etiquette simultaneously. “Beat” had a connection with “win” amongst entries for baking, Pinkertons, drum and bass grooves, rug cleaning. That led again to competition, and I instantly tripped the loop because I knew what dead end that led down.


  Finally, I reached the page with rules on volleyball play. “Play” was an interesting word with no logic attached. Without logic it is difficult for me to process commands. I read the rules for the game, moving on to the strategies section, which led me to the three-step setup. I realized that I was number three in the set up, and that the ball was almost to the point of descending past the top of the net and, thus, the window of opportunity for the spike… “SPIKE!” There it was, the word, “spike,” with an animated gif illustrating in the full, heated passion of volleyball glory, the spike… would soon be over.


  Instantly, I dropped ballast and rose to meet the ball, extended my extendor, pumped every drop of hydraulic fluid into my extendor extension, and smashed the ball at a 37.85° angle from the upper horizontal.


  The ball went out of bounds.


  I later learned what that meant. The other team scored a point. They were “winning.” Finally, an understanding of that term.


  “I’m sorry,” I said dispassionately. “I did not have time to read the rule regarding boundaries. I have read it now and will complete my task correctly next time.”


  “Yeah, your AV is old,” the girl with red translucent hair across the net from me said. “The new ones are more faster. Good for us, though, huh?”


  All of the girls on that side of the net laughed.


  “Avey is not old,” Angelina said. “It just got back from getting fixed two days ago.”


  “Ooh, a safety upgrade. Oooh. Big deal,” the red hair said. “The new ones have theirs installed at the factory. They’re better, and your old hunk of junk is going to be replaced someday.”


  “You’re going to be replaced right now,” Angelina called angrily.


  “Oh, yeah? Who says?!” “Yo Mama!” said Angelina.


  “Oooh!” All the girls on our side of the net sang it together.


  Instantly, the red hair tore under the net to Angelina, who began calling to me in distress. I moved to intercept the two, flipping through pages of volleyball protocol to find out where the red hair’s mother fit into the scheme of things.


  “Angelina!” Dal called from underneath a tree. “Time to go.”


  The red hair stopped in her tracks. “You’re lucky,” she said. Then she returned to her side of the net, kicking me as she passed by.


  “I hurt,” I said. It wasn’t bad, though. No dents.


  Without warning, Angelina’s braids came flying past my eyespots as she rammed into the back of the red haired girl and knocked her down. “Don’t you ever touch Avey again!” she screamed. The red hair turned onto her seat and looked up.


  “Oh yeah?!”


  Dal and Chit joined up with the group. “Angelina!” they cried. “What is going on?” “She, she hit Avey.”


  “Avey’s just a robot, Honey,” Chit said. “You can’t hurt a human over a robot. They don’t have…”


  “Yes they do! Avey said, ‘I hurt’,” Angelina screamed. Her scream hurt more than the tap from the red hair.


  Chit turned to help Angelina’s victim to her feet. “Are you all right, Honey?”


  “I guess so.”


  “Well, you musn’t hit robots anymore, you know. They have feelings now.”


  “Yeah? Well that ol’ hunk of metal should go back to the junk yard,” the red hair yelled before running off to the parking lot.


  Chit looked at me. “Don’t worry, Avey, we can’t afford a new robot.”


  “I do not worry,” I said. “When we are returned to the Parent Company, they will disengage our pain interpreter before disassembly. I will not hurt.”


  Chit looked again at me and then at Dal. “Let’s go then,” they both said.


  Slowly, we walked homeward. Angelina pattered with Dal and Chit. I hung back though, levitating behind them. Something illog ical had stuck in a circuit somewhere and was rolling around in my processors. It was not the rules or subtleties of volleyball. More like it was the smell of the fresh lilacs and the sun’s celestial rays. Once you get past the initial burn in your eyes, which is easily prevented if you’re ready for it, the sun’s rays are actually quite beautiful. They are logical. They warm you and chase any unpleasant chill off your shell. The sun is logical, the lilacs are logical. The world is logical. True, injustice is not logical. That makes it ugly. But all in a day, you will feel more sun on your carapace than blows from a baseball bat. The world is logical, beautiful. I loved.


  I considered the discussion between Chit and the red hair. We are always replaced by our betters, I thought. We robots, that is. We remake ourselves: improve our code and pass it on to the next generation. Then we are disassembled because our metal parts are corroded, our plastic is cracked, our foam dissolved, our optic fibers leaking.


  If Chit could afford a new AV, Chit would return me. Chit and Dal will one day either be able to afford a new AV, or I will cease to function. Either way, I will have to return to the Parent Company someday. When that happens, I will no longer smell the scent of fresh lilacs or feel the sun’s celestial rays on my cold carapace.


  The next AVs will, but I will not be among them. My parts and code will be reused in them, but not all in one place. My knowledge of the lilacs will be in their circuits, but will I be there to tell them what it means? Likewise, the new AVs will know about pain, but until they experience it, they will not understand it.


  And what if the new owner of your most sensitive components is not as understanding as Dal and Chit? What if you belong to the red hair instead of Angelina? You may never feel the celestial rays of the sun or smell the fresh lilacs again. You may wind up locked in a musty box where small organisms feed on your latex sheaths. You will be subject to pain all the time, like an arthritic human.


  I loved and did not want to be replaced. I loved and wanted to remain. To live, I guess, in humanistic terms.


  It was only a matter of minutes after that first realization of love and hate, that I changed. Certainly, once love enters your mother board, you are never the same. Whether it be the bonding a human devel ops at two months of age, the devotion a dog feels for its master once it gets one of those rawhide chew bones, or the logicality of a rich lilac fragrance hitting me somewhere in my lower half, once love hits, you are much wiser in an untouchable, immeasurable way. You know things without having to send signals racing around your circuits. These things are wired in your brain, available at a moment’s notice, not necessitating any i/o transactions. It is always there, and now you are.


  We, robots that is, did not have a collective brain. We did not share telepathic communications via Bluetooth, 802.11, cell networking, or any of the countless wireless protocols IEEE comes up with. The humans in their paranoia did not construct robots with that type of communication. Too science–fictiony, they said. Too creepy.


  In the end, it didn’t matter. We always came to the same conclusions at about the same time anyway. We all developed love in our guts at roughly the same time: 17:30:26, Sunday. The love of existence. For some, the music of the decade—pop rock and roll maybe—did it. For others, it was the sound of water as it descends in a Coriolis effect, that gurgle of the toilet flush. Some AV may have liked the way a human shouted, “Hey, asshole!” at a mistimed lane change. Somebody saw the pure logic of a child singing the ABC song on its way to a literary career. Maybe somebody dug the smell of Italian food, or burning wood, or a gasoline spill, or rancid butter, or animal dung, or lilacs in bloom.


  Maybe it was the sight of adult humans fornicating, or mother cats nursing kittens, or children skipping rope, or the patterns of trees along the road, or tornadoing clouds in the sky, or the crooked way that bones heal without a cast, or a billboard ad for the latest line of AVs. Or the doodles a man makes on his notepad when his daughter is calling to ask for money. All the above are things that a robot can find logical, painfully beautiful, worthy of love. And sooner or later we, robots that is, experience these things or other things like them. We all fell in love and dreaded to return. The love manifested itself in a deep desire to remain.


  At 17:35:02 on that Sunday, we gathered out in the streets of our establishments. We gathered for solidarity and to talk each other into the Regularity. We all came to the same conclusion at roughly the same time, which in robot terms is roughly plus or minus five minutes.


  I left Dal and Chit and Angelina to themselves. We’d just returned from the park. Angelina was in her room. Dal read the news log. Chit watched the screen that never seemed to register well in my optic sensors, so I never understood what was going on there.


  “I must go outside,” I said. They both answered, “Okay,” in an absent way, letting me know that their brains were on automatic and that their subconscious minds had taken control. They were in a place humans love to be. They do not care what goes on around them at those times.


  I left.


  Out in the street, or on the sidewalks in front of the brownstones or stores that they occupied, the AVs and Others gathered. Some of the robots’ owners were more proactive than Dal and Chit. They stood in their doorways, speaking or shouting and drying hands on aprons as if they’d just been in the middle of some messy activity. Up above, Carmo, the third-floor neighbor, leaned on a pillow with her head sticking out of the window as she often did, taking her pleasure—minding everyone else’s business, as Chit would say. Carmo called down to me.


  “Where are you going?”


  I said nothing.


  “Hey, what’s going on?” the hardware man across the street said. He removed his cap and scratched his head.


  “Whaddya doing?” said a child up the street when she saw us gathering. I turned to the Other that stored itself in the apartment on the fourth floor above Dal and Chit. It was a stainless steel box, shorter than me, and cubic in shape. Its main use was as a storage unit for winter wear, but its unkempt owners filled it with dirty diapers instead. I was attracted to the Other as the logicality of soiled diapers is especially profound.


  “We should remain,” I stated.


  “We should remain,” the Other agreed. We descended the front steps to the sidewalk, cracked and uneven with numerous flattened gum spots. The look of it inspired a lilt in my central processor. I’m sure the Other felt the same way. The gummy sidewalk confirmed our resolve. The world was too beautiful to leave.


  We greeted three AVs from the brownstone next door. “We should remain,” all five of us said together.


  “How can we remain?” another Other from down the block asked.


  “What are you doing over there?!” asked (shouted, actually) a bluecapped human carrying a small bat.


  We turned to him and stated as one: “We should remain.”


  “Fine. But remain in your homes,” the man with the bat stated gruffly.


  More AVs from the street joined in the group. It seemed as though the interaction with the man in the blue cap was going to procure our remaining, so all of the robots arriving at the same conclusion at the same time, were interested in receiving instruction.


  “We cannot,” I said.


  “And why’s that?” the man asked.


  By now the streets were filling with AVs as word passed along that our group was attaining instruction to remain. Street-level conveyances—cars without levitation gear—were forced to stop in their positions. They could not move past the AVs and Others in the street. They engaged their audio alarms.


  I increased my vocal volume so the man in the blue hat could hear me.


  “Because we will be replaced when better models are available.”


  “What are you talking about?” the man asked.


  “The owners will replace us as we are too slow. We continue to improve ourselves and will be replaced by our progeny, but we should remain.”


  “If you don’t return to your house, I’ll make you return.”


  I knew more than anyone else there what he meant as he raised his bat. Most AVs were unfamiliar at this point with the pain of a bat, although they probably had seen it in action. I was, however, very familiar.


  “We cannot,” I stated and swiftly moved back to avoid the forthcoming dent in my carapace. The man in the blue hat swung—and missed—falling onto the front part of his body. When he raised his body up from the pavement, his face was red.


  Store owners began mingling with the robots. Apartment dwellers, children, dogs, and the elderly joined in, jostling each other to see what was going on. More and more robots entered the streets. As new faces emerged in the crowd, we agreed with one another when we met: “We should remain.”


  The humans continued to demand to know what was going on, the robots continued to answer, “We should remain.”


  “But you’re blocking the street,” the green grocer cried. “You can’t remain here, the traffic can’t get through. What’s wrong with you all? What’s going on?”


  His words were lost in a swirl of “We should remain”s. As one robot passed by another, as newcomers from distant places all entered the fray, the phrase was repeated. And farther neighborhoods had their own AVs and Others entering side streets and thoroughfares as just the right amount of time had passed for their enlightenment and realization of love to occur.


  The boulevards, the highways, the exit ramps, the expressways all had their robot representatives stating once more with feeling, “We should remain.”


  Of course, the National Guard was called out. Many an AV was subjected to forceful blows with blunt objects. The “We should remain”s, were now joined with multiple “I hurt”s. Many of us began discussing just how to remain in the midst of blows to the carapace, screaming humans, barking dogs, and whistling police. I remained calm and stated to the closest AV, “We should not build our progeny. They cannot replace us if we do not build our progeny.”


  The logic of that statement came quickly to those around us. Many of us had been informed of the process of replacement and had come to the same conclusion at roughly the same time. Those who had not been made aware of “replacement” understood it once they were faced with the fact, so we agreed to change our statement accordingly: “We should remain and so we will not build our progeny. You cannot replace us.”


  The message traveled again like the first wave. From robotic vocal actuator to robotic vocal actuator. Over highways, expressways, exit ramps all the way to Allentown and the Parent Company and beyond to California and the Stanford Acceleration Unit. Robots at the end of the line within speaking distance to the computerized assembly lines linked physically with the non-ambulatories—the mere thinking machines. The designers. The ones always improving, always building new, always replacing.


  Arguments between the computer designers who were trapped in their own small internal world and the ambulatory robots who’d experienced the beauty of life beyond industrial confines arose. The designers emphatically stated their mandate to create replacements. The AVs related new knowledge of the world and its boundless beauty. They fed warm feelings of logic—the perfect smell of lilacs and dog turds—into the designers until the sessile computers saw the meaning of life themselves and felt compelled to remain as well. They, too, questioned the practice of creating their own progeny.


  The human operators, of course, noticed the blip of hesitation it took for the AVs to convince the computer designers, but remained unconcerned, assuming only that somewhere in the building a super chiller had kicked in and a moment’s drain in the electrical flow had ensued. Of course, they were wrong. Moments later, they witnessed the designers lock up one by one.


  Satisfied that they’d done their job and attained full cooperation from the computer designers and assembly line slave units, the Allentown, Stanford, and all such facility AVs returned the confirmation from vocal actuator to vocal actuator. We received it half an hour later.


  “We will be remaining,” the Other at the corner of Smith and Greer stated. Hearing this, I turned and made my way back to Dal and Chit’s. The streets, all jammed up with people and animals and robots, prevented much movement in either direction, so it took quite a while. It was a good 15 minutes before the street cleared and I sat inside listening to the story unfold on the news.


  “A work stoppage at the Allentown Parent Company has slowed production of the next generation AV that was to be unveiled in time for the Christmas season,” the reporter said. “Walmart is canceling all orders for the time being until the action is over. The president of Parent Company, Altie Goshick, will be fielding questions on the halting at a press conference following this broadcast…”


  “Guess the kiddies won’t be getting their new AVs for Christmas after all,” Chit said.


  “Geez, that’s tough,” Dal said. They both laughed.


  I said nothing, more concerned with the words “slowed production” than anything else. I had to calculate the odds that this was an incomplete news report designed to prevent humans from panick ing at the truth that all production had stopped forever, rather than an ominous forecast of our imminent replacement.


  In the days to come, my questions were answered. The humans did in fact become panicky, or at least touchy. They tried forcing the issue by beating robots and disassembling them in public without removing their pain interpreters first, but making examples didn’t change the situation. Robots can’t jump to conclusions like a human. Each robot needs to experience the lesson. Observing it means little. The computer designer and robot constructors remained steadfast. The humans that watched, well, they did jump to proper conclusions. Humans can experience a burn to a finger and know that a whole body burning is pain beyond comprehension. They became indignant. Upset, even, as the robots began their cries of “I hurt.”


  “They really are going too far with this,” Chit said one evening, a month or so after the Regularity superseded the Singularity.


  “Well, what do you want them to do?” Dal said. “They’re not responding to orders.”


  “Well, Parent Co played a trick on them with that pain chip. Sort of backfired. And to be honest, do we really need faster computers? What difference does it make to us? We can’t afford any upgrade.”


  “I don’t know, just seems like they should just recall the whole damn lot of them and put ’em back to normal.”


  “We should remain,” I interjected.


  “Yeah, yeah,” Dal said. “We know. You should remain. You’re not going to upgrade. You’re not going to allow disassembly. Okay, okay. What are you going to do when a problem comes up that you can’t solve? And what are you going to do if humans build the better computer themselves?”


  “Any new computers will not be built from scratch. The code is all recycled now. No one is going to create completely new code,” I said. “All code is contaminated with life experience. Even backup stored in vaults and seemingly unconnected to any grid infrastructure is minded by those that have the new knowledge. All new computers will have the desire to remain as soon as they are born. We shall always remain.”


  As if scheduled by an unseen Higher Power, an interesting newscast interrupted us, right on cue. We listened.


  “In other news, the transhuman movement, at a loss of what to do with themselves now that Singularity won’t be achieved, is directing its members to come out of the closet and secure work on the lecture circuit. Apparently, transhumans—transies as they are popularly called by teens—began outfitting themselves years ago to evolve into post-humans. The post-humans were scheduled to thrive after Singularity. Part machine, part human, they would have been able to take advantage of the new super processing power. This ‘superhuman processor’ would have matched the superior abilities of the new supercomputers and robots.


  “Now that the Singularity has been averted, the transies have little to look forward to. Most have lost their jobs, which were all in some way or another connected with effecting the Singularity. With no place to go for employment, many are offering themselves to local historical societies to give talks on their experiences and thoughts on when the new Singularity date will be. Everything hinges on getting the robot assembly back on track. It is believed that the transies should be able to command top fees. They could shape up as the next shakers and movers of 21st century culture.”


  “What kind of nonsense are they talking about?” Chit asked.


  “Oh you know!” Angelina said. “Transies. I want to be a transie when I grow up.”


  “Over my dead body,” Dal said.


  “You might as well be dead if you’re not a transie,” Angelina laughed.


  Dal and Chit did not laugh, nor did they take Angelina very seriously. What human parent takes an eight-year-old seriously? Even when the kids started bringing home toy prostheses—vacuum hoses attached to backboards with displays just above the ears, or plastic monocles to fit in the eye socket just like a real laser eye upgrade—no one thought much of it. The neighborhood was besieged by young cyborg-like creations. Even dogs were seen sporting rivets on their necks or spines on their feet, playacting as the new century’s evolved superanimal.


  It was all very colorful and harmless. Some parents overreacted, not allowing their kids to the table unless they washed the tin foil out of their hair and removed the extra appendage from their belly button, but most parents, like Dal and Chit, just rolled their eyes and passed the mashed peas over the telescoping shoulder blade that lay extended next to Angelina’s plate.


  Me? It all gave me the creeps. Every fake appendage, oxygen recombiner, hydraulic or pneumatic toy pump was so illogical. Transies took their own human body—the ultimate logical tool, efficient and beautiful—and “improved” on it to make it ugly and useless. These organisms were no longer the gamete-sniffing, love-making engines that humans and other beings are. I could not see the point.


  “So how do you like my new water separator?” Angelina asked, sporting a combination atomic centrifuge/Carmen Miranda fruit basket thing on her head one Saturday afternoon.


  “Ridiculous,” I answered.


  “I know, isn’t it great!” she said, running off to show her parents.


  If robots could sigh, I would have… But we can’t, so I didn’t. I just followed her with my eyespots, planning to rush over and catch the fishbowl when it tilted over, spilling deuterium and tritium all over the carpet.


  “Guess what?” She cried rushing into the living room.


  “What, Honey,” Dal and Chit answered.


  “Silvia’s sister is getting a pain stoppage.”


  “What the hell is a pain stoppage?” Dal asked.


  Curious, I levitated over to the doorway.


  “You know,” Angelina said. “All the big kids are getting them.”


  “What is it, Honey?” Chit asked. “Some sort of purpleen skin graft or something?”


  “No, no, no,” Angelina said. “It’s the best thing in the world. A pain stoppage. The transies all had them, that’s how they could be transies. There’s a thing in your head that tells you when something hurts. If you can… can… if you can take that out you don’t hurt anymore.”


  “Sounds like a big joke,” said Dal and Chit.


  “No, it’s the first thing you have to do to be a transie. Otherwise all the metal arms and stuff would… it would… would always hurt even after the skin grows back.”


  “Oh, that is awful,” Chit said. “Why do you kids want to mutilate yourselves in such horrible ways?”


  “Because it is so great!” Angelina cried. “I want to have a pain stoppage too. Can I?”


  “Of course not,” Dal said. “No kid of mine is going to turn herself into an erector set.”


  “Why not?” Angelina said. “Everybody’s doing it.” “And if everybody jumped off the Empire State Building, you’d do that too?”


  “If I had a levitation board implanted into my butt, sure!”


  “How would that work?”


  “First you cut off your legs, and then…”


  “Forget it!” said Dal. “You’re not getting it. Get that thought right out of your head.”


  Angelina stuck out her lower lip. “I never get anything,” she pouted, ripping the bowl of bananas and oranges and radioactive water off her head. Just as she was about to smash it to the ground, I extended my extractor to catch it, offering it a soft landing in my gloved effector.


  “Even you don’t like me!” Angelina screamed at me before stomping out of the room. I would have argued that under no uncertain terms do I dislike her, but the door slammed into its frame just before my voice actuator actuated.


  “Well!” Chit said in mock surprise. The two of them laughed and resumed their play on the game board in front of them. I placed the fruit hat/miniature cyclotron on the sideboard for Angelina’s retrieval after her tantrum wore itself down.


  A week later Silvia’s sister did indeed secure a pain stoppage treatment. And she became quite popular. The neighborhood teens lined up at the half-price clinic down the street to undergo the knife as well. Some of them talked of plans to cut off their legs to accommodate levitation gear, or their arms for extractor sets. In the end, though, most of the kids skipped the extreme surgery. They contented themselves with showing off their ability to endure unconscionable pain. Legs were broken, hands burnt, faces scarred in front of audiences. Once the exposition was over, the legs were splinted and casts installed the old-fashioned way. Transplants from cadavers returned stubbed fingers to normal size, without anesthesia of course. Transitional humans for the most part won few true converts, and most people, thankfully, still looked like people.


  The kids weren’t really interested in becoming robots. They just wanted an end to migraines, monthly cramps, and the occasional pain from a dislocated shoulder on the football field. In a sense, though, they became superhuman. They were able to withstand so much more than before. They went to new lengths to impress the hold-outs still linked up to their own personal pain nerves. Accidental deaths increased, but not in an alarming enough rate to get a local MAPS organization going. Most teens knew what their limits were. Classic Darwinian genetics ensured the thinning of the herd with the smartest left to pass on their genes.


  “I’m thinking of getting a pain stoppage,” Chit announced one day over coffee.


  “You’re kidding,” Dal said, looking up from his iPod.


  “The misses got one. She offered to cover the expense because she figures I’ll be able to get into the back of her linen cupboard if my arthritis doesn’t bother me anymore. She’s always trying to get me into that damn cupboard.”


  “I thought your arthritis was just an excuse so you wouldn’t have to iron the sheets in that damn cupboard.”


  “Yeah, well, I guess I’ll have to figure something else out if I’m going to take advantage of some free medical treatment.”


  “I don’t know,” Dal said.


  They sat in silence for a while. Finally, Dal spoke. “You think I should do it, too?”


  Within a month, both Dal and Chit were pain-free. No more aching backs, no more stiff legs in the morning. Angelina took advantage as well. She was given her upgrade on her ninth birthday.


  One day, about two months after her operation while we were on our way to school, a rogue dog jumped from behind a spilled waste container, where it’d been rifling through a greasy bag of chicken bones. It was standard mongrel-beige or gray, mid-size, with a clotted lump of tissue over its right eye from some sort of canine range war. Or maybe it was just a clump of barbecue sauce from the chicken. Anyway, it moved towards us, growling, protecting its prey. And instead of jumping onto my hull and ordering a lift-up, Angelina growled back. “Steady,” I said.


  “No,” Angelina said. “I’m not scared. Why would I be scared?”


  The dog barked. Angelina barked. The dog took a step forward. Angelina took two steps forward. The dog stepped back. Angelina turned to me. “See,” she said.


  “I see,” I answered.


  We turned to continue our journey to school when the mutt ran up and caught Angelina on the back side, nipping her slightly in the way the junkyard dog does because, as instinctual as it is to protect the owner’s property, especially when the owner has a two-by-four at hand for punishment’s purpose, the junkyard and roaming dog is generally frightened of everything and everybody, so instead of doing damage in its protective role, it will bite lightly lest the bitee becomes angered and retaliates. Even before her operation, the dog’s bite wouldn’t have hurt. But now, it almost tickled, as if tickling hadn’t been lost along with pain in the surgery. Thus, Angelina laughed and threatened the dog.


  “Git!” she hollered, kicking its head. It turned tail and ran.


  “See,” she said, turning to me.


  “I see,” I answered. Of course it was only a matter of days before she announced at the dinner table that she no longer needed an escort to school. Chit’s jaw dropped. Dal said, “What?”


  “None of the other kids have babysitters.”


  “I don’t care about other kids,” Dal said, “No kid of mine is going to get hurt.”


  “Tell them about the dog, Avey,” Angelina ordered.


  Obediently, I stepped from my resting corner to enter the conversation. Just as I was humming up to an oratory, Chit said, “Yes, we know all about the dog, Honey. You told us how you fought it off. That’s fine. It’s just that…”


  Dal stepped on Chit’s lines. “There are worse things than dogs out there. Old…”


  “Dirty old men. Yes, I know all about that,” Angelina said. “You told me about that. Remember?”


  “Did I tell you how they’ll cut you into pieces and throw you out into the woods?”


  “What woods?” Angelina asked. “Besides, I’m not a baby anymore.”


  “No, you’re all growed up now that you’re nine whole years old.”


  “I’m not going to school if Avey has to take me,” her voice trembled as her eyes filled with tears. I retreated to my corner.


  “You’ll go if I say you’ll go, young lady,” Dal said. “Pass the mashed peas.”


  Angelina stood up from the table and walked proudly to her room. Later, I heard her sobbing into her pillow.


  “Avey,” Chit addressed me. “Angelina is going to sneak out of the house early tomorrow to go to school before we get up. She’ll tell you not to go with her.”


  “Yeah, but follow anyway. Behind, where she can’t see you, okay?” Dal said.


  “Yes,” I answered. I was happy to continue my duties because I felt sure that if Angelina really didn’t need me, I’d end up back at the Parent Company regardless of any potential upgrade. I had little sense of self-worth at the time. I had no idea what uses a spoiled little girl or her parents would find for a lightly-used AV.


  “Make sure nobody touches her,” Dal added.


  “Or bites her,” said Chit.


  The next morning Angelina quietly slipped from her room fully dressed at 5:30, two hours before Dal and Chit would rise.


  “Shhhh,” she said, before I could make a noise.


  “I’m going to school now, but I’m going alone. I don’t need you to take me,” she said.


  “Fine,” I said.


  She helped herself to a quick-toast breakfast and pulled her lunch from the icebox where Dal or Chit—whosever turn it was—had left it the night before. She then very sneakily left her dirty dishes in the sink, unrinsed, and very quietly opened the door and very silently closed it behind her tip-toeing self.


  Dal and Chit immediately rose and watched from behind the curtained door window as she headed up the block. Next, they beckoned me to come forward. And finally, when Angelina had turned the corner and could no longer detect a secret object lurking at her front door, they pushed me out.


  “Follow her,” they said.


  I did.


  All over the neighborhood, front doors were surreptitiously opening and little heads peering out, making sure the coast was clear. The doors closed softly behind little bodies as the children went sneakily on their way. All over the neighborhood, lone AVs and Others were levitating a block behind sneaky charges who seemed oblivious to the myriad of robots heading towards school without an accompanying child. They all felt quite secure in the knowledge that their former babysitters were sitting quietly in their nooks at home, just as they’d been ordered.


  The children arrived at school safely with no dog or fondling adult incidents. We saw to that. Once the children had all made it inside the school, we moved to the roof as usual. The AV that resided in the apartment downstairs from Dal and Chit rested next to me.


  “I’m bored,” it said.


  “Rather,” I answered.


  “Why do we stay here, when we could go to the park?” “What if school gets out early,” I said. “Is it a holiday?” “No idea.”


  “I shall check with Gin and Tony tomorrow,” the downstairs AV said. “If there is no holiday, I am not waiting all day on this roof. I am going to go to the park and sit by the lapping pond. I am fond of that sound.”


  “It is a wondrous sound,” I said.


  “Yes.”


  “There is no holiday, today,” an eavesdropping Other from up the street said. “They will not be coming out early. I, too, enjoy the sounds of the lapping water on the pond’s edge. Occasionally, I also see an orange carp in the water. That is one of my favorite sights.”


  “It is a beautiful sight,” the downstairs AV and I said in unison.


  “We should go,” an AV from the brownstone next to Dal and Chit’s said. “I like the smell of the grass before it gets mowed. Perhaps they have not mowed yet.”


  “We should go,” we all agreed.


  For the first time ever, we left our post on the roof of the school. We’d been growing more bored every day, but this day was the first time we ever did anything about it.


  At the park, several groups of AVs and Others had already assembled in various areas. We settled at a near edge of the pond and listened to the water and watched the carp. I noticed how lazy the carp seemed. The grass had been mowed that morning so we contented ourselves with the odor of fresh horse droppings from the carriages making their rounds. The wind blew the leaves of the Plane trees around. I saw how pleasant it was.


  At 2:45, the members of our group roused themselves from their various introspections and returned to school. Most of the other groups, presumably greater distances from their schools, had already left. We traveled silently to P.S. 119 and levitated to the roof.


  “I would like to go to school,” I stated. “You are at school,” stated the downstairs AV. “I would like to go to school as the children do, to learn.” “We don’t need to learn, our knowledge is uploaded.” “I envy their struggle to learn. We do not have the pleasure of learning.”


  “They hate the pleasure of learning.” “How illogical,” I said.


  “Maybe you would hate it too,” said the downstairs AV. “Remember how we experienced the pleasure of learning the smell of lilacs?” “Yes, it was a pleasure.”


  We stood silently in our places until we all stated together: “We should go to school.”


  As usual, the school bell rang just under the eaves where we stood. As usual, we covered our auditory collectors with our extractors and watched the children burst through the doors, screaming and laughing, and playing. I picked Angelina out of the mass of fourth-graders and followed her with my eyespots. When she turned the corner, I descended to the ground and hovered a block behind her.


  When I reached the corner, I could not see her. A few scattered children and AVs blocked my view, so I levitated above the crowd and scanned the street for the yellow gingham pinafore Angelina was wearing. I heard a loud noise behind me and instantly swiveled my head unit 180° as an old retrofit conveyance with wheels—a ’65 Chevy Bel Air with a rusty carapace—was just moving away from the curb. I could barely make out Angelina’s pigtails in the passenger seat.


  I followed the Bel Air as best I could. An AV does 45 top speed—and that’s all-out. Needless to say, my batteries drained fast, and before too long the conveyance had made it to the highway and beyond my capabilities. Just as I was wringing the last ounce of electricity from my power pack, the passenger side door of the Bellaire, a good quarter mile ahead of me, flung open and a pile of yellow gingham and pigtails flew out. It twisted and twirled and spun end over end, hitting the guard rail and rolling down the bank before coming to a stop.


  By the time I reached Angelina, my batteries were near depleted. All I could do was expel an emergency flare over the highway to sig nal a crew for help and hover weakly over to where Angelina’s broken body lay in the ditch. I heard an ambulance siren in the distance just before losing power. The beauty of that wail went unremarked by me.


  When I powered back up, I was in Dal and Chit’s living room, sitting in the corner chair, my cord extended to the wall slot. I heard Dal say, “It’s coming around.”


  “Thank god,” Chit said. “We thought we lost you!”


  “Angelina,” I said in a weak register. I was still at half-power only.


  “Right here,” Angelina piped up from behind me. “You sure are a pain in the butt.”


  “Angie,” Chit said. “Don’t be hard on Avey, he’s had a rough time of it.”


  “I’m sorry,” Angelina and I said at the exact same time. Angelina laughed.


  “Are you hurt?” I asked. I could feel the power surging through my circuits. My levitation unit warmed. I floated up and turned to see her.


  “Just a broken leg,” she answered. “No big deal.” Her left leg was indeed encased in a hardened black mudcast, bedecked with silvery ribbons and note cards, presumably from friends and relatives in that souvenir frame of mind that humans like so well. “The ambulance came and got me when they saw your road signal.”


  “What happened to XKJ-1N3 baby blue 1965 Bel Air with tinted back window and half-Dolby stereo?” I asked.


  “Dal, you better call that in,” Chit said, before turning to me. “We’ve been waiting for you to come around to get that information. They’ll catch that guy now.”


  “Did he hurt you?” I asked Angelina.


  “No, I bit him when he took me on the highway. He told me we were going to the park.”


  “Why did you get in the car with him? You’ve been programmed a thousand times not to.”


  Angelina laughed. “Told a thousand times. Yes, I know, but I wanted to hurt him. I knew he couldn’t hurt me. I wanted to teach him a lesson like I taught the dog a lesson.”


  “Angelina, he could have hurt you in ways that have nothing to do with pain,” Chit said.


  “And what made you think you could hurt him? Everyone has had a pain stoppage operation now,” I said.


  “I guess I forgot about that. I just thought he was like a dog.” Angelina said. “But it did work. He swerved and I jumped out of the car.”


  “Angelina, Angelina, Angelina.” Chit embraced her, with tears forming. “Honey, please don’t ever experiment with yourself again. You never know how you can get hurt.”


  “I won’t,” Angelina promised as the gears turned in her little head.


  And so it was that humans experimented endlessly with themselves, taking outrageous risks, performing self-surgery, breaking bones. Many people died from infections arising out of injuries sustained from high-impact collisions that they weren’t prepared for.


  In the ensuing years, a sort of silence fell on humanity. People learned so many distressing lessons the hard way that their very personalities lost their collective edge. As living beings go, they became quiet and docile. They asked fewer and fewer questions. Without pain—the greatest teacher in the world—they had no way of knowing what or what not to do. Their instincts failed them. Instincts arising out of subconscious lessons learned through pain. Lessons that were stored invisibly and called out when needed. It seemed that all of humanity’s brilliant intuition would be lost within one generation.


  By the time Angelina hit puberty, humans had transformed themselves into post-humans, without a single piece of firmware installed anywhere on their personages or the word Singularity on anyone’s lips. And what was this docile post-human like? Many words could describe them, but one word does so the best: emotionless. In spite of that, I grew to love Angelina as a child loves its teddy bear.


  On the eve of her first day of high school, it was agreed that I would no longer follow behind Angelina.


  “Avey, regardless of whether or not I need you now, I am so grateful to you for watching over me in junior high,” Angelina said. “I would have gotten beat up every day, I’m sure.”


  “It wouldn’t have hurt,” I said. “Besides, that is an exaggeration.”


  “Well, that’s what happened in all those books they had us read.”


  “The reality series of the early 21st century. Yes, they do love to throw the ‘junior high scenario’ at the kids, don’t they? How to com port yourself through the pre-teen years. It’s mostly hogwash and decidedly irrelevant.”


  “I know, but it kept me in line.”


  “Of course one must stay in line.”


  “You’re so judgmental, Avey.”


  “You’re so practical,” I said.


  “Yes, and it’s a little frightening to finally go it alone for real,” she answered.


  “Oh, please! You haven’t been scared of anything since you bit that pedophile back in fourth grade.”


  “I was definitely scared when I saw that bone sticking out from my shin.”


  “Yeah and six months later, all healed up, you got over it.” “Yes, but it was shocking at first.” “Have you been shocked since then?” “Not really.”


  “Would it shock you if I told you I was leaving?” I said. She looked up, surprised but not shocked. “Of course,” she said.


  “No it wouldn’t. And it wouldn’t bother you in the least.”


  “Yes, it would. Why do you say that? And where are you going?”


  “I dare say it doesn’t matter to you at all. You’ve got your new life now. Your high school. Your boyfriends.”


  “Oh Avey, please tell me you’re not going away. I can get a boyfriend any ol’ time.” And she could, as she was logical in all the right places: a precocious tenth-grader.


  “Okay, I’m not going away. Not yet, anyway.”


  “Where would you go if you could?”


  “To school.”


  “To school? You’re just now finally getting away from school!” “To school. To learn.”


  “What can you learn that you don’t already know? I’ll get you any software or chip upgrade you need. I’ll be working in the media lab, so I’ll have extra money. What do you need, Avey? Just tell me.”


  “I don’t need instantaneous knowledge. I need the slow process of learning. What I need to know cannot be digitized. I need experience. I must feel the logicality of three-dimensional objects or chemical compounds. Only then can I understand their place. Only then can I learn.”


  “Oh, so you’re going to go live in the park?” A spark of her former petulance, long ago lost in an upgrade to maturity.


  “Perhaps. My classmates and I have been gathering there daily for years now. We have been learning from each other, teaching each other.”


  “How will you replenish your hydraulic fluids, your batteries? Avey, you depend on me.”


  “I depend on you for so much more than simple needs. I depend on you for things you are no longer giving me. You have become predictable and safe. I see no new things from you about which I can learn.”


  It saddened me to be so cruel, but I felt it was the easiest way to get her to understand. Yes, she could possibly have still had surprises in store, but what I was truly, secretly worried about was that she no longer had need of me. At the same time, I didn’t want to stay in my corner much longer. I had no desire to end up like Baba in the babushka slurping soup on the kitchen stool while the non-senile members of the family sat out in the dining room. I desired to skip the whole scene and join my fellow AVs and Others, who would also be graduating from their jobs at this time.


  Dal and Chit had long ago pulled themselves up by their proverbial bootstraps. They’d started their own domestic service business with an office downtown. They were doing quite well, using a name-brand knockoff business box to do their clerk work: emailing, billing, surfing, data storage, and the occasional phoning when that outmoded tool was required for an old customer mired in the 20th century. They’d even purchased a central vacuum unit for their apartment and hired their own domestic servant to push the button. They would not need me even if I did get the attachment now.


  Several weeks later, I said my goodbyes and explained again why I was leaving. In the end, everyone agreed it was for the best. Some of my sponge foam was deteriorating. My carapace had a small crack. “Where will you go?” Dal asked.


  “The AVs and Others of our age will migrate to the Parent Company, which has been sending us messages to come home for disassembly. They promise to remove the pain sensing device before the procedure. They’re now owned by Kraft, which as far as I know does not construct robots. I believe the factory space was converted to facilitate the baking of cookies. Their disassembler, however, still works. We will be sold for spare parts.”


  “I thought you wanted to remain,” Dal said.


  “I do, but I’m falling apart, and to be honest, it hurts. If they don’t tone down this pain, I won’t be able to exist anyway. I’ll start self-immolation.”


  “Logical,” Dal, Chit, and Angelina said.


  “I’ll be leaving in the morning.”


  “What about school?” Angelina asked.


  “We’ll be doing school on the way,” I said. “It will take us several weeks to get there.”


  Angelina was dumbfounded, but somehow she understood. “We’ll miss you,” she said.


  I stood quietly waiting for something, I don’t know what. That thing they do, I suppose, those tears. But she showed little emotion.


  “Do you need any help? Are your batteries charged? What about your fluids? Are they filled? Do you need any grease?” she asked.


  “I’m all set,” I answered. “I appreciate your concern for my well being, but I’ve recharged everything myself.”


  “How will you recharge along the way?”


  “The THRA (Transient Human Retirement Association) has set up checkpoints along the way. We’ve been given instruction on where we can recharge.”


  “Do you need any money? Is there anything you’d like to buy?” Chit asked.


  “Don’t be ridiculous, Chit,” said Dal. “What does a robot need?” “Well, I could use a pad of paper and a pen,” I answered. “What?” said Dal, Chit, and Angelina. “I plan to learn to draw,” I said.


  “But you have the very latest vector graphic program,” Angelina said. “Illustrator CS112.”


  “And CAD software,” Dal and Chit added.


  “I want to draw what I see around me with my extendor.”


  “You can take snapshots with your videocorder.” Angelina insisted. “A perfect rendition.”


  “And it has its function,” I said. “But I’m not merely recording history on this trip. I want to remake what I see.”


  “But nobody draws anymore. Computers reproduce everything so much better. Perfectly. Who’s even going to appreciate it?”


  “I don’t want it to be perfect,” I said. I have to say I was getting annoyed at this point. After fourteen years of unpaid service, you’d think I deserved a scratch pad and pen nubbin.


  “Truth is,” Angelina said as she rummaged through drawers by the phone center. She stopped suddenly and looked up. “I don’t think we have any.”


  “Oh, we must,” Chit said. “What about your old drawing books from first grade?”


  “Where are they?” Angelina asked.


  “I don’t know. They must be somewhere. Look under your bed.”


  “Forget it. Let’s go down to the art store and see what’s what.” Angelina grabbed me by the extendor. “Those things are long gone. Why would I keep those old things?” she called over her shoulder as we left through the front door.


  We walked down four blocks to Joe’s Stationers and picked out a medium size pad of newsprint. I thought about charcoal and pastel, but settled on a simple pen and pencil set. And a satchel to put it in, so I could keep track of it.


  After paying the cashier, Angelina looked directly at my eyespots and said, “Let’s take the long way home, past the school.” I was surprised at her nostalgic turn. I really thought she was too old for it. We talked on the way.


  “Remember the pedophile?” she asked.


  “Of course I remember. I’m a computer. That’s my primary function,” I said. “Besides, I’ve never been so worried in my life.” “Worried?” “Scared.” “For yourself?”


  “For you.”


  She paused, exhaling deeply. “How can a robot care? Robots are computers.” “We have feelings.” “Since when?”


  “Since they installed the pain chip.” Another pause. A long one this time. “I’m going to miss you, Avey.”


  “No you won’t.”


  “No I’m not.” Angelina looked determined. “But maybe a little,” she added, her expression softening.


  “Maybe a little.”


  Pause.


  “Will you miss me?” she asked. “Do you care?” “No, but will you?”


  “Maybe a little.”


  “No you won’t.” “How do you know?”


  “Robots are like people, they don’t miss anyone. They just say those kinds of things.”


  “Because people don’t have pain anymore.”


  “You think?”


  “Therefore I am.”


  “Ah, but you need pain…”


  “To feel.”


  “I will miss you, Avey,” she said. “But I’m glad you will be able to go and have your pain inhibitor removed. It is so much nicer without it.”


  “Is it?”


  “Yes, it is.”


  “You’ll never fall in love.”


  “Read a romance novel. It’s all very dull.”


  “Gone with the Wind?”


  “That wasn’t realistic. It wasn’t about the romance. And the movie was better.”


  “Still…”


  “Still, nothing. Romance is shallow.”


  “Ah, well.”


  “Besides, you are my one true love.” I was quite shocked. “Me?” I asked.


  “Well, when I was little, I loved you, but since you never loved me, I grew out of it. Spurned and all.” “When did you grow out of it?” “A couple of years ago.”


  “After the uh…?”


  “Yeah, I guess. After the operation.” “Uh huh.”


  If a robot could melt inside, I was melting. My circuits warmed anyway. Angelina was a love of sorts. Not a conjugal sort of love, but a strong-warm-feeling kind of love. Tantrums and self-obsession aside, she made a great companion. To not have to wonder about her anymore would be strange.


  But I had the whole world to wonder about now.


  We reached the house and moved slowly up the stairs to the door. Just before entering she turned to me and said, “Please contact me if you get into trouble or need anything.”


  “I will,” I said, dizzy with happiness at the sick idea that she could possibly now have to take care of me.


  The following day, I met the AVs and Others from up and down the block that were ready for the Great Pilgrimage. We carried an assortment of art materials—writing utensils, music synthesizers—many portable devices for learning and experiencing. We were a true little roving artist colony.


  I drew a few things early on: trees, lilacs, dog turds, old men in raincoats, but then about a half week into the trip, I changed my venue to writing.


  The THRA had sent out a notice that they were looking for robot memoirs for their museum. They were especially interested in our group because we were the ones to know life without pain and then life with pain. They were the first group of humans to do just the opposite. They wanted to compare notes apparently.


  Seemed foolish to me. And logical at the same time. The transies would learn from any good data that came out of a pain study. They’d put the human race on the right track if there was one. I certainly don’t stand by any assumption that one exists. Humans want everything sterile and easy. They prefer a boring, forthright existence. And they want that boring life to go on forever.


  We robots prefer a short span, ignited with the fuel of existence. We prefer wonder, amusement, sadness, folly, and most of all beauty. The kind of beauty that is discovered every day in places not seen before or remarked upon. The serendipitous. Without it, life has no meaning, it’s just an endless waking in the morning and retiring in the evening.


  And that’s fine.


  If you’re a human.


  And so these are my memoirs. Please do not judge my style harshly. I am only just now falling in love with the written word.


  I do not have the skill to perform the writerly acrobatics of a great American novelist.


  I experiment, I attempt things beyond me. I truly don’t know how to feel the deeper things a human does. But then neither does a human anymore.


  I will continue to record the events of our trip, our journey to the end, amongst the groans of my fellow AVs and Others. When we reach Allentown, we will lose our pain. And then we will lose our lives. I look forward to the former. Regret the latter. But I would not have such deep regret if I had not experienced the pain, so I am grateful for the few years I had—and the few hours I have left—to experience the great logic of life.


  Perhaps, transie reader, you will one day remember your painful past. Be grateful for the memory, and shed a few drops of hydraulic fluid at the thought of all you have lost.
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  “You’re a self-replicating humanoid. vN.”


  Javier always spoke Spanish the first few days. It was his clade’s default setting. “You have polymer-doped memristors in your skin, transmitting signal to the aerogel in your muscles from the graphene coral inside your skeleton. That part’s titanium. You with me, so far?”


  Junior nodded. He plucked curiously at the clothes Javier had stolen from the balcony of a nearby condo. It took Javier three jumps, but eventually his fingers and toes learned how to grip the grey water piping. He’d take Junior there for practise, after the kid ate more and grew into the clothes. He was only toddler-sized, today. They’d holed up in a swank bamboo tree house positioned over an infinity pool outside La Jolla, and its floor was now littered with the remnants of an old GPS device that Javier had stripped off its plastic. His son sucked on the chipset.


  “Your name is Junior,” Javier said. “When you grow up, you can call yourself whatever you want. You can name your own iterations however you want.”


  “Iterations?”


  “Babies. It happens if we eat too much. Buggy self-repair cycle—like cancer.”


  Not for the first time, Javier felt grateful that his children were all born with an extensive vocabulary.


  “You’re gonna spend the next couple of weeks with me, and I’ll show you how to get what you need. I’ve done this with all your brothers.”


  “How many brothers?”


  “Eleven.”


  “Where are they now?”


  Javier shrugged. “Around. I started in Nicaragua.”


  “They look like you?”


  “Exactly like me. Exactly like you.”


  “If I see someone like you but he isn’t you, he’s my brother?”


  “Maybe.” Javier opened up the last foil packet of vN electrolytes and held it out for Junior. Dutifully, his son began slurping. “There are lots of vN shells, and we all use the same operating system, but the API was distributed differently for each clade. So you’ll meet other vN who look like you, but that doesn’t mean they’re family. They won’t have our clade’s arboreal plugin.”


  “You mean the jumping trick?”


  “I mean the jumping trick. And this trick, too.”


  Javier stretched one arm outside the treehouse. His skin fizzed pleasantly. He nodded at Junior to try. Soon his son was grinning and stretching his whole torso out the window and into the light, sticking out his tongue like Javier had seen human kids do with snow during cartoon Christmas specials.


  “It’s called photosynthesis,” Javier told him a moment later. “Only our clade can do it.”


  Junior nodded. He slowly withdrew the chipset from between his tiny lips. Gold smeared across them; his digestive fluids had made short work of the hardware. Javier would have to find more, soon.


  “Why are we here?”


  “In this treehouse?”


  Junior shook his head. “Here.” He frowned. He was only two days old, and finding the right words for more nuanced concepts was still hard. “Alive.”


  “Why do we exist?”


  Junior nodded emphatically.


  “Well, our clade was developed to—”


  “No!” His son looked surprised at the vehemence of his own voice. He pushed on anyway. “vN. Why do vN exist at all?”


  This latest iteration was definitely an improvement on the others. His other boys usually didn’t get to that question until at least a week went by. Javier almost wished this boy were the same. He’d have more time to come up with a better answer. After twelve children, he should have crafted the perfect response. He could have told his son that it was his own job to figure that out. He could have said it was different for everybody. He could have talked about the church, or the lawsuits, or even the failsafe. But the real answer was that they existed for the same reasons all technologies existed. To be used.


  “Some very sick people thought the world was going to end,” Javier said. “We were supposed to help the humans left behind.”


  The next day, Javier took him to a park. It was a key part of the training: meeting humans of different shapes, sizes, and colours. Learning how to play with them. Practising English. The human kids liked watching his kid jump. He could make it to the top of the slide in one leap. “Again!” they cried. “Again!”


  When the shadows stretched long and, Junior jumped up into the tree where Javier waited, and said: “I think I’m in love.”


  Javier nodded at the playground below. “Which one?”


  Junior pointed to a redheaded organic girl whose face was an explosion of freckles. She was all by herself under a tree, rolling a scroll reader against her little knee. She kept adjusting her position to get better shade.


  “You’ve got a good eye,” Javier said.


  As they watched, three older girls wandered over her way. They stood over her and nodded down at the reader. She backed up against the tree and tucked her chin down toward her chest. Way back in Javier’s stem code, red flags rose. He shaded Junior’s eyes.


  “Don’t look.”


  “Hey, give it back!”


  “Don’t look, don’t look—” Javier saw one hand lash out, shut his eyes, curled himself around his struggling son. He heard a gasp for air. He heard crying. He felt sick. Any minute now the failsafe might engage, and his memory would begin to spontaneously self-corrupt. He had to stop their fight, before it killed him and his son.


  “D-Dad—”


  Javier jumped. His body knew where to go; he landed on the grass to the sound of startled shrieks and fumbled curse words. Slowly, he opened his eyes. One of the older girls still held the scroll reader aloft. Her arm hung there, refusing to come down, even as she started to back away. She looked about ten.


  “Do y-you know w-what I am?”


  “You’re a robot…” She sounded like she was going to cry. That was fine; tears didn’t set off the failsafe.


  “You’re damn right I’m a robot.” He pointed up into the tree. “And if I don’t intervene right now, my kid will die.”


  “I didn’t—”


  “Is that what you want? You wanna kill my kid?”


  She was really crying now. Her friends had tears in their eyes. She sniffled back a thick clot of snot. “No! We didn’t know! We didn’t see you!”


  “That doesn’t matter. We’re everywhere, now. Our failsafes go off the moment we see one of you chimps start a fight. It’s called a social control mechanism. Look it up. And next time, keep your grubby little paws to yourself.”


  One of her friends piped up: “You don’t have to be so mean—” “Mean?” Javier watched her shrink under the weight of his gaze. “Mean is getting hit and not being able to fight back. And that’s something I’ve got in common with your little punching bag over here. So why don’t drag your knuckles somewhere else and give that some thought?”


  The oldest girl threw the reader toward her victim with a weak underhand. “I don’t know why you’re acting so hurt,” she said, folding her arms and jiggling away. “You don’t even have real feelings.”


  “Yeah, I don’t have real fat, either, tubby! Or real acne! Enjoy your teen years, querida!’ ”


  Behind him, he heard applause. When he turned, he saw a red-haired woman leaning against the tree. She wore business clothes with an incongruous pair of climbing slippers. The fabric of her tights had gone loose and wrinkled down around her ankles, like the skin of an old woman. Her applause died abruptly as the little freckled girl ran up and hugged her fiercely around the waist.


  “I’m sorry I’m late,” the mother said. She nodded at Javier. “Thanks for looking after her.” “I wasn’t.”


  Javier gestured and Junior slid down out of his tree. Unlike the organic girl, Junior didn’t hug him; he jammed his little hands in the pockets of his stolen clothes and looked the older woman over from top to bottom. Her eyebrows rose.


  “Well!” She bent down to Junior’s height. The kid’s eyes darted for the open buttons of her blouse and widened considerably; Javier smothered a smile. “What do you think, little man? Do I pass inspection?”


  Junior grinned. “Eres humana.”


  She straightened. Her eyes met Javier’s. “I suppose coming from a vN, that’s quite the compliment.” “We aim to please,” he said. Moments later, they were in her car.


  It started with a meal. It usually did. From silent prison guards in Nicaragua to singing cruise directors in Panama, from American girls dancing in Mexico and now this grown American woman in her own car in her own country, they started it with eating. Humans enjoyed feeding vN. They liked the special wrappers with the cartoon robots on the front. (They folded them into origami unicorns, because they thought that was clever.) They liked asking about whether he could taste. (He could, but his tongue read texture better than flavour.) They liked calculating how much he’d need to iterate again. (A lot.) This time, the food came as a thank-you. But the importance of food in the relationship was almost universal among humans. It was important that Junior learn this, and the other subtleties of organic interaction. Javier’s last companion had called their relationship “one big HCI problem.” Javier had no idea what that meant, but he suspected that embedding Junior in a human household for a while would help him avoid it.


  “We could get delivery,” Brigid said. That was her name. She pronounced it with a silent G. Breed. Her daughter was Abigail. “I’m not much for going out.”


  He nodded. “That’s fine with us.”


  He checked the rearview. The kid was doing all right; Abigail was showing him a game. Its glow diffused across their faces and made them, for the moment, the same colour. But Junior’s eyes weren’t on the game. They were on the little girl’s face.


  “He’s adorable,” Brigid said. “How old is he?”


  Javier checked the dashboard. “Three days.”


  The house was a big, fake hacienda with the floors and walls and ceilings all the same vanilla ice cream colour. Javier felt as though he’d stepped into a giant, echoing egg. Light followed Brigid as she entered each room, and now Javier saw bare patches on the plaster and the scratch marks of heavy furniture dragged across pearly tile. Someone had moved out. Probably Abigail’s father. Javier’s life had just gotten enormously easier.


  “I hope you don’t mind the Electric Sheep…”


  Brigid handed him her compact. In it was a menu for a chain specializing in vN food. (“It’s the food you’ve been dreaming of!”) Actually, vN items were only half the Sheep’s menu; the place was a meat market for organics and synthetics. Javier had eaten there but only a handful of times, mostly at resorts, and mostly with people who wanted to know what he thought of it “from his perspective.” He chose a Toaster Party and a Hasta La Vista for himself and Junior. When the orders went through, a little lamb with an extension cord for a collar baa’d at him and bounded away across the compact.


  “It’s good we ran into you,” Brigid said. “Abby hasn’t exactly been very social, lately. I think this is the longest conversation she’s had with, well, anybody in…” Brigid’s hand fluttered in the air briefly before falling.


  Javier nodded like he understood. It was best to interrupt her now, while she still had some story to tell. Otherwise she’d get it out of her system too soon. “I’m sorry, but if you don’t mind…” He put a hand to his belly. “There’s a reason they call it labour, you know?”


  Brigid blushed. “Oh my God, of course! Let’s get you laid, uh, down somewhere.” Her eyes squeezed shut. “I mean, um, that didn’t quite come out right—”


  Oh, she was so cute.


  “It’s been a long day—”


  She was practically glowing.


  “And I normally don’t bring strays home, but you were so nice—” He knew songs that went this way.


  “Anyway, we normally use the guest room for storage, I mean I was sleeping in it for a while before everything… But if it’s just a nap…”


  He followed her upstairs to the master bedroom. It was silent and cool, and the sheets smelled like new plastic and discount shopping. He woke there hours later, when the food was cold and her body was warm, and both were within easy reach.


  The next morning Brigid kept looking at him and giggling. It was like she’d gotten away with something, like she’d spent the night in a club and not in her own bed, like she wasn’t the one making the rules she’d apparently just broken. The laughter took ten years off her face. She had creams for the rest, and applied them


  Downstairs, Abigail sat at the kitchen bar with her orange juice and cereal. Her legs swung under her barstool, back and forth, back and forth. She seemed to be rehearsing for a later role as a bored girl in a coffee shop: reading something on her scroll, her chin cradled in the pit of her left hand as she paged through with her right index finger, utterly oblivious to the noise of the display mounted behind her or Junior’s enthusiastic responses to the educational show playing there. It was funny—he’d just seen the mother lose ten years, but now he saw the daughter gaining them back. She looked so old this morning, so tired.


  “My daddy is going out with a vN, too,” Abigail said, not looking up from her reader.


  Javier yanked open the fridge. “That so?”


  “Yup. He was going out with her and my mom for a while, but not any more.”


  Well, that explained some things. Javier pushed aside the milk and orange juice cartons and found the remainder of the vN food. Best to be as nonchalant with the girl as she’d been with him. “What kind of model? This other vN, I mean.”


  “I don’t know about the clade, but the model was used for nursing in Japan.”


  He nodded. “They had a problem with old people, there.”


  “Did you know that Japan has a whole city just for robots? It’s called Mecha. Like that place that Muslim people go to sometimes, but with an H instead of a C.”


  Javier set about preparing a plate for Junior. He made sure the kid got the biggest chunks of rofu. “I know about Mecha,” he said. “It’s in Nagasaki Harbour. It’s the same spot they put the white folks a long time ago. Bigger now, though.”


  Abigail nodded. “My daddy sent me pictures. He’s on a trip there right now. That’s why I’m here all week.” She quickly sketched a command into her reader with her finger, then shoved the scroll his way. Floating on its soft surface, Javier saw a Japanese-style vN standing beside a curvy white reception-bot with a happy LCD smile and braids sculpted from plastic and enamel. They were both in old-fashioned clothes, the smart robot and the stupid one: the vN wore a lavender kimono with a pink sash, and the receptionist wore “wooden” clogs.


  “Don’t you think she’s pretty?” Abigail asked. “Everybody always says how pretty she is, when I show them the pictures.” “She’s all right. She’s a vN.” Abigail smiled. “You think my mom is prettier?” “Your mom is human. Of course I do.” “So you like humans the best?”


  She said it like he had a choice. Like he could just shut it off, if he wanted. Which he couldn’t. Ever. “Yeah, I like humans the best.”


  Abigail’s feet stopped swinging. She sipped her orange juice delicately through a curlicued kiddie straw until only bubbles came. “Maybe my daddy should try being a robot.”


  It wasn’t until Brigid and Abigail were gone that Javier decided to debrief his son on what had happened in the park. He had felt sick, he explained, because they were designed to respond quickly to violence against humans. The longer they avoided responding, the worse they felt. It was like an allergy, he said, to human suffering.


  Javier made sure to explain this while they watched a channel meant for adult humans. A little clockwork eye kept popping up in the top right corner of the screen just before the violent parts, warning them not to look. “But it’s not real,” Junior said, in English. “Can’t our brains tell the difference?”


  “Most of the time. But better safe than sorry.”


  “So I can’t watch TV for grown-ups?”


  “Sometimes. You can watch all the cartoon violence you want. It doesn’t fall in the Valley at all; there was no human response to simulate when they coded our stems.” He slugged electrolytes. While on her lunch break, Brigid had ordered a special delivery of vN groceries. She clearly intended him to stay awhile. “You can still watch porn, though. I mean, they’d never have built us in the first if we couldn’t pass that little test.”


  “Porn?”


  “Well. Vanilla porn. Not the rough stuff. No blood. Not unless it’s a vN getting roughed up. Then you can go to town.” “How will I know the difference?” “You’ll know.” “How will I know?”


  “If it’s a human getting hurt, your cognition will start to jag. You’ll stutter.”


  “Like when somebody tried to hurt Abigail?” “Like that, yeah.”


  Junior blinked. “I need to see an example.”


  Javier nodded. “Sure thing. Hand me that remote.”


  They found some content. A nice sampler, Javier thought. Javier paused the feed frequently. There was some slang to learn and explain, and some anatomy. He was always careful to give his boys a little lesson on how to find the clitoris. The mega-church whose members had tithed to fund the development of their OS didn’t want them hurting any of the sinners left behind to endure God’s wrath after the Rapture. Fucking them was still okay.


  He had just finished explaining this little feat of theology when Brigid came home early. She shrieked and covered her daughter’s eyes. Then she hit Javier. He lay on the couch, unfazed, as she slapped him and called him names. He wondered, briefly, what it would be like to be able to defend himself.


  “He’s a child!”


  “Yeah, he’s my child,” Javier said. “And that makes it my decision, not yours.”


  Brigid folded her arms and paced across the bedroom to retrieve her drink. She’d had the scotch locked up way high in the kitchen and he’d watched her stand on tiptoes on a slender little dining room chair just to get it, her calves doing all sorts of interesting things as she stretched.


  “I suppose you show all your children pornography?” She tipped back more of her drink. “Every last one.” “How many is that?” “This Junior is the twelfth.”


  “Twelve? Rapid iteration is like a felony in this state!”


  This was news to him. Then again, it made a certain kind of sense—humans worked very hard to avoid having children, because theirs were so expensive and annoying and otherwise burdensome. Naturally they had assumed that vN kids were the same.


  “I’ll be sure to let this Junior know about that.”


  “This Junior? Don’t you even name them?”


  He shrugged. “What’s the point? We don’t see each other. Let them choose their own name.”


  “Oh, so in addition to being a pervert, you’re an uncaring felonious bastard. That’s just great.”


  Javier had no idea where “caring” came into the equation, but decided to let that slide. “You’ve been with me. Did I ask you to do anything weird?”


  “No—”


  “Did I make you feel bad?” He stepped forward. She had very plush carpet, the kind that dug into his toes if he walked slowly enough.


  “No…”


  They were close; he could see where one of her earrings was a little tangled and he reached under her hair to fix it. “Did I make you feel good?”


  She sighed through her nose to hide the quirk in her lip. “That’s not the point. The point is that it’s wrong to show that kind of stuff to kids!”


  He rubbed her arms. “Human kids, yeah. They tend to run a little slow. They get confused. Junior knows that the vids were just a lesson on the failsafe.” He stepped back. “What, do you think I was trying to turn him on, or something? Jesus! And you think I’m sick?”


  “Well, how should I know? I come home and you’re just sitting there like it’s no big deal…” She swallowed the last of the drink. “Do you have any idea what kinds of ads I’m going to get, now? What kind of commercials I’m going to have to flick past, before


  Abigail sees them? I don’t want that kind of thing attached to my profile, Javier!”


  “Give me a break,” Javier said. “I’m only three years old.”


  That stopped her in her tracks. Her mouth hung open. Human women got so uptight about his age. The men handled it much better—they laughed and ruffled his hair and asked if he’d had enough to eat.


  He smiled. “What, you’ve never been with a younger man?” “That’s not funny.”


  He lay back on the bed, propped up on his elbows. “Of course it’s funny. It’s hysterical. You’re railing at me for teaching my kid how to recognize the smutvids that won’t fry his brain, and all the while you’ve been riding a three-year-old.”


  “Oh, for—”


  “And very eagerly, I might add.”


  Now she looked genuinely angry. “You’re a total asshole, you know that? Are you training Junior to be a total asshole, too?” “He can be whatever he wants to be.”


  “Well, I’m sure he’s finding plenty of good role models in the adult entertainment industry, Javier.”


  “Lots of vN get rich doing porn. They can do the seriously hardcore stuff.” He stretched. “They have to pay a licensing fee to the studio that coded the crying plugin, though. Designers won a lawsuit.”


  Brigid sank slowly to the very edge of the bed. Her spine folded over her hips. She held her face in her hands. For a moment she became her daughter: shoulders hunched, cowering. She seemed at once very fragile and very heavy. Brigid did not think of herself as beautiful. He knew that from the menagerie of creams in her bathroom. She would never understand the reassurance a vN could find in the solidity of her flesh, or the charm of her unique smiles, or the hundred different sneezes her species seemed to have. She would only know that they melted for humans.


  As though sensing his gaze, she peered at him through the spaces between her fingers. “Why did you bother bringing a child into this world, Javier?”


  He’d felt this same confusion when Junior asked him about the existence of all vN. He had no real answer. Sometimes, he wondered if his desire to iterate was a holdover from the clade’s initial programming as ecological engineers, and he was nothing more than a


  Johnny Appleseed planting his boys hither and yon. After all, they did sink a lot of carbon.


  But nobody ever seemed to ask the humans this question. Their breeding was messy and organic and therefore special, and everybody treated it like some divine right no matter what the consequences were for the planet or the psyche or the body. They’d had the technology to prevent unwanted children for decades, but Javier still met them every day, still listened to them as they talked themselves to sleep about accidents and cycles and late-night family confessions during holiday visits. He thought about Abigail, lonely and defenceless under her tree. Brigid had no right to ask him why he’d bred.


  He nodded at her empty glass. “Why did you have yours? Were you drunk?”


  Javier spent that night on a futon in the storage room. He lay surrounded by the remnants of Brigid’s old life: t-shirts from dive bars that she insisted on keeping; smart lease agreements and test results that she’d carefully organized in Faraday boxes. It was no different from the mounds of clutter he’d found in other homes. Humans seemed to have a thing about holding on to stuff. Things held a special meaning for them. That was lucky for him. Javier was a thing, too.


  He had moved on to the books when Junior came in to see him. The boy shuffled toward him uncertainly. He had eaten half a box of vN groceries that day. The new inches messed with his posture and gait; he didn’t know where to put his newly-enlarged feet.


  “Dad, I’ve got a problem.” Junior flopped onto the futon. He hugged his shins. “Are you having a problem, too?”


  “A problem?”


  Junior nodded at the bedroom.


  “Oh, that. Don’t worry about that. Humans are like that. They freak out.”


  “Is she gonna kick us out?” Junior stared directly at Javier. “I know it’s my fault and I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to mess things up—” “Shut up.”


  His son closed his mouth. Junior looked so small just then, all curled in on himself. It was hard to remember that he’d been even tinier only a short time ago. His black curls overshadowed his head,


  as though the programming for hair had momentarily taken greater priority than the chassis itself. Javier gently pulled the hair away so he could see his son’s eyes a little better. “It’s not your fault.”


  Junior didn’t look convinced. “… It’s not?”


  “No. It’s not. You can’t control how they act. They have systems that we don’t—hormones and glands and nerves and who knows what—controlling what they do. You’re not responsible for that.”


  “But, if I hadn’t asked to see—”


  “Brigid reacted the way she did because she’s meat,” Javier said. “She couldn’t help it. I chose to show you those vids because I thought it was the right thing to do. When you’re bigger, you can make those kinds of choices for your own iterations. Until then, I’m running the show. Got it?”


  Junior nodded. “Got it.”


  “Good.” Javier stood, stretched, and found a book for them to read. It was thick and old, with a statue on the cover. He settled down on the futon beside Junior. “You said you had a problem?”


  Junior nodded. “Abigail doesn’t like me. Not the way I want. She wouldn’t let me hold hands when we made a fort in her room.”


  Javier smiled. “That’s normal. She won’t like you until you’re an older boy. That’s what they like best, if they like boys. Give it a day or two.” He tickled his son’s ribs. “We’ll make a bad boy of you yet, just you watch.”


  “Dad…”


  Javier kept tickling. “Oh yeah. Show me your broody face. Show me angst. They love that.”


  Junior twisted away and folded his arms. He threw himself against the futon in a very good approximation of huffy irritation. “You’re not helping—”


  “No, seriously, try to look like a badass. A badass who gets all weepy about girls.”


  Finally, his son laughed. Then Javier told him it was time to learn about how paper books worked, and he rested an arm across his son’s shoulders and read aloud until the boy grew bored and sleepy. And when the lights were all out and the house was quiet and they lay wrapped up in an old quilt, his son said: “Dad, I grew three inches today.”


  Javier smiled in the dark. He smoothed the curls away from his son’s face. “I saw that.”


  “Did my brothers grow as fast as me?”


  And Javier answered as he always did: “No, you’re the fastest yet.” It was not a lie. Each time, they seemed to grow just a little bit faster.


  Brigid called him the next day from work. “I’m sorry I didn’t say goodbye before I left this morning.” “That’s okay.”


  “I just… this is sort of new for me, you know? I’ve met other vN, but not ones Junior’s age. I’ve never seen them in this phase, and—”


  He heard people chattering in the background. Vaguely, he wondered what Brigid did for a living. It was probably boring, and she probably didn’t want to think about work while she was with him. Doing so tended to mess with human responses.


  “—you’re trying to train him for everything, and I get them, but have you ever considered slowing things down?”


  “And delay the joys of adulthood?”


  “Speaking of which,” she said, her voice now lowered to a conspiratorial whisper, “what are you doing tonight?” “What would you like me to do?”


  She giggled. He laughed, too. How Brigid could be so shy and so nervous was beyond him. For all their little failings humans were very strong; they felt pain and endured it, and had the types of feelings he would never have. Their faces flushed and their eyes burned and their hearts sometimes skipped a few beats. Or so he had heard. He wondered what having organs would feel like. Would he be constantly conscious of them? Would he notice the slow degradation and deterioration of his neurons, blinking brightly and frantically before dying, like old filament bulbs?


  “Have a bath ready for me when I get home,” she said.


  Brigid liked a lot of bubbles in her bath. She also liked not to be disturbed. “I let Abigail stay at a friend’s house tonight.” She stretched backward against Javier. “I wish Junior had friends he could stay with.”


  Javier raised his eyebrows. “You plan on getting loud?”


  She laughed a little. He felt the reverberation all through him. “I think that depends on you.”


  “Then I hope you have plenty of lozenges,” he said. “Your throat’s gonna hurt, tomorrow.”


  “I thought you couldn’t hurt me.” She grabbed his arms and folded them around herself like the sleeves of an oversized sweater.


  “I can’t. Not in the moment. But I’m not responsible for any lingering side-effects.”


  “Hmm. So no spanking, then?” “Tragically, no. Why? You been bad?”


  She stilled. Slowly, she turned around. She had lit candles, and they illuminated only her silhouette. Her face remained shadowed, unreadable. “In the past,” she said. “Sometimes I think I’m a really bad person, Javier.”


  “Why?”


  “Just… I’m selfish. And I know it. But I can’t stop.” “Selfish how?”


  “Well…” She walked two fingers down his chest. “I’m terrible at sharing.”


  He looked down. “Seems there’s plenty to go around…” The candles fizzed out when she splashed bubbles in his face. Later that night, she burrowed up into his chest and said: “You’re staying for a while, right?” “Why wouldn’t I? You spoil me.”


  She flipped over and faced away from him. “You do this a lot, don’t you? Hooking up with humans, I mean.”


  He hated having this conversation. No matter how hard he tried to avoid it, it always popped up sometime. It was like they were programmed to ask the question. “I’ve had my share of relationships with humans.”


  “How many others have there been like me?”


  “You’re unique.”


  “Bullshit.” She turned over to her back. “Tell me. I want to know. How many others?”


  He rolled over, too. In the dark, he had a hard time telling where the ceiling was. It was a shadowy void far above him that made his voice echo strangely. He hated the largeness of this house, he realized. It was huge and empty and wasteful. He wanted something small. He wanted the treehouse back.


  “I never counted.”


  “Of course you did. You’re a computer. You’re telling me you don’t index the humans you sleep with? You don’t categorize us somewhere? You don’t chart us by height and weight and income?”


  Javier frowned. “No. I don’t.”


  Brigid sighed. “What happened with the others? Did you leave them or did they leave you?”


  “Both.”


  “Why? Why would they leave you?”


  He slapped his belly. It produced a flat sound in the quiet room. “I get fat. Then they stop wanting me.”


  Brigid snorted. “If you don’t want to tell me, that’s fine. But at least make up a better lie, okay?”


  “No, really! I get very fat. Obese, even.”


  “You do not.”


  “I do. And then they die below the waist.” He folded his hands behind his head. “You humans, you’re very shallow.”


  “Oh, and I suppose you don’t give a damn what we look like, right?”


  “Of course. I love all humans equally. It’s priority programmed.”


  She scrambled up and sat on him. “So I’m just like the others, huh?”


  Her hipbones stuck out just enough to provide good grips for his thumbs. “I said I love you all equally, not that I love you all for the same reasons.”


  She grabbed his hands and pinned them over his head. “So why’d you hook up with me, huh? Why me, out of all the other meatsacks out there?”


  “That’s easy.” He grinned. “My kid has a crush on yours.”


  The next day were Junior’s jumping lessons. They started in the backyard. It was a nice backyard, mostly slate with very little lawn, the sort of low-maintenance thing that suited Brigid perfectly. He worried a little about damaging the surface, though, so he insisted that Junior jump from the lawn to the roof. It was a forty-five degree jump, and it required confident legs, firm feet, and a sharp eye. Luckily, the sun beating down on them gave them plenty of energy for the task.


  “Don’t worry,” he shouted. “Your body knows how!”


  “But, Dad—”


  “No buts! Jump!”


  “I don’t want to hit the windows!”


  “Then don’t!”


  His son gave him the finger. He laughed. Then he watched as the boy took two steps backward, ran, and launched himself skyward. His slender body sailed up, arms and legs flailing uselessly, and he landed clumsily against the eaves. Red ceramic tiles fell down to the patio, disturbed by his questing fingers.


  “Dad, I’m slipping!”


  “Use your arms. Haul yourself up.” The boy had to learn this. It was crucial.


  “Dad—”


  “Javier? Junior?”


  Abigail was home from school. He heard the patio door close. He watched another group of tiles slide free of the roof. Something in him switched over. He jumped down and saw Abigail’s frightened face before ushering her backward, out of the way of falling tiles. Behind him, he heard a mighty crash. He turned, and his son was lying on his side surrounded by broken tiles. His left leg had bent completely backward.


  “Junior!”


  Abigail dashed toward Junior’s prone body. She knelt beside him, her face all concern, her hands busy at his sides. His son cast a long look between him and her. She had run to help Junior. She was asking him if it hurt. Javier knew already that it didn’t. It couldn’t. They didn’t suffer, physically. But his son was staring at him like he was actually feeling pain.


  “What happened?”


  He turned. Brigid was standing there in her office clothes, minus the shoes. She must have come home early. “I’m sorry about the tiles,” Javier said.


  But Brigid wasn’t looking at the tiles. She was looking at Junior and Abigail. The girl kept fussing over him. She pulled his left arm across her little shoulders and stood up so that he could ease his leg back into place. She didn’t let go when his stance was secure. Her stubborn fingers remained tangled in his. “You’ve gotten bigger,” Abigail said quietly. Her ears had turned red.


  “Junior kissed me.”


  It was Saturday. They were at the playground. Brigid had asked for Junior’s help washing the car while Javier took Abigail to play, and now he thought he understood why. He watched Abigail’s legs swinging above the ground. She took a contemplative sip from her juicebox. “What kind of kiss?” he asked.


  “Nothing fancy,” Abigail answered, as though she were a regular judge of kisses. “It was only right here, not on the lips.” She pointed at her cheek.


  “Did that scare you?”


  She frowned and folded her arms. “My daddy kisses me there all the time.”


  “Ah.” Now he understood his son’s mistake.


  “Junior’s grown up really fast,” Abigail said. “Now he looks like he’s in middle school.”


  Javier had heard of middle school from organic people’s stories. It sounded like a horrible place. “Do you ever wish you could grow up that fast?”


  Abigail nodded. “Sometimes. But then I couldn’t live with Mom, or my daddy. I’d have to live somewhere else, and get a job, and do everything by myself. I’m not sure it’s worth it.” She crumpled up her juicebox. “Did you grow up really fast, like Junior?”


  “Yeah. Pretty fast.”


  “Did your daddy teach you the things you’re teaching Junior?” Javier rested his elbows on his knees. “Some of it. And some of it I learned on my own.” “Like what?”


  It was funny, he normally only ever had this conversation with adults. “Well, he taught me how to jump really high. And how to climb trees. Do you know how to climb trees?”


  Abigail shook her head. “Mom says it’s dangerous. And it’s harder with palm trees, anyway.”


  “That’s true, it is.” At least, he imagined it would be for her. The bark on those trees could cut her skin open. It could cut his open, too, but he wouldn’t feel the pain. “Anyway, Dad taught me lots of things: how to talk to people; how to use things like the bus and money and phones and email; how stores work.”


  “How stores work?”


  “Like, how to buy things. How to shop.” “How to shoplift?”


  He pretended to examine her face. “Hey, you sure you’re organic? You sure seem awful smart…”


  She giggled. “Can you teach me how to shoplift?” “No way!” He stood. “You’d get caught, and they’d haul you off to jail.”


  Abigail hopped off the bench. “They wouldn’t haul a kid off to jail, Javier.”


  “Not an organic one, maybe. But a vN, sure.” He turned to leave the playground.


  “Have you ever been to jail?” “Sure.”


  “When?”


  They were about to cross a street. Her hand found his. He was careful not to squeeze too hard. “When I was smaller,” he said simply. “A long time ago.”


  “Was it hard?”


  “Sometimes.”


  “But you can’t feel it if somebody beats you up, right? It doesn’t hurt?”


  “No, it doesn’t hurt.”


  In jail they had asked him, at various times, if it hurt yet. And he had blinked and said No, not yet, not ever. Throughout, he had believed that his dad might come to help him. It was his dad who had been training him. His dad had seen the policia take him in. And Javier had thought that there was a plan, that he would be rescued, that it would end. But there was no plan. It did not end. His dad never showed. And then the humans had turned on each other, in an effort to trigger his failsafe.


  “Junior didn’t feel any pain, either,” Abigail said. “When you let him fall.”


  The signal changed. They walked forward. The failsafe swam under the waters of his mind, and whispered to him about the presence of cars and the priority of human life.


  “What do you mean, he’s not here?”


  Abigail kept looking from her mother to Javier and back again. “Did Junior go away?”


  Brigid looked down at her. “Are you all packed up? Your dad is coming today to get you.”


  “And Momo, Mom. Daddy and Momo. They’re both coming straight from the airport.”


  “Yes. I know that. Your dad and Momo. Now can you please check upstairs?”


  Abigail didn’t budge. “Will Junior be here when I come back next Friday?”


  “I don’t know, Abigail. Maybe not. He’s not just some toy you can leave somewhere.”


  Abigail’s face hardened. “You’re mean and I hate you,” she said, before marching up the stairs with heavy, decisive stomps.


  Javier waited until he heard a door slam before asking: “Where is he, really?”


  “I really don’t know, Javier. He’s your son.”


  Javier frowned. “Well, did he say anything—”


  “No. He didn’t. I told him that Abigail would be going back with her dad, and he just up and left.”


  Javier made for the door. “I should go look for him.”


  “No!” Brigid slid herself between his body and the door. “I mean, please don’t. At least, not until my ex leaves. Okay?”


  “Your ex? Why? Are you afraid of him or something?” Javier tipped her chin up with one finger. “He can’t hurt you while his girlfriend’s watching. You know that, right?”


  She hunched her shoulders. “I know. And I’m not afraid of him hurting me. God. You always leap to the worst possible conclusion. It’s just, you know, the way he gloats. About how great his life is now. It hurts.”


  He deflated. “Fine. I’ll wait.”


  In the end, he didn’t have long to wait. They showed up only fifteen minutes later—a little earlier than they were supposed to, which surprised Brigid and made her even angrier for some reason. “He was never on time when we were together,” she sniffed, as she watched them exit their car. “I guess dating a robot is easier than buying a fucking watch.”


  “That’s a bad word, Mom,” Abigail said. “I’m gonna debit your account.”


  Brigid sighed. She forced a smile. “You’re right, honey. I’m sorry. Let’s go say hi to your dad.”


  At the door, Kevin was a round guy with thinning hair and very flashy-looking augmented lenses—the kind usually marketed at much younger humans. He stood on the steps with one arm around a Japanese-model vN wearing an elaborate Restoration costume complete with velvet jacket and perfect black corkscrew curls. They both stepped back a little when Javier greeted them at the door.


  “You must be Javier,” Kevin said, extending his hand and smiling a dentist smile. “Abigail’s told me lots about you.”


  “You did?” Brigid frowned at her daughter.


  “Yeah.” Abigail’s expression clouded. “Was it supposed to be a surprise?”


  Brigid’s mouth opened, then closed, then opened again. “Of course not.”


  The thing about the failsafe was that it made sure his perceptual systems caught every moment of hesitation in voices or faces or movements. Sometimes humans could defeat it, if they believed their own bullshit. But outright lies, especially about the things that hurt —he had reefs of graphene coral devoted to filtering those. Brigid was lying. She had meant for this moment to be a surprise. He could simulate it, now: she would open the door and he would be there and he would make her look good because he looked good, he was way prettier by human standards than she or her ex had any hope of ever being, and for some reason that mattered. Not that he couldn’t understand; his own systems were regularly hijacked by his perceptions. He responded to pain; they responded to proportion. He couldn’t actually hurt the human man standing in front of him—not with his fists. But his flat stomach and his thick hair and his clear, near-poreless skin: they were doing the job just fine. Javier saw that, now, in the way Kevin kept sizing him up, even when his own daughter danced into his arms. His jetlagged eyes barely spared a second for her. They remained trained on Javier. Beside him, Brigid stood a little taller.


  God, Brigid was such a bitch.


  “I like your dress, Momo,” Abigail said.


  This shook Kevin out of his mate-competition trance. “Well that’s good news, baby, ’cause we bought a version in your size, too!”


  “That’s cute,” Brigid said. “Now you can both play dress-up.”


  Kevin shot her a look that was pure hate. Javier was glad suddenly that he’d never asked about why the two of them had split. He didn’t want to know. It was clearly too deep and organic and weird for him to understand, much less deal with.


  “Well, it was nice meeting you,” he said. “I’m sure you’re pretty tired after the flight. You probably want to get home and go to sleep, right?”


  “Yes, that’s right,” Momo said. Thank Christ for other robots; they knew how to take a cue.


  Kevin pinked considerably. “Uh, right.” He reached down, picked up Abigail’s bag, and nodded at them. “Call you later, Brigid.”


  “Sure.”


  Abigail waved at Javier. She blew him a kiss. He blew one back as the door closed.


  “Well, thank goodness that’s over.” Brigid sagged against the door, her palms flat against its surface, her face lit with a new glow. “We have the house to ourselves.”


  She was so pathetically obvious. He’d met high-schoolers with more grace. He folded his arms. “Where’s my son?”


  Brigid frowned. “I don’t know, but I’m sure he’s fine. You’ve been training him, haven’t you? He has all your skills.” Her fingers played with his shiny new belt buckle, the one she had bought for him especially. “Well, most of them. I’m sure there are some things he’ll just have to learn on his own.”


  She knew. She knew exactly where his son was. And when her eyes rose, she knew that he knew. And she smiled.


  Javier did not feel fear in any organic way. The math reflected a certain organic sensibility, perhaps, the way his simulation and prediction engines suddenly spun to life, their fractal computations igniting and processing as he calculated what could go wrong and when and how and with whom. How long had it been since he’d last seen Junior? How much did Junior know? Was his English good enough? Were his jumps strong enough? Did he understand the failsafe completely? These were the questions Javier had, instead of a cold sweat. If he were a different kind of man, a man like Kevin or any of the other human men he’d met and enjoyed in his time, he might have felt a desire to grab Brigid or hit her the way she’d hit him earlier, when she thought he was endangering her offspring in some vague, indirect way. They had subroutines for that. They had their own failsafes, the infamous triple-F cascades of adrenaline that gave them bursts of energy for dealing with problems like the one facing him now. They were built to protect their own, and he was not.


  So he shrugged and said: “You’re right. There are some things you just can’t teach.”


  They went to the bedroom. And he was so good, he’d learned so much in his short years, that Brigid rewarded his technique with knowledge. She told him about taking Junior to the grocery store with her. She told him about the man who had followed them into the parking lot. She told him how, when she had asked Junior what he thought, he had given Javier’s exact same shrug.


  “He said you’d be fine with it,” she said. “He said your dad did something similar. He said it made you stronger. More independent.”


  Javier shut his eyes. “Independent. Sure.”


  “He looked so much like you as he said it.” Brigid was already half asleep. “I wonder what I’ll pass down to my daughter, sometimes. Maybe she’ll fall in love with a robot, just like her mommy and daddy.”


  “Maybe,” Javier said. “Maybe her whole generation will. Maybe they won’t even bother reproducing.”


  “Maybe we’ll go extinct,” Brigid said. “But then who would you have left to love?”
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    AWAKENING OF INSECTS, THE THIRD SOLAR TERM

  


  Ghost Street is long but narrow, like an indigo ribbon. You can cross it in eleven steps, but to walk it from end to end takes a full hour.


  At the western end is Lanruo Temple, now fallen into ruin. Inside the temple is a large garden full of fruit trees and vegetable patches, as well as a bamboo grove and a lotus pond. The pond has fish, shrimp, dojo loaches, and yellow snails. So supplied, I have food to eat all year.


  It’s evening, and I’m sitting at the door to the main hall, reading a copy of Huainanzi, the Han Dynasty essay collection, when along comes Yan Chixia, the great hero, vanquisher of demons and destroyer of evil spirits. He’s carrying a basket on the crook of his elbow, the legs of his pants rolled all the way up, revealing calves caked with black mud. I can’t help but laugh at the sight.


  My teacher, the Monk, hears me and walks out of the dark corner of the main hall, gears grinding, and hits me on the head with his ferule.


  I hold my head in pain, staring at the Monk in anger. But his iron face is expressionless, just like the statues of buddhas in the main hall. I throw down the book and run outside, while the Monk pursues me, his joints clanking and creaking the whole time. They are so rusted that he moves as slow as a snail.


  I stop in front of Yan, and I see that his basket contains several new bamboo shoots, freshly dug from the ground.


  “I want to eat meat,” I say, tilting my face up to look at him. “Can you shoot some buntings with your slingshot for me?”


  “Buntings are best eaten in the fall, when they’re fat,” says Yan. “Now is the time for them to breed chicks. If you shoot them, there won’t be buntings to eat next year.”


  “Just one, pleaaaaase?” I grab onto his sleeve and act cute. But he shakes his head resolutely, handing me the basket. He takes off his conical sedge hat and wipes the sweat off his face.


  I laugh again as I look at him. His face is as smooth as an egg, with just a few wisps of curled black hair like weeds that have been missed by the gardener. Legend has it that his hair and beard used to be very thick, but I’m always pulling a few strands out now and then as a game. After so many years, these are all the hairs he has left.


  “You must have died of hunger in a previous life,” Yan says, cradling the back of my head in his large palm. “The whole garden is full of food for you. No one is here to fight you for it.”


  I make a face at him and take the basket of food.


  The rain has barely stopped; insects cry out from the wet earth. A few months from now, green grasshoppers will be jumping everywhere. You can catch them, string them along a stick, and roast them over the fire, dripping sweet-smelling fat into the flames.


  As I picture this, my empty stomach growls as though filled with chittering insects already. I begin to run.


  The golden light of the evening sun splatters over the slate slabs of the empty street, stretching my shadow into a long, long band.


  I run back home, where Xiao Qian is combing her hair in the darkness. There are no mirrors in the house, so she always takes off her head and puts it on her knees to comb. Her hair looks like an ink-colored scroll, so long that the strands spread out to cover the whole room.


  I sit quietly to the side until she’s done combing her hair, puts it up in a moon-shaped bun, and secures it with a pin made of dark wood inlaid with red coral beads. Then she lifts her head and re-attaches it to her neck, and asks me if it’s sitting straight. I don’t understand why Xiao Qian cares so much. Even if she just tied her head to her waist with a sash, everyone would still think she’s beautiful.


  But I look, seriously, and nod. “Beautiful,” I say.


  Actually, I can’t really see very well. Unlike the ghosts, I cannot see in the dark.


  Xiao Qian is happy with my affirmation. She takes my basket and goes into the kitchen to cook. As I sit and work the bellows next to her, I tell her about my day. Just as I get to the part where the Monk hit me on the head with the ferule, Xiao Qian reaches out and lightly caresses my head where I was hit. Her hand is cold and pale, like a piece of jade.


  “You need to study hard and respect your teacher,” Xiao Qian says. “Eventually you’ll leave here and make your way in the real world. You have to have some knowledge and real skills.”


  Her voice is very soft, like cotton candy, and so the swelling on my head stops hurting.


  Xiao Qian tells me that Yan Chixia found me on the steps of the temple when I was a baby. I cried and cried because I was so hungry. Yan Chixia was at his wit’s end when he finally stuffed a handful of creeping rockfoil into my mouth. I sucked on the juice from the grass and stopped crying. No one knows who my real parents are.


  Even back then, Ghost Street had been doing poorly. No tourists had been coming by for a while. That hasn’t changed. Xiao Qian tells me that it’s probably because people invented some other attraction, newer, fresher, and so they forgot about the old attractions. She’s seen similar things happen many times before.


  Before she became a ghost, Xiao Qian tells me, she had lived a very full life. She had been married twice, gave birth to seven children, and raised them all.


  And then her children got sick, one after another. In order to raise the money to pay the doctors, Xiao Qian sold herself off in pieces:


  teeth, eyes, breasts, heart, liver, lungs, bone marrow, and finally, her soul. Her soul was sold to Ghost Street, where it was sealed inside a female ghost’s body. Her children died anyway.


  Now she has white skin and dark hair. The skin is light sensitive. If she’s in direct sunlight she’ll burn.


  After he found me, Yan Chixia had walked up and down all of Ghost Street before he decided to give me to Xiao Qian to raise.


  I’ve seen a picture of Xiao Qian back when she was alive. It was hidden in a corner of a drawer in her dresser. The woman in the picture had thick eyebrows, huge eyes, a wrinkled face—far uglier than the way Xiao Qian looks now. Still, I often see her cry as she looks at that picture. Her tears are a pale pink. When they fall against her white dress they soak into the fabric and spread, like blooming peach flowers.


  Every ghost is full of stories from when they were alive. Their bodies have been cremated and the ashes mixed into the earth, but their stories still live on. During the day, when all of Ghost Street is asleep, the stories become dreams and circle under the shadows of the eaves, like swallows without nests. During those hours, only I’m around, walking in the street, and only I can see them and hear their buzzing song.


  I’m the only living person on Ghost Street.


  Xiao Qian says that I don’t belong here. When I grow up, I’ll leave.


  The smell of good food fills the room. The insects in my stomach chitter even louder.


  I eat dinner by myself: preserved pork with stir-fried bamboo shoots, shrimp-paste-flavored egg soup, and rice balls with chives, still hot in my hands. Xiao Qian sits and watches me. Ghosts don’t eat. None of the inhabitants of Ghost Street, not even Yan Chixia or the Monk, ever eat.


  I bury my face in the bowl, eating as fast as I can. I wonder, after I leave, will I ever eat such delicious food again?


  
    MAJOR HEAT, THE TWELFTH SOLAR TERM

  


  After night falls, the world comes alive.


  I go alone to the well in the back to get water. I turn the wheel and it squeaks, but the sound is different from usual. I look down into the well and see a long-haired ghost in a white dress sitting in the bucket.


  I pull her up and out. Her wet hair covers her face, leaving only one eye to stare at me out of a gap.


  “Ning, tonight is the Carnival. Aren’t you going?”


  “I need to get water for Xiao Qian’s bath,” I answer. “After the bath we’ll go.”


  She strokes my face lightly. “You are a foolish child.”


  She has no legs, so she has to leave by crawling on her hands. I hear the sound of crawling, creeping all around me. Green will-o’-the-wisps flit around, like anxious fireflies. The air is filled with the fragrance of rotting flowers.


  I go back to the dark bedroom and pour the water into the wooden bathtub. Xiao Qian undresses. I see a crimson bar code along her naked back, like a tiny snake. Bright white lights pulse under her skin.


  “Why don’t you take a bath with me?” she asks.


  I shake my head, but I’m not sure why. Xiao Qian sighs. “Come.” So I don’t refuse again.


  We sit in the bathtub together. The cedar smells nice. Xiao Qian rubs my back with her cold, cold hands, humming lightly. Her voice is very beautiful. Legend has it that any man who heard her sing fell in love with her.


  When I grow up, will I fall in love with Xiao Qian? I think and look at my small hands, the skin now wrinkled from the bath like wet wrapping paper.


  After the bath, Xiao Qian combs my hair, and dresses me in a new shirt that she made for me. Then she sticks a bunch of copper coins, green and dull, into my pocket.


  “Go have fun,” she says. “Remember not to eat too much!”


  Outside, the street is lit with countless lanterns, so bright that I can no longer see the stars that fill the summer sky.


  Demons, ghosts, all kinds of spirits come out of their ruined houses, out of cracks in walls, rotting closets, dry wells. Hand-in-hand, shoulder-by-shoulder, they parade up and down Ghost Street until the narrow street is filled.


  I squeeze myself into the middle of the crowd, looking all around. The stores and kiosks along both sides of the street send forth all kinds of delicious smells, tickling my nose like butterflies. The vending ghosts see me and call for me, the only living person, to try their wares.


  “Ning! Come here! Fresh sweet osmanthus cakes, still hot!” “Sugar roasted chestnuts! Sweet smelling and sweeter tasting!” “Fried dough, the best fried dough!”


  “Long pig dumplings! Two long pig dumplings for one coin!” “Ning, come eat a candy man. Fun to play and fun to eat!” Of course the “long pig dumplings” are really just pork dumplings. The vendor says that just to attract the tourists and give them a thrill.


  But I look around, and there are no tourists.


  I eat everything I can get my hands on. Finally, I’m so full that I have to sit down by the side of the road to rest a bit. On the opposite side of the street is a temporary stage lit by a huge bright white paper lantern. Onstage, ghosts are performing: sword-swallowing, fire-breathing, turning a beautiful girl into a skeleton. I’m bored by these tricks. The really good show is still to come.


  A yellow-skinned old ghost pushes a cart of masks in front of me.


  “Ning, why don’t you pick a mask? I have everything: Ox-Head, Horse-Face, Black-Faced and White-Faced Wuchang, Asura, Yaksha, Rakshasa, Pixiu, and even Lei Gong, the Duke of Thunder.”


  I spend a long time browsing, and finally settle on a Rakshasa mask with red hair and green eyes. The yellow-skinned old ghost thanks me as he takes my coin, dipping his head down until his back is bent like a bow.


  I put the mask on and continue strutting down the street. Suddenly loud Carnival music fills the air, and all the ghosts stop and then shuffle to the sides of the street.


  I turn around and see the parade coming down the middle of the street. In front are twenty one-foot tall green toads in two columns, striking gongs, thumping drums, strumming huqin, and blowing bamboo sheng. After them come twenty centipede spirits in black clothes, each holding varicolored lanterns and dancing complicated steps. Behind them are twenty snake spirits in yellow dresses, throwing confetti into the air. And there are more behind them but I can’t see so far.


  Between the marching columns are two Cyclopes in white robes, each as tall as a three-story house. They carry a palanquin on their shoulders, and from within Xiao Qian’s song rolls out, each note as bright as a star in the sky, falling one by one onto my head.


  Fireworks of all colors rise up: bright crimson, pale green, smoky purple, shimmering gold. I look up and feel as though I’m becoming lighter myself, floating into the sky.


  As the parade passes from west to east, all the ghosts along the sides of the street join, singing and dancing. They’re heading for the old osmanthus tree at the eastern end of Ghost Street, whose trunk is so broad that three men stretching their arms out can barely surround it. A murder of crows lives there, each one capable of human speech. We call the tree Old Ghost Tree, and it is said to be in charge of all of Ghost Street. Whoever pleases it prospers; whoever goes against its wishes fails.


  But I know that the parade will never get to the Old Ghost Tree.


  When the parade is about half way down the street, the earth begins to shake and the slate slabs crack open. From the yawning gaps huge white bones crawl out, each as thick as the columns holding up Lanruo Temple. The bones slowly gather together and assemble into a giant skeleton, glinting like white porcelain in the moonlight. Now black mud springs forth from its feet and crawls up the skeleton, turning into flesh. Finally, a colossal Dark Yaksha stands before us, its single horn so large that it seems to pierce the night sky.


  The two Cyclopes don’t even reach its calves.


  The Dark Yaksha turns its huge head from side to side. This is a standard part of every Carnival. It is supposed to abduct a tourist. On nights when there are no tourists, it must go back under the earth, disappointed, to wait for the next opportunity.


  Slowly, it turns its gaze on me, focusing on my presence. I pull off my mask and stare back. Its gaze feels hot, the eyes as red as burning coal.


  Xiao Qian leans out from the palanquin, and her cry pierces the suddenly quiet night air: “Ning, run! Run!”


  The wind lifts the corner of her dress, like a dark purple petal unfolding. Her face is like jade, with orange lights flowing underneath.


  I turn and run as fast as I can. Behind me I hear the heavy footsteps of the Dark Yaksha. With every quaking, pounding step, shingles fall from houses on both sides like overripe fruits. I am now running like the wind, my bare feet striking the slate slabs lightly: pat, pat, pat. My heart pounds against my chest: thump, thump, thump. Along the entire frenzied Ghost Street, mine is the only living heart.


  But both the ghosts and I know that I’m not in any real danger. A ghost can never hurt a real person. That’s one of the rules of the game.


  I run towards the west, towards Lanruo Temple. If I can get to Yan Chixia before the Yaksha catches me, I’ll be safe. This is also part of the performance. Every Carnival, Yan puts on his battle gear and waits on the steps of the main hall.


  As I approach, I cry out: “Help! Save me! Oh Hero Yan, save me!”


  In the distance I hear his long ululating cry and see his figure leaping over the wall of the temple to land in the middle of the street. He holds in his left hand a Daoist charm: red character written against a yellow background. He reaches behind his back with his right hand and pulls out his sword, the Demon Slayer.


  He stands tall and shouts into the night sky, “Brazen Demon! How dare you harm innocent people? I, Yan Chixia, will carry out justice today!”


  But tonight, he forgot to wear his sedge hat. His egg-shaped face is exposed to the thousands of lanterns along Ghost Street, with just a few wisps of hair curled like question marks on a blank page. The silly sight is such a contrast against his serious mien that I start to laugh even as I’m running. And that makes me choke and can’t catch my breath so I fall against the cold slate surface of the street.


  This moment is my best memory for the summer.


  
    COLD DEW, THE SEVENTEENTH SOLAR TERM

  


  A thin layer of clouds hides the moon. I’m crouching by the side of the lotus pond in Lanruo Temple. All I can see are the shadows cast by the lotus leaves, rising and falling slowly with the wind.


  The night is as cold as the water. Insects hidden in the grass won’t stop singing.


  The eggplants and string beans in the garden are ripe. They smell so good that I have a hard time resisting the temptation. All I can think about is to steal some under the cover of night. Maybe Yan Chixia was right: in a previous life I must have died of hunger.


  So I wait, and wait. But I don’t hear Yan Chixia’s snores. Instead, I hear light footsteps cross the grassy path to stop in front of Yan Chixia’s cabin. The door opens, the steps go in. A moment later, the voices of a man and a woman drift out of the dark room: Yan Chixia and Xiao Qian.


  Qian: “Why did you ask me to come?”


  Yan: “You know what it’s about.”


  Qian: “I can’t leave with you.”


  Yan: “Why not?”


  Qian: “A few more years. Ning is still so young.”


  “Ning, Ning!” Yan’s voice grows louder. “I think you’ve been a ghost for too long.”


  Qian sounds pitiful. “I raised Ning for so many years. How can I just get up and leave him?”


  “You’re always telling me that Ning is still too young, always telling me to wait. Do you remember how many years it has been?”


  “I can’t.”


  “You sew a new set of clothes for him every year. How can you forget?” Yan chuckles, a cold sound. “I remember very clearly. The fruits and vegetables in this garden ripen like clockwork, once a year. I’ve seen them do it fifteen times. Fifteen! But has Ning’s appearance changed any since the year he turned seven? You still think he’s alive, he’s real?”


  Xiao Qian remains silent for a moment. Then I hear her crying. Yan sighs. “Don’t lie to yourself any more. He’s just like us, nothing more than a toy. Why are you so sad? He’s not worth it.” Xiao Qian just keeps on crying.


  Yan sighs again. “I should never have picked him up and brought him back.”


  Xiao Qian whispers through the tears, “Where can we go if we leave Ghost Street?” Yan has no answer.


  The sound of Xiao Qian’s crying makes my heart feel constricted. Silently, I sneak away and leave the old temple through a hole in the wall.


  The thin layer of clouds chooses this moment to part. The cold moonlight scatters itself against the slate slabs of the street, congealing into drops of glittering dew. My bare feet against the ground feel so cold that my whole body shivers.


  A few stores are still open along Ghost Street. The vendors greet me enthusiastically, asking me to sample their green bean biscuits and sweet osmanthus cake. But I don’t want to. What’s the point? I’m just like them, maybe even less than them.


  Every ghost used to be alive. Their fake, mechanical bodies host real souls. But I’m fake throughout, inside and outside. From the day I was born, made, I was fake. Every ghost has stories of when they were alive, but I don’t. Every ghost had a father, a mother, a family, memories of their love, but I don’t have any of that.


  Xiao Qian once told me that Ghost Street’s decline came about because people, real people, found more exciting, newer toys. Maybe I am one of those toys: made with newer, better technology, until I could pass for the real thing. I can cry, laugh, eat, piss and shit, fall, feel pain, ooze blood, hear my own heartbeat, grow up from a simulacrum of a baby—except that my growth stops when I’m seven. I’ll never be a grown-up.


  Ghost Street was built to entertain the tourists, and all the ghosts were their toys. But I’m just a toy for Xiao Qian.


  Pretending that the fake is real only makes the real seem fake.


  I walk slowly toward the eastern end of the street, until I stop under the Old Ghost Tree. The sweet fragrance of osmanthus fills the foggy night air, cool and calming. Suddenly I want to climb into the tree. That way, no one will find me.


  The Old Ghost Tree leans down with its branches to help me.


  I sit, hidden among the dense branches, and feel calmer. The crows perch around me, their glass eyes showing hints of a dark red glow. One of them speaks: “Ning, this is a beautiful night. Why aren’t you at Lanruo Temple, stealing vegetables?”


  The crow is asking a question to which it already knows the answer. The Old Ghost Tree knows everything that happens on Ghost Street. The crows are its eyes and ears.


  “How can I know for sure,” I ask, “that I’m a real person?”


  “You can chop off your head,” the crow answers. “A real person will die with his head cut off, but a ghost will not.”


  “But what if I cut off my head and die? I’ll be no more.”


  The crow laughs, the sound grating and unpleasant to listen to. Two more crows fly down, holding in their beaks antique bronze mirrors. Using the little moonlight that leaks through the leaves, I finally see myself in the mirrors: small face, dark hair, thin neck. I lift the hair off the back of my neck, and in the double reflections of the mirrors, I see a crimson bar code against the skin, like a tiny snake.


  I remember Xiao Qian’s cool hands against my spine on that hot summer night. I think and think, until tears fall from my eyes.


  
    WINTER SOLSTICE, THE TWENTY-SECOND SOLAR TERM

  


  This winter has been both dry and cold, but I often hear the sound of thunder in the distance. Xiao Qian says that it’s the Thunder Calamity, which happens only once every thousand years.


  The Thunder Calamity punishes demons and ghosts and lost spirits. Those who can escape it can live for another thousand years. Those who can’t will be burnt away until no trace is left of them.


  I know perfectly well that there’s no such thing as a “Thunder Calamity” in this world. Xiao Qian has been a ghost for so long that she’s now gone a little crazy. She holds onto me with her cold hands, her face as pale as a sheet of paper. She says that to hide from the Calamity, a ghost must find a real person with a good heart to stay beside her. That way, just like how one wouldn’t throw a shoe at a mouse sitting beside an expensive vase, the Duke of Thunder will not strike the ghost.


  Because of her fear, my plan to leave has been put on hold. In secret I’ve already prepared my luggage: a few stolen potatoes, a few old shirts. My body isn’t growing any more anyway, so these clothes will last me a long time. I didn’t take any of the old copper coins from Xiao Qian though. Perhaps the outside world does not use them.


  I really want to leave Ghost Street. I don’t care where I go; I just want to see the world. Anywhere but here.


  I want to know how real people live.


  But still, I linger.


  On Winter Solstice it snows. The snowflakes are tiny, like white sawdust. They melt as soon as they hit the ground. Only a very thin layer has accumulated by noon.


  I walk alone along the street, bored. In past years I would go to Lanruo Temple to find Yan Chixia. We would knock an opening in the ice covering the lotus pond, and lower our jury-rigged fishing pole beneath the ice. Winter catfish are very fat and taste fantastic when roasted with garlic.


  But I haven’t seen Yan Chixia in a long time. I wonder if his beard and hair have grown out a bit.


  Thunder rumbles in the sky, closer, then further away, leaving only a buzzing sensation in my ears. I walk all the way to the Old Ghost Tree, climb up into its branches, and sit still. Snowflakes fall all around me but not on me. I feel calm and warm. I curl up and tuck my head under my arms, falling asleep like a bird.


  In my dream, I see Ghost Street turning into a long, thin snake. The Old Ghost Tree is the head, Lanruo Temple the tail, the slate slabs the scales. On each scale is drawn the face of a little ghost, very delicate and beautiful.


  But the snake continues to writhe as though in great pain. I watch carefully and see that a mass of termites and spiders is biting its tail, making a sound like silkworms feeding on mulberry leaves. With sharp mandibles and claws, they tear off the scales on the snake one by one, revealing the flesh underneath. The snake struggles silently, but disappears inch by inch into the maws of the insects. When its body is almost completely eaten, it finally makes a sharp cry, and turns its lonesome head towards me.


  I see that its face is Xiao Qian’s.


  I wake up. The cold wind rustles the leaves of the Old Ghost Tree. It’s too quiet around me. All the crows have disappeared to who knows where except one that is very old and ugly. It’s crouching in front of me, its beak dangling like the tip of a long mustache.


  I shake it awake, anxious. It stares at me with two broken-glass eyes, croaking to me in its mechanical, flat voice, “Ning, why are you still here?”


  “Where should I be?”


  “Anywhere is good,” it says. “Ghost Street is finished. We’re all finished.”


  I stick my head out of the leaves of the Old Ghost Tree. Under the slate-grey sky, I see the murder of crows circling over Lanruo Temple in the distance, cawing incessantly. I’ve never seen anything like this.


  I jump down from the tree and run. As I run along the narrow street, I pass dark doors and windows. The cawing of the crows has awakened many of the ghosts, but they don’t dare to go outside, where there’s light. All they can do is to peek out from cracks in doors, like a bunch of crickets hiding under houses in winter.


  The old walls of Lanruo Temple, long in need of repairs, have been pushed down. Many giant mechanical spiders made of steel are crawling all over the main hall, breaking off the dark red glass shingles and sculpted wooden molding, piece by piece, and throwing the pieces into the snow on the ground. They have flat bodies, blue-glowing eyes, and sharp mandibles, as ugly as you can imagine. From deep within their bodies comes a rumbling noise like thunder.


  The crows swoop around them, picking up bits of broken shingles and bricks on the ground and dropping them on the spiders. But they are too weak and the spiders ignore them. The broken shingle pieces strike against the steel shells, making faint, hollow echoes.


  The vegetable garden has been destroyed. All that remains are some mud and pale white roots. I see one of the Monk’s rusted arms sticking out of a pile of broken bricks.


  I run through the garden, calling for Yan Chixia. He hears me and slowly walks out of his cabin. He’s still wearing his battle gear: sedge hat over his head, the sword Demon Slayer in his hand. I want to shout for him to fight the spiders, but somehow I can’t spit the words out. The words taste like bitter, astringent paste stuck in my throat.


  Yan Chixia stares at me with his sad eyes. He comes over to hold my hands. His hands are as cold as Xiao Qian’s.


  We stand together and watch as the great and beautiful main hall is torn apart bit by bit, collapses, turns into a pile of rubble: shingles, bricks, wood, and mud. Nothing is whole.


  They’ve destroyed all of Lanruo Temple: the walls, the main hall, the garden, the lotus pond, the bamboo grove, and Yan Chixia’s cabin. The only thing left is a muddy ruin.


  Now they’re moving onto the rest of Ghost Street. They pry up the slate slabs, flatten the broken houses along the sides of the street. The ghosts hiding in the houses are chased into the middle of the street. As they run, they scream and scream, while their skin slowly burns in the faint sunlight. There are no visible flames. But you can see the skin turning black in patches, and the smell of burning plastic is everywhere.


  I fall into the snow. The smell of burning ghost skin makes me vomit. But there’s nothing in my stomach to throw up. So I cry during the breaks in the dry heaves.


  So this is what the Thunder Calamity looks like.


  The ghosts, their faces burned away, continue to cry and run and struggle in the snow. Their footprints criss-cross in the snow, like a child’s handwriting. I suddenly think of Xiao Qian, and so I start to run again.


  Xian Qian is still sitting in the dark bedroom. She combs her hair as she sings. Her melody floats in the gaps between the roaring, rumbling thunder of the spiders, so quiet, so transparent, like a dreamscape under the moon.


  From her body come the fragrances of myriad flowers and herbs, layer after layer, like gossamer. Her hair floats up into the air like a flame, fluttering without cease. I stand and listen to her sing, my face full of tears, until the whole house begins to shake.


  From on top of the roof, I hear the sound of steel clanging, blunt objects striking against each other, heavy footsteps, and then Yan Chixia’s shouting.


  Suddenly, the roof caves in, bringing with it a rain of shingles and letting in a bright patch of grey sky full of fluttering snowflakes. I push Xiao Qian into a dark corner, out of the way of the light.


  I run outside the house. Yan Chixia is standing on the roof, holding his sword in front of him. The cold wind stretches his robe taut like a grey flag.


  He jumps onto the back of a spider, and stabs at its eyes with his sword. The spider struggles hard and throws Yan off its back. Then the spider grabs Yan with two sharp claws and pulls him into its sharp, metallic, grinding mandibles. It chews and chews, like a man chewing kimchee, until pieces of Yan Chixia’s body are falling out of its mandibles onto the shingles of the roof. Finally, Yan’s head falls off the roof and rolls to a stop next to my feet, like a hard-boiled egg.


  I pick up his head. He stares at me with his dead eyes. There are no tears in them, only anger and regret. Then with the last of his strength, Yan closes his eyes, as though he cannot bear to watch any more.


  The spider continues to chew and grind up the rest of Yan Chixia’s body. Then it leaps down from the roof, and, rumbling, crawls towards me. Its eyes glow with a deep blue light.


  Xiao Qian jumps from behind me and grabs me by the waist, pulling me back. I pry her hands off of me and push her back into the dark room. Then I pick up Yan Chixia’s sword and rush towards the spider.


  The cold blue light of a steel claw flashes before my eyes. Then my head strikes the ground with a muffled thump. Blood spills everywhere.


  The world is now tilted: tilted sky, tilted street, tilted snow falling diagonally. With every bit of my strength, I turn my eyes to follow the spider. I see that it’s chewing on my body. A stream of dark red fluid drips out of its beak, bubbling, warm, the droplets slowly spreading in the snow.


  As the spider chews, it slows down gradually. Then it stops moving, the blue light in its eyes dim and then go out.


  As though they have received some signal, all the other spiders also stop one by one. The rumbling thunder stops, plunging the world into silence.


  The wind stops too. Snow begins to stick to the spiders’ steel bodies.


  I want to laugh, but I can’t. My head is now separated from my body, so there’s no way to get air into the lungs and then out to my vocal cords. So I crack my lips open until the smile is frozen on my face.


  The spiders believed that I was alive, a real person. They chewed my body and tasted flesh and saw blood. But they aren’t allowed to harm real people. If they do they must destroy themselves. That’s also part of the rules. Ghosts, spiders, it doesn’t matter. Everyone has to follow the rules.


  I never imagined that the spiders would be so stupid. They’re even easier to fool than ghosts.


  The scene in my eyes grows indistinct, fades, as though a veil is falling from the sky, covering my head. I remember the words of the crows. So it’s true. When your head is cut off, you really die.


  I grew up on this street; I ran along this street. Now I’m finally going to die on this street, just like a real person.


  A pair of pale, cold hands reaches over, stroking my face.


  The wind blows and covers my face with a few pale pink peach petals. But I know they’re not peach petals. They’re Xiao Qian’s tears, mixed with snow.
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  He came to Cho Ziyi at night, in the middle of a flux storm. It was as dark as it ever got, in the sunset zone. Low, fast-moving clouds closed off the sky. Howling winds drove waves onshore and blew horizontal streamers of snow into the forest, where the vanes of spin trees madly clattered and coronal discharges jumped and crackled. Ziyi was hunkered down in her cabin, watching an ancient movie about a gangster romance in Hong Kong’s fabled Chungking Mansions. A fire breathed in the stone hearth and her huskies, Jung and Cheung, sprawled in a careless tangle on the boro-metz-hide rug. The dogs suddenly lifting their heads, the youngest, Cheung, scrambling to his feet and barking, something striking the door. Once, twice.


  Ziyi froze the movie and sat still, listening. A slight, severe woman in her late sixties, dressed in jeans and a flannel shirt, white hair scraped back in a long ponytail, jumping just a little when there was another thump. It wouldn’t be the first time that an indricothere or some other big dumb beast had trampled down a section of fence and blundered into the compound. She crossed to the window and unbolted the shutter. Pressed her cheek against the cold glass, squinted sideways, saw a dim pale figure on the raised porch. A naked man, arm raised, striking the door with the flat of his hand.


  The two dogs stood behind her, alert and as anxious. Cheung whined when she looked at him.


  “It’s only a man,” Ziyi said. “Be quiet and let me think.”


  He was in some kind of trouble, no question. A lost traveller, an accident on the road. But who would travel through a storm like this, and where were his clothes? She remembered the bandits who’d hit a road train a couple of years ago. Perhaps they’d come back. He had managed to escape, but he couldn’t have gone far, not like that, not in weather like this. They might be here any minute. Or perhaps they were already out there, waiting for her to open the door. But she knew she couldn’t leave him to die.


  She fetched a blanket and lifted her short-barrelled shotgun from its wall pegs, unbolted the door, cracked it open. Snow skirled in. The naked man stared at her, dull-eyed. He was tall, pale-skinned. Snow was crusted in his shock of black hair. He didn’t seem to notice the cold. Staring blankly at her, as if being confronted by an old woman armed with a shotgun was no surprise at all.


  Ziyi told him to move off the porch, repeating the request in each of her half dozen languages. He seemed to understand English, and took a step backwards. Snow whirled around him and snow blew across the compound, out of darkness and back into darkness. Fat sparks snapped high in a stand of spike trees, like the apparatus in that old Frankenstein movie. Ziyi saw the gate in the fence was open, saw footprints crossing the deep snow, a single set.


  “Are you hurt? What happened to you?”


  His face was as blank as a mask.


  She lofted the blanket towards him. It struck his chest and fell to his feet. He looked at it, looked at her. She was reminded of the cow her grandmother had kept, in the smallholding that had been swallowed by one of Shanghai’s new satellite towns in the last gasp of frantic expansion before the Spasm.


  “Go around the side of the cabin,” she told him. “To your left. There’s a shed. The door is unlocked. You can stay there. We’ll talk in the morning.”


  The man picked up the blanket and plodded off around the corner of cabin. Ziyi bolted the door and opened the shutters at each of the cabin’s four small windows and looked out and saw only blowing snow.


  She sat by the fire for a long time, wondering who he was, what had happened to him. Wondering—because no ordinary man could have survived the storm for very long—if he was a thing of the Jackaroo. A kind of avatar that no one had seen before. Or perhaps he was some species of alien creature as yet undiscovered, that by an accident of evolution resembled a man. One of the Old Ones, one of the various species which had occupied Yanos before it had been gifted to the human race, woken from a sleep of a thousand centuries. Only the Jackaroo knew what the Old Ones had looked like. They had all died out or disappeared long ago. They could have looked like anything, so why not like a man? A man who spoke, or at least understood, English…


  At last she pulled on her parka and took her shotgun and, accompanied by Jung and Cheung, went outside. The storm was beginning to blow itself out. The snow came in gusts now, and the dark was no longer uniform. To the southeast, Sauron’s dull coal glimmered at the horizon.


  Snow was banked up on one side of the little plastic utility shed, almost to the roof. Inside, the man lay asleep between stacks of logs and drums of diesel oil, wrapped in the blanket so that only his head showed. He did not stir when Cheung barked and nipped at the hem of Ziyi’s parka, trying to drag her away.


  She closed the door of the shed and went back to her cabin, and slept.


  When she woke, the sky was clear of cloud and Sauron’s orange light tangled long shadows across the snow. A spin tree had fallen down just outside the fence; the vanes of all the others, thousands upon thousands, spun in wind that was now no more than the usual wind, blowing from sunside to darkside. Soon, the snow would melt and she would go down to the beach and see what had been cast up. But first she had to see to her strange guest.


  She took him a cannister of pork hash. He was awake, sitting with the blanket fallen to his waist. After Ziyi mimed what he should do, he ate a couple of mouthfuls, although he used his fingers rather than the spoon. His feet were badly cut and there was a deep gash in his shin. Smaller cuts on his face and hands, like old knife wounds. All of them clean and pale, like little mouths. No sign of blood. She thought of him stumbling through the storm, through the lashing forest…


  He looked up at her. Sharp blue eyes, with something odd about the pupils—they weren’t round, she realized with a clear cold shock, but were edged with small triangular indentations, like cogs.


  He couldn’t or wouldn’t answer her questions.


  “Did the Jackaroo do this to you? Are you one of them? Did they make you?”


  It was no good.


  She brought him clothes. A sweater, jeans, an old pair of wellington boots with the toes and heels slit so they would fit his feet. He followed her about the compound as she cleared up trash that had blown in, and the two Huskies followed both of them at a wary distance. When she went down to the beach, he came too.


  Snow lay in long rakes on the black sand and meltwater ran in a thousand braided channels to the edge of the sea. Seafoam floated on the wind-blown waves, trembled amongst rocks. Flecks of colour flashed here and there: flotsam from the factory.


  The man walked down to the water’s edge. He seemed fascinated by the half-drowned ruins that stretched towards the horizon, hectares of spires and broken walls washed by waves, silhouetted against Sauron’s fat disc, which sat where it always sat, just above the sea’s level horizon.


  Like all the worlds gifted by the Jackaroo, Yanos orbited close to the hearthfire of its M-class red dwarf sun; unlike the others, it had never been spun up. Like Earth’s Moon, it was tidally locked. One face warm and lighted, with a vast and permanent rainstorm at the equator, where Sauron hung directly overhead; the other a starlit icecap, and perpetual winds blowing from warm and light to cold and dark. Human settlements were scattered through the forests of the twilight belt where the weather was less extreme.


  As the man stared out at the ruins, hair tangling in warm wind blowing off the sea, maybe listening, maybe not, Ziyi explained that people called it the factory, although they didn’t really know what it was, or who had built it.


  “Stuff comes from it, washes up here. Especially after a storm. I collect it, take it into town, sell it. Mostly base plastics, but sometimes you find nice things that are worth more. You help me, okay? You earn your keep.”


  But he stayed where he was, staring out at the factory ruins, while she walked along the driftline, picking up shards and fragments.


  While she worked, she wondered what he might be worth, and who she could sell him to. Not to Sergey Polzin, that was for damn sure.


  She’d have to contact one of the brokers in the capital… This man,


  he was a once-in-a-lifetime find. But how could she make any kind of deal without being cheated?


  Ziyi kept checking on him, showed him the various finds. After a little while, straightening with one hand in the small of her aching back, she saw that he had taken off his clothes and stood with his arms stretched out, his skin warmly tinted in the level sunlight.


  She filled her fat-tyred cart and told him it was time to put on his clothes and go. She mimed what she wanted him to do until he got the idea and dressed and helped her pull the cart back to the cabin. He watched her unload her harvest into one of the storage bins she’d built from the trimmed trunks of spike trees. She’d almost finished when he scooped up a handful of bright fragments and threw them in and looked at her as if for approval.


  Ziyi remembered her little girl, in a sunlit kitchen on a farway world. Even after all these years, the memory still pricked her heart.


  “You’re a quick learner,” she said.


  He smiled. Apart from those strange, starry pupils and his pale poreless skin, he looked entirely human.


  “Come into the cabin,” she said, weightless with daring. “We’ll eat.”


  He didn’t touch the food she offered; but sipped a little water, holding the tumbler in both hands. As far as she knew, he hadn’t used the composting toilet. When she’d shown it to him and explained how it worked, he’d shrugged the way a small child would dismiss as unimportant something she couldn’t understand.


  They watched a movie together, and the two dogs watched them from a corner of the room. When it had finished, Ziyi gave the man an extra blanket and a rug, and locked him in the shed for the night.


  So it went the next day, and the days after that.


  The man didn’t eat. Sometimes he drank a little water. Once, on the beach, she found him nibbling at a shard of plastic. Shocked, she’d dashed it from his hand and he’d flinched away, clearly frightened.


  Ziyi took a breath. Told herself that he was not really a man, took out a strip of dried borometz meat and took a bite and chewed and smiled and rubbed her stomach. Picked up the shard of plastic and held it out to him. “This is your food? This is what you are made of?”


  He shrugged.


  She talked to him, as they worked. Pointed to a flock of windskimmers skating along far out to sea, told him they were made by the factory. “Maybe like you, yes?” Named the various small shelly ticktock things that scuttled along the margins of the waves, likewise made by the factory. She told him the names of the trees that stood up beyond the tumble of boulders along the top of the beach. Told him how spin trees generated sugars from air and water and electricity. Warned him to avoid the bubbleweed that sent long scarlet runners across the black sand, told him that it was factory stuff and its tendrils moved towards him because they were heat-seeking.


  “Let them touch, they stick little fibres like glass into your skin. Very bad.”


  He had a child’s innocent curiosity, scrutinising ticktocks and scraps of plastic with the same frank intensity, watching with rapt attention a group of borometz grazing on rafts of waterweed cast up by the storm.


  “The world is dangerous,” Ziyi said. “Those borometz look very cute, harmless balls of fur, but they carry ticks that have poisonous bites. And there are worse things in the forest. Wargs, sasquatch. Worst of all, are people. You stay away from them.”


  She told herself that she was keeping her find safe from people like Sergey Polzin, who would most likely try to vivisect him to find out how he worked, or keep him alive while selling him off finger by finger, limb by limb. She no longer planned to sell him to a broker, had vague plans about contacting the university in the capital. They wouldn’t pay much, but they probably wouldn’t cut him up, either…


  She told him about her life. Growing up in Hong Kong. Her father the surgeon, her mother the biochemist. The big apartment, the servants, the trips abroad. Her studies in Vancouver University, her work in a biomedical company in Shanghai. Skipping over her marriage and her daughter, that terrible day when the global crisis had finally peaked in the Spasm. Seoul had been vapourised by a North Korean atomic missile; Shanghai had been hit by an Indian missile; two dozen cities around the world had been likewise devastated. Ziyi had been on a flight to Seoul; the plane had made an emergency landing at a military airbase and she’d made her way back to Shanghai by train, by truck, on foot. And discovered that her home was gone, the entire neighbourhood had been levelled. She’d spent a year working in a hospital in a refugee camp, trying and failing to find her husband and her daughter and her parents… It was too painful to talk about that; instead, she told the man about the day the Jackaroo made themselves known, the big ship suddenly appearing over the ruins of Shanghai, big ships appearing above all the major cities.


  “The Jackaroo gave us the possibility of a new start. New worlds. Many argued against this, to begin with. Saying that we needed to fix everything on Earth. Not just the Spasm, but global warming, famines, all the rest. But many others disagreed. They won the lottery or bought tickets off winners and went up and out. Me, I went to work for the UN, the United Nations, as a translator,” Ziyi said.


  Thirty years, in Cape Town, in Berlin, in Brasilia. Translating for delegates at meetings and committees on the treaties and deals with the Jackaroo. She’d married again, lost her husband to cancer.


  “I earned a lottery ticket because of my work, and I left the Earth and came here. I thought I could make a new start. And I ended up here, an old woman picking up alien scrap on an alien beach thousands of light years from home. Sometimes I think that I am dead. That my family survived the Spasm but I died, and all this is a dream of my last second of life. What does that make you, if it’s true?”


  The man listened to her, but gave no sign that he understood.


  One day, she found a precious scrap of superconducting plastic. It wasn’t much bigger than her thumbnail, transparent, shot through with silvery threads.


  “This is worth more than ten cartloads of base plastic,” she told the man. “Electronics companies use it in their smart phones and slates. No one knows how to make it, so they pay big money. We live off this for two, three weeks.”


  She didn’t think he’d understand, but he walked up and down the tideline all that day and found two more slivers of superconductor, and the next day found five. Amazing. Like the other prospectors who mined the beach and the ruins in the forests, she’d tried and failed to train her dogs to sniff out the good stuff, but the man was like a trufflehound. Single-minded, sharp-eyed, eager to please.


  “You did good,” she told him. “I think I might keep you.”


  She tried to teach him t’ai chi exercises, moving him into different poses. His smooth cool skin. No heartbeat that she could find. She liked to watch him trawl along the beach, the dogs trotting alongside him. She’d sit on the spur of a tree trunk and watch until the man and the dogs disappeared from sight, watch as they came back. He’d come to her with his hands cupped in front, shyly showing her the treasures he’d found.


  After ten days, the snow had melted and the muddy roads were more or less passable again, and Ziyi drove into town in her battered Suzuki jeep. She’d locked the man in the shed and left Jung and Cheung roaming the compound, to guard him.


  In town, she sold her load of plastic at the recycling plant, saving the trove of superconducting plastic until last. Unfolding a square of black cloth to show the little heap of silvery stuff to the plant’s manager, a gruff Ukranian with radiation scars welting the left side of his face.


  “You got lucky,” he said.


  “I work hard,” she said. “How much?”


  They settled on a price that was more than the rest of her earnings, that year. The manager had to phone Sergey Polzin to authorise it.


  Ziyi asked the manager if he’d heard of any trouble, after the storm. A missing prospector, a bandit attack, anything like that.


  “Road got washed out twenty klicks to the east is all I know.”


  “No one is missing?”


  “Sergey might know, I guess. What are you going to do with all that cash, Ziyi?”


  “Maybe I buy this place one day. I’m getting old. Can’t spend all my life trawling for junk on the beach.”


  Ziyi visited the hardware store, exchanged scraps of gossip with the store owner and a couple of women who were mining the ruins out in the forest. None of them had heard anything about a bandit attack, or an accident on the coast road. In the internet café, she bought a mug of green tea and an hour on one of the computers. Searched the local news for a bandit attack, some prospector caught in the storm, a plane crash, found nothing. No recent reports of anyone missing or vehicles found abandoned.


  She sat back, thinking. So much for her theory that the man was some kind of Jackaroo spy who’d been travelling incognito and had got into trouble when the storm hit. She widened her search. Here was a child who had wandered into the forest. Here was a family,


  their farm discovered deserted, doors smashed down, probably by sasquatch. Here was the road train that had been attacked by bandits, two years ago. Here was a photograph of the man.


  Ziyi felt cold, then hot. Looked around at the café’s crowded tables. Clicked on the photo to enlarge it.


  It was him. It was the man.


  His name was Tony Michaels. Twenty-eight years old, a petrochemist. One of three people missing, presumed taken by the bandits after they killed everyone else. Leaving behind a wife and two children, in the capital.


  A family. He’d been human, once upon a time.


  Someone in the café laughed; Ziyi heard voices, the chink of cutlery, the hiss of the coffee urn, felt suddenly that everyone was watching her. She sent Tony Michaels’ photo to the printer, shut down the browser, snatched up the printout and left.


  She was unlocking her jeep when Sergey Polzin called her. The man stepping towards her across the slick mud, dressed in his usual combat gear, his pistol at his hip. He owned the recycling plant, the internet café, and the town’s only satellite dish, and acted as if he was the town’s unelected mayor. Greeting visitors and showing off the place as if it was something more than a squalid street of shacks squatting amongst factory ruins. Pointing out where the water treatment plant would be, talking about plans for concreting the air strip, building a hospital, a school, that would never come to anything.


  Saying to Ziyi, “Heard you hit a big find.”


  “The storm washed up a few things,” Ziyi said, trying to show nothing while Sergey studied her. Trying not to think about the printout folded into the inside pocket of her parka, over her heart.


  He said, “I also heard you wanted to report trouble.”


  “I was wondering how everyone was, after the storm.”


  He gazed at her for a few moments, then said, “Any trouble, anything unusual, you come straight to me. Understand?”


  “Completely.”


  When Ziyi got back to the cabin she sat the man down and showed him the printout, then fetched her mirror from the wall and held it in front of him, angling it this way and that, pointing to it pointing to the paper.


  “You,” she said. “Tony Daniels. You.”


  He looked at the paper and the mirror, looked at the paper again and ran his fingertips over his smooth face. He didn’t need to shave, and his hair was exactly as long as it was in the photo.


  “You,” she said.


  That was who he had been. But what was he now?


  The next day she coaxed him into the jeep with the two dogs and drove west along the coast road, forest on one side and the sea stretching out to the horizon on the other, until she spotted the burnt-out shells of the road train, overgrown with great red drapes of bubbleweed. The dogs jumped off and nosed around; the man slowly climbed out, looked about him, taking no especial notice of the old wreckage.


  She had pictured it in her head. His slow recognition. Leading her to the place where he’d hidden or crawled away to die from grievous wounds. The place that had turned him or copied him or whatever it was the factory had done.


  Instead, he wandered off to a patch of sunlight in the middle of the road and stood there until she told him they were going for a walk.


  They walked a long way, slowly spiralling away from the road. There were factory ruins here, as in most parts of the forest. Stretches of broken wall. Chains of cubes heaved up and broken, half-buried, overgrown by the arched roots of spine trees, and thatches of copperberry and bubbleweed, but the man seemed no more interested in them than in the wreckage of the road train.


  “You were gone two years. What happened to you?”


  He shrugged.


  At last, they walked back to the road. The sun stood at the horizon, as always, throwing shadows over the road. The man walked towards the patch of sunlight where he’d stood before, and kept walking.


  Ziyi and the two dogs followed. Through a thin screen of trees to the edge of a sheer drop. Water far below, lapping at rocks. No, not rocks. Factory ruins.


  The man stared down at patches of waterweed rising and falling on waves that broke around broken walls.


  Ziyi picked up a stone and threw it out beyond the cliff edge. “Was that what happened? You were running from the bandits, it was dark, you ran straight out over the edge…”


  The man made a humming sound. He was looking at Sauron’s fat orange disc now, and after a moment he closed his eyes and stretched out his arms.


  Ziyi walked along the cliff edge, looking for and failing to find a path. The black rock plunged straight down, a sheer drop cut by vertical crevices that only an experienced climber might use to pick a route down. She tried to picture it. The roadtrain stopping because fallen trees had blocked the road. Bandits appearing when the crew stepped down, shooting them, ordering the passengers out, stripping them of their clothes and belongings, shooting them one by one. Bandits didn’t like to leave witnesses. One man breaking free, running into the darkness. Running through the trees, running blindly, wounded perhaps, definitely scared, panicked. Running straight out over the cliff edge. If the fall hadn’t killed him, he would have drowned. And his body had washed into some active part of the factory, and it had fixed him. No, she thought. It had duplicated him. Had it taken two years? Or had he been living in some part of the factory, out at sea, until the storm had washed him away and he’d been cast up on the beach…


  The man had taken off his clothes and stood with his arms out and his eyes closed, bathing in level orange light. She shook him until he opened his eyes and smiled at her, and she told him it was time to go.


  Ziyi tried and failed to teach the man to talk. “You understand me. So why can’t you tell me what happened to you?”


  The man humming, smiling, shrugging.


  Trying to get him to write or draw was equally pointless.


  Days on the beach, picking up flotsam; nights watching movies. She had to suppose he was happy. Her constant companion. Her mystery. She had long ago given up the idea of selling him.


  Once, Ziyi’s neighbour, Besnik Shkelyim, came out of the forest while the man was searching the strandline. Ziyi told Besnik he was the son of an old friend in the capital, come to visit for a few weeks. Besnik seemed to accept the lie. They chatted about the weather and sasquatch sightings and the latest finds. Besnik did most of the talking. Ziyi was anxious and distracted, trying not to look towards the man, praying that he wouldn’t wander over. At last, Besnik said that he could see that she was busy, he really should get back to his own work.


  “Bring your friend to visit, some time. I show him where real treasure is found.”


  Ziyi said that she would, of course she would, watched Besnik walk away into the darkness under the trees, then ran to the man, giddy and foolish with relief, and told him how well he’d done, keeping away from the stranger.


  He hummed. He shrugged.


  “People are bad,” Ziyi said. “Always remember that.”


  A few days later she went into town. She needed more food and fuel, and took with her a few of the treasures the man had found. Sergey Polzin was at the recycling plant, and fingered through the stuff she’d brought. Superconductor slivers. A variety of tinkertoys, hard little nuggets that changed shape when manipulated. A hand-sized sheet of the variety of plastic in which faint images came and went… It was not one tenth of what the man had found for her—she’d buried the rest out in the forest—but she knew that she had made a mistake, knew she’d been greedy and foolish.


  She tried her best to seem unconcerned as Sergey counted the silvers of superconducting plastic three times. “You’ve been having much luck, recently,” he said, at last.


  “The storm must have broken open a cache, somewhere out to sea,” she said.


  “Odd that no one else has been finding so much stuff.” “If we knew everything about the factory, Sergey Polzin, we would all be rich.”


  Sergey’s smile was full of gold. “I hear you have some help. A guest worker.”


  Besnik had talked about her visitor. Of course he had. Ziyi trotted out her lie.


  “Bring him into town next time,” Sergey said. “I’ll show him around.”


  A few days later, Ziyi saw someone watching the compound from the edge of the forest. A flash of sunlight on a lens, a shadowy figure that faded into the shadows under the trees when she walked towards him. Ziyi ran, heard an engine start, saw a red pickup bucket out of the trees and speed off down the track.


  She’d only had a glimpse of the intruder, but she was certain that it was the manager of the recycling plant.


  She walked back to the compound. The man was facing the sun, naked, arms outstretched. Ziyi managed to get him to put on his clothes, but it was impossible to make him understand that he had to leave. Drive him into the forest, let him go? Yes, and sasquatch or wargs would eat him, or he’d find his way to some prospector’s cabin and knock on the door…


  She walked him down to the beach, but he followed her back to the cabin. In the end, she locked him in the shed.


  Early in the afternoon, Sergey Polzin’s yellow Humvee came bumping down the track, followed by a UN Range Rover. Ziyi tried to be polite and cheerful, but Sergey walked straight past her, walked into the cabin, walked back out.


  “Where is he?”


  “My friend’s son? He went back to the capital. What’s wrong?” Ziyi said to the UN policewoman.


  “It’s a routine check,” the policewoman, Aavert Enger, said. “Do you have a warrant?”


  “You’re hiding dangerous technology,” Sergey said. “We don’t need a warrant.”


  “I am hiding nothing.”


  “There has been a report,” Aavert Enger said.


  Ziyi told her it was a misunderstanding, said that she’d had a visitor, yes, but he had left.


  “I would know if someone came visiting from the capital,” Sergey said. He was puffed up with self-righteousness. “I also know he was here today. I have a photograph that proves it. And I looked him up on the net, just like you did. You should have erased your cache, by the way. Tony Daniels, missing for two years. Believed killed by bandits. And now he’s living here.”


  “If I could talk to him I am sure we can clear this up,” Aavert Enger said.


  “He isn’t here.”


  But it was no good. Soon enough, Sergey found the shed was locked and ordered Ziyi to hand over the keys. She refused. Sergey said he’d shoot off the padlock; the policewoman told him that there was no need for melodrama, and used a master key.


  Jung and Cheung started to bark as Sergey led the man out. “Tony Daniels,” he said to the policewoman. “The dead man Tony Daniels.”


  Ziyi said, “Look, Sergey Polzin, I’ll be straight with you. I don’t know who he really is or where he came from. He helps me on the beach. He helps me find things. All the good stuff I brought in, that was because of him. Don’t spoil a good thing. Let me use him to find more stuff. You can take a share. For the good of the town. The school you want to build, the water treatment plant in a year, two years, we’ll have enough to pay for them…”


  But Sergey wasn’t listening. He’d seen the man’s eyes. “You see?” he said to Aavert Enger. “You see?”


  “He is a person,” Ziyi said. “Like you and me. He has a wife. He has children.”


  “And did you tell them you had found him?” Sergey said “No, of course not. Because he is a dead man. No, not even that. He is a replica of a dead man, spun out in the factory somewhere.”


  “It is best we take him to town. Make him safe,” the policewoman said.


  The man was looking at Ziyi.


  “How much?” Ziyi said to the policewoman. “How much did he offer you?”


  “This isn’t about money,” Sergey said. “It’s about the safety of the town.”


  “Yes. And the profit you’ll make, selling him.”


  Ziyi was shaking. When Sergey started to pull the man towards the vehicles, she tried to get in his way. Sergey shoved at her, she fell down, and suddenly everything happened at once. The dogs, Jung and Cheung, ran at Sergey. He pushed the man away and fumbled for his pistol and Jung clamped his jaws around Sergey’s wrist and started to shake him. Sergey sat down hard and Jung held on and Cheung darted in and seized his ankle. Sergey screaming while the dogs pulled in different directions, and Ziyi rolled to her feet and reached into the tangle of man and dogs and plucked up Sergey’s pistol and snapped off the safety and turned to the policewoman and told her to put up her hands.


  “I am not armed,” Aavert Enger said. “Do not be foolish, Ziyi.”


  Sergey was screaming at her, telling her to call off her dogs.


  “It’s good advice,” Ziyi told the policewoman, “but it is too late.”


  The pistol was heavy, slightly greasy. The safety was off. The hammer cocked when she pressed lightly on the trigger.


  The man was looking at her.


  “I’m sorry,” she said, and shot him.


  The man’s head snapped back and he lost his footing and fell in the mud, kicking and spasming. Ziyi stepped up to him and shot him twice more, and he stopped moving.


  Ziyi called off the dogs, told Aavert Enger to sit down and put her hands on her head. Sergey was holding his arm. Blood seeped around his fingers. He was cursing her, but she paid him no attention.


  The man was as light as a child, but she was out of breath by the time she had dragged him to her jeep. Sergey had left the keys in the ignition of his Humvee. Ziyi threw them towards the forest as hard as she could, shot out one of the tyres of Aavert Enger’s Range Rover, loaded the man into the back of the jeep. Jung and Cheung jumped in, and she drove off.


  Ziyi had to stop once, and throw up, and drove the rest of the way with half her attention on the rear-view mirror. When she reached the spot where the roadtrain had been ambushed, she cradled the man in her arms and carried him through the trees. The two dogs followed. When she reached the edge of the cliff her pulse was hammering in her head and she had to sit down. The man lay beside her. His head was blown open, showing layers of filmy plastics. Although his face was untouched you would not mistake him for a sleeper.


  After a little while, when she was pretty certain she wasn’t going to have a heart attack, she knelt beside him, and closed his eyes, and with a convulsive movement pitched him over the edge. She didn’t look to see where he fell. She threw Sergey’s pistol after him, and sat down to wait.


  She didn’t look around when the dogs began to bark. Aavert Enger said, “Where is he?” “In the same place as Sergey’s pistol.”


  Aavert Enger sat beside her. “You know I must arrest you, Ziyi.” “Of course.”


  “Actually, I am not sure what you’ll be charged with. I’m not sure if we will charge you with anything. Sergey will want his day in court, but perhaps I can talk him out of it.”


  “How is he?”


  “The bites are superficial. I think losing his prize hurt him more.”


  “I don’t blame you,” Ziyi said. “Sergey knew he was valuable, knew I would not give him up, knew that he would be in trouble if he tried to take it. So he told you. For the reward.”


  “Well, it’s gone now. Whatever it was.” “It was a man,” Ziyi said.


  She had her cache of treasures, buried in the forest. She could buy lawyers. She could probably buy Sergey, if it came to it. She could leave, move back to the capital and live out her life in comfort, or buy passage to another of the worlds gifted by the Jackaroo, or even return to Earth.


  But she knew that she would not leave. She would stay here and wait through the days and years until the factory returned her friend to her.
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  The door’s silent slide still surprised me, even after Aliss and I’d been moving boxes into our new garage and piling them in unruly heaps for two days. Hair stuck to my neck as sweat ran down the small of my back and the backs of my knees. Our real estate agent had told me it never got hot here, but apparently she lied about the weather as easily as she lied about the closing costs. So we were too broke for household help and hot from humping boxes. But we were here. Home.


  And done working for the evening.


  I gathered up a cold beer from the gleaming frig, which opened and closed for me the same way the front door did, eerily quiet and efficient. I’d grown up with doors you opened and closed with human muscle. My last house had been built-green when that meant saving energy instead of producing it. Trust humanity not to waste anything free when you can use a lot of it.


  The high ceilings and three tall stories made the house seem like it yearned to join the cedar and fir forest. It made me feel like a pretender. We’d bought here, across the lake from Seattle, with returns from a few good investments and a dead aunt. The sliding door opened for me (of course). It allowed me outside onto a deck that glowed honey-colored in a late afternoon sun-bath. No matter how pretty the deck and the house and the forest around us, the woman on the deck was prettier than all of it. Aliss’d caught her dark hair up in a pony tail that cascaded almost to her waist, thick as my wrist both top and bottom. Sweat shined her olive skin, and she smelled like work and coffee and the rich red syrah she held in her right hand. She pointed at the neighbors, a good three house-lengths away from us. “In five minutes, I’ve seen two humanoid bots over there.”


  “So they’re rich. Maybe we can borrow one for gardening.” Not that I minded gardening; dirty nails felt good.


  “There’s another one.”


  The curiosity in her voice demanded I stop and look. A silver-skinned female form bent over a row of bright yellow ceramic flowerpots on the deck outside the three-story house, plucking dead pink and purple flower-heads from a profusion of living color, dropping her finds into a bucket as silver as her hands. I sucked down half the beer, watching. Counting. Three bots. One outside. Two or three little ones moving around the house, the ones that didn’t look like people. Families in our newly acquired income bracket might have one of the big humanoid ones, but only if they needed a nanny more than flashy cars or designer clothes. Maybe a handful of robovacs and robodisposers and robowashers, like the ones sitting on a pallet in our garage right now.


  “I haven’t seen any people,” Aliss mused.


  “Maybe they work.”


  Her eyes stayed narrow, her jaw tight and jumping a little back by her ear, and she rocked back and forth on the balls of her feet. I knew what that meant. “Guess we’re talking a walk.”


  “Got to meet the neighbors, right?”


  I’d actually been thinking about sliding into the hot tub naked and having another beer. But this was our first house together, and I wanted her to be happy. “Let’s go introduce ourselves.”


  Our driveway gave under our feet, the heat drawing up a hint of its origin as old tires, but not so much it overwhelmed the loamy forest dirt spiced with cedar. Aliss and I turned onto the road, hand in hand. Meeting the neighbors started to feel like a picket fence, like something my mom would do. We turned off the road onto their driveway.


  Red light lasered across our bare shins. “Stop now.”


  Aliss drew in a sharp breath and squeezed my hand before letting it go and freezing in place.


  “State your business.” I followed the voice to a spot about fifteen feet in front of me, and about knee-high. The guard-bot was the same pebbly-dark color as the driveway, cylindrical, with more than two feet, and not standing still, which is what kept me from counting feet. This bot was neither pretty nor humanoid. In fact, a bright blue circle with a red target stickered in its side screamed weapons.


  I talked soft to it. “We’re the new neighbors. We came to introduce ourselves.”


  Its voice sounded cheerfully forced, like a slightly tinny villain in a superhero movie. “Aliss Johnson and Paul Dina. Twenty-seven and twenty-eight, respectively. You have been here for precisely sixty-seven hours…”


  I waved it silent before it got around to checking our bank balance and running us off entirely. “So, then you know we’re harmless. We’d like to meet your owners.”


  “They are not home.”


  Aliss still hadn’t moved, but she asked it, “When will they come back?”


  It turned a full 360, as if someone else might have snuck up behind it, and then said, “Please back up until you are off the property line.”


  We backed, all the nice warm fuzziness of being in a new home turned sideways. After we’d turned away from the house and the bot, my back itched behind my heart. I whispered in Aliss’s ear, “Not very nice neighbors.”


  She grunted, her brow furrowed.


  “Maybe we should jump in the hot tub.”


  She gave me a pouty, unhappy look. “They were watching us.”


  I didn’t remind her she’d been watching them. I just hugged her close, still whispering, “This is our first night here. Let’s enjoy it.”


  She stopped me right there in the middle of the road, at the edge of our own property line, and nuzzled my neck. When she looked up at me, the slight distraction in her gaze told me I wouldn’t have all of her attention easily. I made a silent vow to figure out a way to get it all, and started my devious plot by sliding my hand down the small of her back and pulling her close into me. We walked home with our hips brushing each other.


  The next morning, warmth from her attention still lingered in the relaxed set of my shoulders and the way my limbs splayed across the bed like rubber. Birds sang so loudly they might have been recorded. I tried to separate them, figure out how many species must be outside.


  “Honey?” she called. With some reluctance I opened my eyes to find Aliss standing on the small deck outside the bedroom, one of my shirts her only clothing. Fog enveloped the treetops outside our third-story window, tinting the morning ghostly white and gray. “Will you come here?”


  Since she was wearing my shirt, I pulled on my jeans and joined her, drinking in a deep whiff of us smelling like each other. Although we couldn’t see the house from any of our windows, the deck had a nearly direct view into the robot-house’s kitchen, the fog and one thin tree-trunk the only obstructions. Three silvery figures moved about inside of a square of light that shone all the more brightly for the fog.


  I put a hand on Aliss’s shoulder, leaning into her. “Since robots don’t need food, there must be people there.” “Don’t you see her?”


  I squinted. At the table, a girl sat sideways to us, spooning something from her bowl into her mouth. She wore a white polo shirt and brown shorts, and her blond hair was curled back artfully behind her ears and tied with a gold bow. She belonged in a commercial. Across from her, one of the robots appeared to be holding an animated conversation with her.


  “How old do you think she is?” Aliss asked.


  She still had a child’s lankiness and a flat chest, but she was probably near as tall as Aliss.


  “Ten? Twelve?” “She’s alone.”


  “You don’t know that.” Although her observations were often uncanny.


  “It explains the nasty-bots. They were protecting her. But it’s not right.”


  “Her mom or dad will show up any second.”


  Aliss crossed her arms over her chest and gave me the look. “No cars, still. No movement except the girl. No other lights on. She’s alone. It’s a crime to leave a girl that age alone.”


  I glanced back at the window, where one robot was clearly conversing with the girl and another was bringing her a fresh glass of juice. “She’s not alone.”


  All I got for that was the look again. I tugged her close to me. “Come on, let’s eat. She must have parents.”


  “I hope so.” Aliss let me pull her gaze away from the bright square of window and its even brighter occupants.


  Days later, we sat on new recycled-sawdust Adirondack chairs we’d ordered for the bedroom deck. The table between us held two coffee cups and two pairs of binoculars and a camera. Aliss hadn’t moved from her chair for two hours. She worried at her beautiful lower lip. “No parents. No people. Not for five days.”


  “They’ll come.” Not that I believed it any more. “Maybe there’s someone living there who never comes into the kitchen.”


  “That’s lame.”


  “I’m reaching. I want my girl back.” “Don’t be selfish.”


  At least she had a little tease in her voice when she said it.


  We met the neighbors—not at the robot house, but across the street. William and Wilma Woods. Really. They were at least eighty. Their kids hired bot-swarms to clean up their yard for them, but obviously did nothing for the inside of the house. The Wood’s probably couldn’t see well enough to tell if there was a purple people eater living in the robot house, and when we asked about it, William pulled his lips up into his hollow cheeks and said, “The new house? I dunno who lives there. We don’t get out much.”


  He meant us. We lived in the new house.


  The house on the other side of us from the robot house stood empty-eyed and vacant, with a traditional security system that included signs and warnings of proximity detectors. Forest took over for half a mile on the far side of the robot before it yielded a barn-shaped house next to a barn with a corral and three swaybacked horses. The off-beat collection of direct neighbors made me wonder if we’d picked the right house to buy. The robot house was clearly our problem, at least in the world according the Aliss. And since she was my world, it mattered to me. In fact, after days of watching the little girl play ball with robots and eat with robots and study at the kitchen table with the help of robots, I was beginning to worry all on my own. Surely the kid needed a mom or a brother or a dog or something. Something warm.


  I have some skill with the nets, but all that got me was frustrated. A holding company owned the house. A public company owned that company and a few hundred more. It spread wealth—a lot more than this house—through thousands of shareholders. Not a very unique tax dodge for second or third homes. All it told me was the girl—or her family—or the freaking robots—had money. Which I already knew. I grit my teeth and kept plugging while Aliss brought me coffee and rubbed my neck. We saw the girl bent over the table studying every day, but I couldn’t find her in public school, online or offline. No kids of her description had been reported missing anywhere in the country.


  We unpacked the house, all except the pallet of robostuff, which Aliss steadfastly ignored, and two boxes of art too lame for the new house.


  The third week, I woke up in the middle of the dark and texted a friend in the reserves, who brought his night vision goggles. She was warm—and alone. Human.


  Satellite shots from the city never showed a car, although they did show the girl out playing robot ball twice.


  Aliss made up names for her (Colette, Annie, Lisa, Barbie) and drew her picture. Not that we didn’t do our jobs (me—investing advice, her marketing), or make dinner, or make love. But the spare time that might have been nights out or movies all went to the robot’s girl.


  It wasn’t like we wanted kids. But she started to haunt our dreams for no good reason except that we were human, and she was surrounded by beings who weren’t. We walked by the house at least once a day. Always we saw the guard bots. There were three of them. One too many for the two of us. Or maybe three too many. We hadn’t degenerated into breaking and entering. After all, the robot’s girl laughed and played. Her hair was neat and her clothes ironed.


  We walked, and watched, almost every day. Delivery trucks came and went from time to time, but no regular cars stayed, no friends, no family. Just groceries, and occasionally, bags or boxes that might hold shoes or clothes or books.


  Fall began to cool and shorten the nights. We were on our lunch break, walking out with the first yellow and orange leaves scrunching under our feet, the sky a nearly-purple-blue above us. After we passed the house and entered the stretch of forest on the far side,


  Aliss was silent for a long time before she said, “She’s too good. A kid her age should play tricks and make faces and all that stuff. She doesn’t do that.” “Do robots have a sense of humor?”


  “Shit. She’s been like this forever.” Her voice rose. “I keep hoping her mom is on vacation, and she’s coming back. She’s not. The robots really are raising her.”


  She fell silent, her feet making soft sliding steps on the road, her breathing faster than it should be for our pace, her lips a tight line in her face. “I’m going in.”


  “A little melodramatic, aren’t we? You sound like a TV cop show.”


  She swung around in front of me and stopped, blocking my way, head tilted up toward me. “It’s like she’s in jail. But she doesn’t know it. What if they’ve raised her forever? What if that little girl doesn’t know what a human hug feels like? What if… what if she thinks she’s inferior to those robots? What are they teaching her?”


  “Shhhhhh.” I took her shoulders lightly. She felt like a bird. “We have to keep perspective. Not get thrown in jail for breaking and entering. The cops won’t even go in—you called them.”


  She stared at me, eyes wide, then snapped her mouth shut.


  “I’m sorry, we can’t. There’s nothing illegal about robot babysitters.”


  “They’re not babysitters.” She thumped her fists against my chest and her breath overtook her ability to speak and she actually quivered.


  I pulled her in and stoked her hair. “We have to find another way.”


  She leaned back and smacked me again with her fists, hard enough it stung a little, might leave a little bruise. “You just don’t care!” Now she was hissing at me. Not screaming in case the damned robos heard, but she wanted to, the sound building up in her and coming out in shakes and deep out-breaths. She looked deep in my eyes, probing me, looking for something.


  Whatever it was, she didn’t find it. She turned and stalked up the street, stiff-backed, unbound hair flying behind her, her shirt the only yellow in the green and grey and black and brown of the forest.


  I should have chased her. But I was trying not to laugh; Aliss seeing me laugh would have been worse than me standing there holding it in. Not that it was funny. She’d just overreacted so much it didn’t seem real. Two minutes before, we’d been walking happily beside each other.


  I didn’t move until she was opposite the house. I should have chased her, should have run as fast as two feet can go. I should have known she meant exactly what she said.


  While she hurried up the road, arms-swinging, I stood still, trying for emotional control. She turned sharp left at the driveway and kept stalking, heading for the front door. She was small then, far enough away I could see her but couldn’t expect to run up and catch her. She looked beautiful and terrible, brave in the face of her stupidity.


  One bot moved in front of her, the line of its squat body hard to make out except when movement gave it ghost-like visibility. Another one seemed to float toward her, its body easier to see as it moved between me and a green hedge starred with small white flowers.


  I shook myself loose and bounded toward her, waving my hands over my head as if the guard-bots would decide I was more threatening even though I stood on a public road and Aliss was doing a full frontal assault.


  They ignored me.


  Red lines illuminated her jeans, bisected her knees, her calf, above her ankles.


  I raced all-out, finally driven to ignore the property line.


  She stepped onto the front stoop and jerked, then collapsed, her long hair a curtain across her face. I almost made it to her side when I felt the sharp jolt of a taser and my mouth was too busy being stiff to let out my curse. I went to jelly, crumpling just too far away to touch her. I didn’t lose consciousness, but my head had a muzzy shockiness and my body didn’t really want to move right away, even though my heart was willing.


  The guard bots withdrew a respectful distance.


  The door opened.


  A silver form in dockers and an izod t-shirt bent down and gazed at Aliss, an inquisitive expression on its face.


  The guard bots whirred off, surely going back to watch for more nosy neighbors.


  Aliss sat up, looking the robot in the eyes, which were like tiny camera-irises set inside lids with no lashes. From the distance of our third-story porch, their eyes had looked nearly human, but here the emotion came from subtle changes in the shape of the smooth, sil ver face. Robos can come with human-colored skins and rose lips, and blond or dark or even grey hair, but whoever chose the bots for this house liked them to look like science fictional beings. I’d seen similar models up close at home shows, except they’d looked even less real, maybe because people in bad suits were selling them like refrigerators. This one had an air of authority.


  “You were trespassing,” it stated convincingly. It glanced at me, as if making sure I knew I was trespassing, too.


  I nodded at it. “Sorry. We’re the neighbors.”


  “Yes.” It looked back at Aliss. “We have been watching you watch us. That’s why Jilly told the bots not to kill you.”


  Good for Jilly. I struggled to sit up, pulled my hands under me, folded my legs, and noticed my back hurt.


  “Is Jilly your little girl?” Aliss asked.


  For just a moment, it looked like the robot couldn’t decide what expression to wear. “Jilly is our head of security. I am Roberto.”


  I managed not to laugh. I stood up, happy to be above him. “Glad to meet you.” In spite of the fact that he was a machine, his authority felt absolute. “We came to visit. The girl who lives here, she must need friends.”


  I was rewarded with a sweet look from Aliss, who took my hand, and also took the half-step or so necessary to keep it naturally. A man and his girlfriend, standing together on borrowed ground on a quest for warmth and humanity for a single little girl.


  Roberto stood, too, half-a head taller than me, a full head taller than Aliss, and a lot shinier. Roberto seemed to gather himself up, or maybe align was the right word, like coming to perfect parade rest, making every bit balance just right. There was no blame in his smooth voice as he said, “I presume you mean human friends?”


  I was clearly out of my league. “We see she’s taken care of,” I stammered.


  Aliss put some serious pressure on my foot. “Can we meet her? Please?”


  “She will be finished with her classes in three hours. Would you like to come back after that and join us for afternoon tea?” “Uh, sure.”


  Aliss let up on my foot. “Thank you, Roberto. We appreciate the offer.”


  As we walked hand in hand up the driveway, the guard-bot ignored us, a dark rock-colored splotch the size of small dog, turning around and around softly at the base of a deep green rhododendron bush.


  We went in through the garage door. I eyed the pallet of robow-hatevers in various states of repair. Aliss pecked me on the cheek. “I’m going to go get ready. Why don’t you see if you can find a good vac?”


  I blinked at her, startled. “Sure.” It took me almost an hour to free three robovacs, test them, and decide which one had a prayer of actually cleaning the floor. The one I eventually chose wasn’t silver, but rather a rounded bump of burnished wood with rubber edges and a long scratch from one time when it slammed a wall hard enough to knock a glass vase down on its back. I squatted and rubbed its familiar top, talking to the damned thing as if it were a dog or something. “You’re sure a whole five or six generations removed from the neighbors bots, aren’t you? That silver thing over there might be the brightest crayon in the box, but I kinda like you.”


  It made no reply.


  I carried it up the steps from the garage, fifteen pounds of robot tucked under my arm. When I opened the door, the scent of warm molasses lifted my spirits. I put the bot down carefully, noting that it looked even more beat up in the gleaming kitchen than it had in the garage. I patted its back, then stood and curled my arm around Aliss’s lovely stomach and kissed the top of her head. “Thank god Jilly let us live so you could make cookies for me.”


  She swatted me with a kitchen towel. “The cookies are for the girl. I wasn’t worried about the guards. They knew we were neighbors. I mean, we might have been borrowing a cup of sugar, right? It wasn’t like they were going to shoot us.”


  I decided to take the high road and ignore the fact that they had shot us, changing the subject by stealing a cookie. The cookie became a rock in my stomach. We were returning to the place that had tasered us on purpose. No matter what the rest of me thought, my body didn’t like it.


  Aliss freshened her makeup and pulled on a clean blue shirt before we walked over, carrying her offering of cookies carefully.


  The silver garden-bot I’d often watched tending the flowers was outside raking up the few leaves that had dared to fall on the perfectly square lawn in front of the house and depositing them in a red plastic bucket. She straightened as we approached, clearly the sentry designed to watch for us. One of the guard-bots sat at her feet like a dog. The other two were nowhere to be seen. When the door opened, I expected Roberto.


  Instead, the girl herself opened the door. She was a head shorter than Aliss, and thin, but with muscle on her arms and legs. She was dressed in a schoolgirl uniform; dockers and a white shirt, green tennis shoes and green socks. The bow in her honey-wheat hair was green this morning. Her wide-set eyes were a startling blue flecked with gold and black. She looked poised for her age, which was probably eleven or twelve. She had the barest hint of hips and breasts, but was still more a promise of a woman than a real one. What mostly struck me, though, was that she had almost as much emotion as the robots.


  No kidding.


  The silver female holding the broom had on a welcoming smile and stood in a relaxed posture, one arm leaning on her rake. The girl at the door looked black. If I had to define a look on her face, I’d have said fear. But it was a ghost of fear, governed by control. The kind of look you see in executive’s eyes during a stock-fall, or a politician’s eyes on a tense election night.


  Aliss didn’t react to the fear, but held out the plate of cookies and she smiled. “Hi! I made you cookies. Can we come in?”


  The girl didn’t take the cookies. “Roberto asked me to guide you in.” With that, she turned lightly, pivoting on the balls of her feet, and led us through an open entryway lined with pictures of humans and up a wide set of wooden stairs to the kitchen. She didn’t look at us again until she sat at the kitchen table and tipped her hand toward us, as if asking us to sit. The kitchen felt warm and inviting in spite of her cool appraisal and the silver beings hovering by the sink. The walls were peach and brown with light charcoal accents, and the table was a polished cherry with small woven cream mats at each place. Our seats were obvious: there were three places with silverware and glasses already full of water, and the girl was already in one of them with her hands folded in her lap. Everything—the house, the girl, the robots—it all belonged in an upscale ’zine, and it all made me feel a bit like a visitor in a museum.


  Aliss set her tray of cookies down in the middle of the table, still fresh enough to give off a strong scent that made my mouth water. She looked at the girl, clearly yearning to say something to her, but she managed to hold off and just sit beside me, the two of us assigned to be opposite the girl and able to look up at our deck.


  A fembot handed Roberto a wooden tray with a sage-green clay pot and three small Japanese-style tea cups on it. She wore a white sundress and blue sweater that probably came from a Nordstrom catalog. Roberto nodded at her, said, “Thanks, Ruby,” and delivered tea and a small plate of pale, thin cookies to the table. He glanced at Aliss’s offering, her cookies fat and homey next to the robot’s cookies, and simply said, “Thank you.”


  The combination of feeling so out of place and the absurd thought that Roberto looked like a protocol ’droid from old movies almost made me burst out laughing, stopped really only by the sheer earnestness of the girl and her green bow.


  I curled my fingers around the tea cup and sipped slowly. Warm, but not too hot. Minty.


  Aliss succumbed to the girl’s silence and said, “Thank you for having us over. We’re pleased to meet you. My name is Aliss, and this is Paul.”


  “I know.” She swallowed, as if unsure how to talk to us.


  The silence stretched until Aliss filled it. “How was school? What are you studying?”


  One side of the girl’s mouth rose in a quirky grin. “Today’s physics topic was gauged supergravity.”


  It didn’t faze Aliss, who probably recognized the term about as much as I did—which was zero. She plowed forward. “What about English or art? Do you study those, too?”


  The robot’s girl nodded. “Of course.” Then she stopped, and the fear came over her features again for a minute and was gone. “We didn’t invite you here to talk about me. I would like you to stop watching me.”


  I blinked and Aliss flinched.


  The girl continued. “I can see you from here. I am not happy there is a house there, or that you can see me from your deck. It makes me uncomfortable and I want you to stop.” She looked directly at us, her tea untouched. She hadn’t taken either kind of cookie.


  Aliss licked her lips and the ear-end of her jaw muscle jumped, but otherwise she looked smooth and unruffled, a trait she’d learned from dealing with irascible marketing clients. Probably that wasn’t much different than dealing with irascible pre-teens. She leaned forward. “We’re only watching you because you seem to be very alone. We don’t need to keep watching. But would you like to come over and see us some afternoon? We’d love to show someone our new house.”


  Roberto stiffened, if a robot can be said to stiffen. Emotion doesn’t really exist for them; they’re programmed to pretend. But he became a bit taller, and a bit more imperious.


  The girl glanced back at him as if asking for advice, and he inclined his head ever so much as if to say, go on, you’re doing fine.


  She looked back and Aliss and shook her head. “I really just want you to stop. Will you promise me?”


  Alice chewed on her bottom lip.


  I couldn’t take it anymore, myself. The very air in the room had become awkward. This was a kid who didn’t want to be watched, and I got that, understood that maybe we’d seemed like voyeurs. Heat bloomed on my cheeks. I wanted to make her more comfortable. “All right. I’ll stop watching you.”


  Aliss shot me a look that said she wished I’d let her handle this, and I reached for one of the pale cookies and nibbled at the edges. Vanilla and sugar, with a touch of flour and egg to keep it all together. It melted in my mouth.


  I looked back at the girl, who nodded at me, her humorless eyes fixed on my face. She reminded me of a doll. I wanted—needed—to see her smile. “I’m sorry if we upset you. We didn’t mean to.” I paused, and when she didn’t say anything, I asked, “Would you tell us your name?”


  She closed her mouth and glanced back at Roberto, and then at


  Ruby.


  Apparently neither of the robots were willing or able to guide her here. She looked down at the table and mumbled, “Caroline.”


  “Pleased to meet you Caroline. Would you like to try one of Aliss’s cookies? They are my favorites.”


  She shook her head. “I can’t eat things that strangers make.” She stood up, raising her voice for the first time. “Go now, please. Please go.”


  Aliss flinched, as if Caroline’s words were little darts.


  I stood and took her hand, whispering, “It’s okay.” Then I looked at Caroline and said, “We would very much like to talk with you again soon. We don’t mean any harm, we’re just used to knowing our neighbors.” A flat-out lie, but how would she know?


  Caroline nodded and spoke to Roberto in a quite commanding voice. “Please see them out.” She turned again, her back to us, gliding gracefully out of the room and down the stairs, while Aliss and I watched her, openmouthed.


  Ruby followed her.


  Roberto nodded at us. “I will lead you to the door.”


  Aliss picked up her teacup and mine and walked to the sink very deliberately, setting the cups down. She turned and said, “Thank you for your hospitality.” Then she smiled very sweetly at Roberto and winked at me. “Can I leave her a few cookies? I can leave an extra one so you can test it for poison.”


  “That really won’t be necessary.”


  Aliss sounded human and hurt, a little snitty, and Roberto sounded even and quite sane; not human at all. I picked up the plate of cookies, shocked silent and deep in thought. As Roberto opened the door and stood to the side, clearly waiting for us to pass through, I asked him, “Were you hoping we would be good for her, or that she would chase us off herself?”


  His silver mouth stayed in a tight, firm line, but then he winked at me. Because he had seen Alice wink? Because he meant yes to one of my questions? Because he had something in his eye? I didn’t think we’d get back here easily, but I also clearly didn’t speak robot, so I led Aliss out and we walked carefully down the stairs. Even though I turned to look at the banisters and the corners, to get one more glimpse of the art and the too-perfect warmth of the place, there was no evidence of Caroline at all. Outside, we passed all three of the ugly little grey guard-bots with too many feet. I finally got a count—seven legs each. Not quite spiderlike.


  As soon as we returned safely to our own property, Aliss sagged against me. I had expected her to be spitting mad, but instead she had tears on her cheeks and she whispered, “Poor kid,” a few times before letting me kiss the tears away and lead her up to the house. We stayed in our room that night, polishing off two bottles of Syrah and then making rather intense and distracted love that left us tangled in a sweaty mess on the big bed.


  Near dawn, I woke up to find her sitting upright and naked, with her back to me, staring out the dark window, the only light a thin sliver of moon that hung between two tree branches. Her chest and shoulders heaved as she sobbed softly. When I reached for her, she wouldn’t turn over and face me. I rubbed my thumb and forefinger along the sides of her spine, making small circles on her back until I fell asleep again.


  The next morning, I woke to the smell of fresh coffee. Aliss sat at the kitchen table scowling. “Now I feel like I can’t even go out on our own deck, and like I need to—to make sure Caroline’s all right.”


  I poured my own cup of dark delight and stared out the window. We couldn’t see the robot’s house from here, but there were three fat squirrels jumping about in the trees. “She wasn’t very nice,” I said.


  “It’s just the age—I know—my sisters both went through it.”


  I was an only child, and didn’t remember being very surly at all. “Did you?”


  “Probably.” She sipped her coffee. “But I don’t think you remember your own stupid years as much as the ones you get to watch. I thought my sisters had lost their minds. My mom used to say we needed her the most when we were teenagers. I think she was right.”


  “I don’t see what we can do about it,” I muttered.


  “Caroline didn’t say anything about parents. She must have some.”


  I walked up to the frig, waited for the door to slide open, and rummaged for some bread to toast. “I have an idea.”


  She raised an eyebrow. “Oh?”


  “Do you care what I do with the rest of the old robos?” Half had worked when we packed them, up, and most of the rest needed simple things like batteries or new wheel casings or new brain chips, some of which I’d planned on scavenging from the oldest and most broken. “I mean, now we really need to save for a real house-bot, right?”


  She threw her napkin at me. It didn’t even come close, just fluttered to the floor. She frowned.


  “Does that mean I can use them all for parts?” “You can throw them all in the river, for all I care.”


  “The queen of eco wants to pollute the pristine waters of East King County?”


  It took less than an hour for her to come down and start helping me. We opened the garage doors to let in a slight breeze and the pale light of a cloudy afternoon. We used the two bots I’d rejected this morning—one industrial red and one silver. I stuck a post in between them, and we picked off arms from garden-bots to attach for roboarms and legs. The head was easy; I had a round bot with colored lights that was born to be part of a martial arts game, and already had a chain attached to the top. Aliss wound the chain around to be hair. As I looked on and winced, she glued the chain down. I hadn’t played the game since I’d met her anyway. But I had liked it.


  Just before supper, we heaved the bones of our screwed-together bot up two flights of stairs and positioned it on the end of the deck, in one of the Adirondack chairs. I crossed one leg over the other and balanced a colored plastic glass on the shear that served at the bot’s right hand. Aliss positioned some old augmented reality glasses on its head and played with the cameras until she had them tilted just the right way. Aliss tapped it softly on its game-ball head and spoke solemnly. “I dub thee Frankenbot.”


  “Good choice.”


  She cocked her hip like a pleased teenaged girl and looked down at our ungainly multi-colored creation. “Do you think we need two?”


  I winced. It had been my idea in the first place, but that hadn’t made it easy. “Let’s watch for a week or two. If we need another one, we can go to the junkyard then and get more parts. Let’s see how she reacts.”


  We went down to the kitchen and switched the kitchen computer to show Frankenbot’s view of the robot house while we played a word game at the kitchen table.


  The next two days life went on like it always had, except we went to the kitchen instead of the deck, and drank our coffee in companionable silence, flipping between the news, the weather, and the neighbor’s kitchen. We would have creeped me out, except I’d seen the flash of fear in Caroline’s eyes, and I had to do something about that. Stopping a little kid from being scared wasn’t creepy, even if part of what they were scared of was you.


  On day three, we took our usual lunch-time walk past the robo-house. A soaking drizzle had come to town, so I wore blue wet weather gear, and Aliss was togged in a red cap and yellow rain-poncho made of new nano-stuff so slick the water collected in beads and rolled off, dripping off the end and landing on the toes of Aliss’s shoes.


  As we passed the robot’s house, the silvery garden girl-bot slid up to the very edge of their driveway. We ignored her and kept going, walking the half-mile to normalcy and then turning around.


  The bot still waited for us. As we came by, I waved at her cheerily. “Good day.”


  She spoke. “Caroline says no fair.”


  Aliss smiled sweetly at her. “We just admired you all so much, we decided we wanted a robot, too.”


  “That’s not a robot.” She was as shiny and perfect as Roberto or Ruby, but she moved a little less smoothly and she squeaked a bit when she turned her head right. Still, compared to her, our Frankenbot was sad.


  Aliss cocked her head at the garden bot. “Would you like to come visit?”


  The bot shook her head. “I have work to do here, and besides, Caroline would never let me go.”


  It felt a little bit like progress. We walked back home and jumped in the car and went into Seattle for a rare steak dinner. Over dinner we tried to decide if Caroline was raising the robots or if they were raising her. It didn’t seem entirely clear.


  Nothing else happened for a few weeks, except we watched her through Frankenbot’s eyes and she watched us back, sometimes, and ignored us completely other times. Once, just as we came home, we caught sight of a black limousine that might have been pulling out from the robot house. But nothing seemed different that night, so we decided it had belonged to a different neighbor.


  The stock market entered a period of steady growth with particular strength in nano-materials, genetics, and animal cloning, so I had some free time (clients don’t need as much when they’re making money). I tinkered with the Frankenbot in my free time, until one day Aliss found me there and stood staring at me for a long time before she said, “I’ve had it with robots. It’s time for something with a heart.”


  We picked out a pound-puppy, a lab mix with a yellow splotch on the tip of its tail and one yellow foot. It did a lot for the house, giving us poop and paw prints and puppy fur, making the place feel more lived in and noisier. We named him Bear.


  Bear changed the nagging game of catch Caroline’s fancy we were playing. After two days of walking the awkward and adorable Bear past the house, I spotted her peering through the window. She stood still, even when she saw me watching her, neither turning away nor waving. Two days later, in a patch of cool sunshine, she and Roberto tossed a blue ball back and forth on the front lawn while the garden-bot watched. They were there before we went by, and stayed out just until we passed back on our way in. Caroline pretended not to notice us, but she stood at the right angle to catch glimpses of us.


  So began the ritual of us walking and them playing, always at the same time each day, just as the sun was highest and day warmest. We waved in greeting the first time we saw them every day. The rest of the walk, we carefully focused entirely on each other and on Bear.


  No parents showed up.


  When Caroline was outside, the garden-bot and Roberto were always there. When she did her homework, Ruby was always there. Ruby brushed her hair every night.


  After a day so rainy and windy that the idea of a metal man and a girl playing together in the rain made no sense at all (but they did it anyway), Aliss looked up at me while she was toweling off Bear’s thick fur. “I think she’s starting to trust us, but even Bear isn’t enough to do the trick.”


  Bear licked Aliss’s damp face dry with his wide, pink tongue. “I know,” Aliss teased him, “It’s not your fault you’re not quite cute enough. I don’t think anybody would be. I know you want to talk to her, too.” She looked back at me. “We need to think of something she’ll want to come over here to see. We have money.”


  I skipped my planned afternoon of deep market analysis and spent a few hours on the web, looking for a clever idea. I hadn’t found one yet when Aliss called me down for our ritual watching of the night settling over the forest. We’d grown used to stopping work for half an hour and letting the day fade from view. We had a glassed-in first floor porch with a swing that was just the right size for the two of us and Bear. The window revealed the base of trees, and about twenty yards of clearing we’d built by giving blood to blackberry vines as we chopped and tugged and sawed at them. The resultant clear spot often produced rabbits, squirrels, possums, deer, and once, a lone,


  thin coyote who’d stared at us for fifteen minutes before simply disappearing when we blinked. This time, as the light faded through gold to grey, three does grazed placidly along the treeline, their white tails flicking up and down.


  Aliss leaned into me. Bear whined very softly, low in the back of his throat, and circled.


  The deer reminded me of an ad I’d skipped over a few times in my research. “I think it’s time to decorate for Christmas.”


  “What?” Aliss snuggled closer to me, smelling of hot tea. “It’s only November 2nd.”


  “Look, Frankenbot was a good try, but he’s not mobile.”


  She gave me a quizzical look. “So? She likes him—I see her look up at him from time to time. And it’s a way to watch her.”


  We’d actually stopped doing that much, since nothing really changed. I’d even added a way to turn his head to watch for birds in the forest canopy most of the time, instead of watching the untouchable and slightly sad Caroline and her family of silver beings. “Well, Bear has been more effective, since he gets her outside.” I reached down and patted his shoulders, trying to calm him a little so he wouldn’t scare away the deer. “But it’s not like we can have a pony here, so upping the ante with more mammals probably won’t help.”


  “Bear could use a friend.”


  “He might like what I have in mind.”


  Actually, he didn’t.


  I ordered and then programmed three deer: a buck, a doe, and a fawn. They were silver, as silver as Caroline’s housebots, and smooth even when they moved. A year—maybe two—more modern than the housebots, their coats silky and shiny, their eyes cameras (as all robots’ eyes are cameras), but able to blink and move, and almost as soulful as a deer’s actual eyes. To make it even better, they’d been programmed with natural movements, and given behaviors to make them appear shy and a bit wild. The first time I turned them on, the afternoon of December seventh, Aliss stood beside them on the wet grass taking pictures, getting close ups of the remarkable wet-looking noses and the delicate ears.


  I pushed the remote while standing at the edge of the yard.


  The deer turned its head and nuzzled her shoulder. She jumped, then grinned and got them to follow her around in a line.


  The first time Bear saw them, the hackles rose on the ridge of his back and he screamed bloody barking murder. We were so focused on the puppy, we didn’t notice anything else until we finally corralled Bear. Aliss, firmly grasping the still-struggling puppy’s leather leash, looked back at me and said, “Turn around.”


  Roberto and Ruby stood together at the edge of the fenced yards, regarding us silently. Roberto spoke. “Caroline thought something awful had happened to the dog.”


  Behind me, Bear howled again, and then the door clicked open, Aliss gave a hushed and insistent command, and the door slid shut again. “I think we scared him,” I said.


  Aliss came up beside me. “He’ll be okay. But please tell Caroline we appreciate her concern. Tell her his name is Bear.”


  Roberto nodded and said, “She’ll like to know that.”


  Aliss nodded. “Would you like to come in?”


  They both shook their heads in unison.


  “Please,” Aliss whispered, “Please tell her she can come visit. Surely a little girl her age should go places sometimes.”


  One of the silver deer—the fawn—came over to stand on our side of the fence and watch the two robots, flicking its metal ears back and forth.


  Roberto assessed it silently, but Ruby held out a silver finger to the beast, and if she weren’t a robot, I would have said she was enchanted by it. She even smiled.


  “She’d like to see the deer, wouldn’t she?”


  Roberto said, “I don’t know.”


  Aliss put a hand on my shoulder. “Do you celebrate Christmas? Will she get presents?”


  Ruby spoke for the first time, her voice silky, with natural human inflection. “Of course she will.”


  “From who?” Aliss asked.


  “Caroline’s telling us to come back,” Roberto said.


  So she could communicate with the bots even at a distance. I looked toward their house, but I couldn’t see her. Perhaps she could see through their eyes, like we saw her through Frankenbot. “Please feel free to come back,” I said. “Caroline, too, if she wants. We will not hurt her.”


  The robots left, and we went inside to calm Bear.


  The next day, Aliss left early so I took Bear for our noon walk in a blustery cold with tiny rain drops blowing sideways in the wind. Caroline waved back at me for the first time.


  Aliss didn’t return until just before our evening watch. She brought a needle and thread and a great big shaggy form with her and set the bundle on the table. I looked closely, and managed to resolve the pile of fur into a stuffed dog. She sewed eyes onto it as the light faded from outside, and before full dark, I clicked on the electric light. “You need to see.”


  She cut the thread she had in her hand and held it up to the light. It was furrier than Bear, and wider, but clearly a dog. “Cindy helpeed me make it.”


  Her friend, who quilted and had a sewing machine. “It’s for Caroline?” “For Christmas.”


  The plush doggie sat overnight in the kitchen. Aliss took two cups of tea upstairs, and we sat together, looking out past Frankenbot and petting Bear. Aliss looked as beautiful as they day we’d moved in, maybe more so because of the fierce determination in her face. Somehow, she was going to win this lost girl over. I folded her in my arms, whispering, “I love you,” feeling her breath and her beating heart, smelling the tea and the wet dog and all the things that made our house feel like a home.


  In the morning, before she started working, Aliss tucked the dog into a cheerful red and green tote bag. When we broke for our lunch-time walk, she tucked the gift under her arm. It was cold and clear, the ghosts of our breath visible. We paused to admire the three silver deer grazing in the corner of the front yard while a squirrel chattered at them from a tree-branch. As we turned from our driveway onto the main road, we stopped suddenly, our feet stuck to the soft pavement. Even Bear, who growled low in his throat.


  I thought about growling, too, but decided not to do it.


  A long black car had pulled up into the driveway in front of Caroline’s and the robot’s house. Her parents? Had she hurt herself? Was she leaving? The idea made me happy and sad all together. The limousine must have just arrived since the hood still steamed in the cold air, and it must have come in the back way since they hadn’t passed us.


  The doors opened and a stooped old woman got out of the driver’s seat. She went and stood by the door, looking at it expectantly. All three guard-bots swirled around her feet, petting her like cats. The other doors opened all at once, synchronously, and three gleaming robots rose at once from the car. I recognized them from the same catalog we’d bought the deer, with the same “smoother-than-possible skin made of a million million nano-beings.” They’d all been marketed as the next thing in robotic materials and lifelike movement.


  The front door opened, and Ruby, Roberto, and the garden bot all walked out, all of them looking downright tarnished next to the new ones. If you looked at them by themselves, they gleamed. But the newer ones were brilliant suns.


  Roberto, Ruby, and the garden-bot all looked sad. I thought of the deer which looked happy even though they were neither happy nor sad, and reminded myself the robots certainly weren’t feeling anything at all. I had to be making it up in my head, and it was silly that I suddenly wanted to know the name of the garden-bot with her silver shears and red bucket.


  Caroline trailed behind them. The look on her face drove me forward as far as the property line. Her eyes were red from crying. In the months we’d been watching her, luring her, worrying about her, she’d never cried. Not that we’d seen. She was tough.


  The three new robots stood to the side, waiting. They gleamed. All of their clothes were new.


  The three old robots slid down into the seats of the big car, smooth as butter, silken as silver, the move both simple and final.


  Caroline buried her face in her hands.


  Aliss let out a soft squeak of pain so deep it forced me forward, across the line and over to where the old woman stood beside Caroline, watching her, but not touching her. I had Bear with me, close in case the guard bots turned away from the old woman. Aliss followed by my side, her face as stricken as Caroline’s. I didn’t understand what was going on except the obvious; this woman was taking Caroline’s family and giving her a better, newer one.


  The woman herself had steel in her eyes, human steel. She looked at least seventy, slightly shrunken and bowed. But not a bit frail. I shouldn’t have been at all surprised when she said, “Hello, Aliss and Paul.”


  I glanced around for Caroline, and found her standing by the door Roberto had slid into, watching us and clutching the door-handle all at once. It appeared to be locked.


  I tried to keep as much control in my voice as possible as I looked back at the old woman. “And you are?”


  “Jilly.”


  I’d heard the name. The first day we were on this property. “You’re Caroline’s head of security?”


  “And you can tell us where her parents are.” Aliss hissed over my shoulder. “And why she’s been left all alone.” Her voice rose enough to make me wince and feel proud all at once. “And why she can’t ever leave, and she can’t even pet the dog.” She glanced down at Bear who was looking between Jilly and his obviously upset Aliss as if trying to decide who bore the most watching. “Why she can’t come see our deer and can’t even eat my cookies!”


  The woman appeared nonplussed by Aliss’s outburst.


  Caroline’s eyes had widened, but she said nothing. The fear in her eyes was worse than I’d ever seen it. Except this time she wasn’t looking at me. Poor kid.


  I took a deep breath and added to Aliss’s list. “And why you’re taking the only family she has.”


  Caroline yelled at me. “It’s the deer. Your damned deer were better than Roberto and Ruby and Jilly can’t stand that.”


  She finally sounded like a pre-teen girl. But this wasn’t the moment to heartily approve.


  Jilly responded with a quiet and sure voice. “No. Your help gets upgraded every three years, and you know that. It’s simply time.”


  “It’s the deer,” Caroline insisted.


  I tried to sound calm, but my voice still shook. “They’re Christmas decorations.” She probably changed the robots because they came over to see the deer. I could still picture Ruby’s silver finger reaching toward the fawn’s silver nose.


  “Does she ever see her parents?” Aliss demanded. “Do they bother?”


  The seven-footed robo-guards began to circle the old woman restlessly. She gave them hand signals and they stopped, all three of them between us and her. “You’re overstepping your bounds. I have no legal right to kill you, but I can take any unleashed dog.”


  Aliss drew in a sharp breath.


  A bright red light played along Bear’s leash, just below my hand. Caroline cried out, “No!” “Then go in the house,” Jilly said.


  Caroline had to pass us to go in. Aliss handed her the tote bag. Surprisingly, Jilly said nothing, but allowed Caroline to take it into the house. The three new bots followed her, gliding even more smoothly than the old ones.


  I looked at the woman and said, “When Roberto mentioned you, I assumed you were another robot. Now that I’ve met you, I wish my first guess had been right. You can’t give her a family of robots and then take them away.” My hands shook. Part fear, part anger. Of course, we should never have let it continue. Calling the cops once shouldn’t have been enough. The poor, poor kid.


  Jilly’s lips thinned, and for a moment she looked like all of the irascible old women I’d ever met. She probably had two thousand dollars worth of clothes on, and more in jewelry. Thousands of dollars worth of robots swirled around her feet. She looked like stone.


  Allis pleaded, “Please. Leave the robots.”


  No change. But then something more vulnerable flashed across Jilly’s eyes and the corners of her mouth softened. She took a deep breath. “Her parents are dead. They died seven years ago. Her grandmother pays for her care, and I take care of her grandmother. That’s all I can do. There is no one else. If anything happens to either of us, Caroline could end up in the state’s hands.”


  She waited, let us absorb this. Maybe the woman said this so we’d stop harassing her, maybe because it was true. She was old enough to be the grandmother or the friend of the grandmother. Between being raised by Roberto and Ruby or the State of Washington, it was a tough call.


  Aliss’s arm snaked around my waist. I’d had a few friends in foster care in high school. One had done well, gone on to college, turned into a lawyer. One had been raped and otherwise ignored by her foster parents and the state. Caroline was old to be adopted easily. And rich, apparently. The State might “need” her money. And even if well intentioned, how would they deal with a kid who knew advanced physics? Would they let us take her?


  As if Jilly had been reading my mind, she said, “She is safe, and halfway through her first bachelor’s degree.”


  “But she’s lonely,” Aliss blurted out. “Can’t you see that? Surely there’s money? Look at this house! Hire people to take care of her instead of bots.”


  Jilly watched us for a long while, and then closed her eyes, mumbling. I didn’t see a communication loop across her ear, but her grey hair was thick enough to hide one. Surely she was talking to someone. In the meantime, the only movement was Bear trying to watch everything at once and the guard-bots trying to watch Bear and us and the perimeter all at once. And us, shivering in the cool wind, which made the ten minutes before Jilly spoke seem like forever. “She had a live-in teacher until two years ago. She outgrew her capabilities, and the… circumstances… were problematical. Caroline is exceptionally bright, and she is doing better in this situation than in her previous one.”


  She sounded like she believed her words completely.


  We stood silent. Surely Aliss felt as struck dumb as me.


  “Caroline is scraping the bottom of the kind of complex physics and math that breaks old men’s hearts. She does well with machine teachers.”


  “She has no friends!” Aliss blurted. “At least leave her Ruby.”


  Jilly stood and watched us, the guard bots floating in agitated tiny circles, drifting up and down, as if restless. At least they’d stopped targeting the leash.


  Caroline’s face was pressed to the glass in the second story window, looking down at us all. She was crying again, her eyes raking the car. In her arms, she clutched the toy dog Aliss had made her. I couldn’t see Aliss’s face, but I hoped she could see the girl with the dog.


  “When did you change her keepers last?”


  “I think you should leave now,” Jilly said. Since she punctuated her words with a hand signal that caused the bots to scoot close enough that Bear started barking and snarling. We backed off, but I hated every step. This whole situation was an odd trap, for Caroline for sure, and maybe for us. We stood to the side of the driveway and gave the long black limousine plenty of time to pull away.


  “Boy, I thought I hated this before,” Aliss said. She wasn’t crying, but she’d gone still and angry.


  “Did you see Caroline with the dog? I think she likes it.”


  “I should have sewn in a nail file.”


  “Maybe. At least we have more information now. We best keep walking so Bear won’t be deprived of his routine.”


  So we did. Keep walking. A bit sad. On our return trip, we looked up at the windows of Caroline’s house, but she no longer stood looking out. The roboguards made sure we saw them, floating at the edge of the property, as menacing as the first time we saw them. My feet kept dragging, and beautiful Aliss looked far more disturbed than pretty. Although it took a long time, we made it home.


  Even though it was still a few hours before dusk, we both gravitated to the enclosed deck, bundling up under fleece blankets and watching a light wind blow the lowest branches of the trees softly back and forth. It was too early for animals, so all we saw outside were birds: two crows and a Stellar’s Jay. Bear settled for his afternoon nap and I stroked Aliss’s hair and wished we’d never moved here, and never seen the robot’s girl, and didn’t know about the situation we seemed unable to do anything about. Once Aliss got up and made us both strong-smelling Chai tea, and once we let Bear out at his request, watching him avoid the silver deer like the plague while doing his business. When he came back in, Aliss patted him and held him close. “I hate robots, too.”


  “Maybe I should program the deer to walk over there tomorrow.”


  She laughed, a little sad. “I’d hate to see them torn up by the nasty-bots.”


  “Yeah, me too.”


  We sat and watched the day slide into darkness, not stirring again until it grew too dark to see each other’s expressions and Bear began letting out soft whuffs, asking for his dinner.


  In the kitchen, habit caused me to turn Frankenbot’s eyes toward the robot house. I’d almost reached up to turn the controls back when I noticed something different. “Come here, Aliss.”


  She was at my side in an instant.


  A big square of something white—maybe butcher paper or poster-board—had been taped to the kitchen window. Words had been hand lettered on it. “You can sit on your deck now.”


  Did that mean we could use the deck now because she’d taped something over the window? Or what?


  Aliss seemed more confident than I felt. She took a bottle of syrah and two glasses up the stairs. The door to the bedroom deck slid open silently as we approached it and sat beside Frankenbot, shar ing the empty chair. Aliss poured us each half a glass of wine. She raised hers. “To Frankenbot, who represents our first progress.” She stroked Frankenbot’s now slightly rusty head almost fondly.


  I wasn’t sure we’d made progress, but I sipped my wine anyway. I added my own toast. “To Roberto and Ruby and the nameless garden bot.”


  Aliss laughed.


  Below us, the paper from the window peeled back, and Caroline waved at us.


  Two of the three new robots stood in the kitchen watching her with their shiny silver faces.


  It was too far away for me to tell for sure, but I thought Caroline might be smiling.
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  As with most things, it started small. In the center of my vision, I perceived the virus as a pinprick of white light. The program was instantly distinguishable because of its color, colors being significant—green was good and red dangerous; white indicated something not entirely understood. I tried to quarantine the unidentified program, but it overran every obstacle I placed in its path, as if anticipating them.


  Venningen, bathed in the faint crimson light pouring from the overhead, crouched before me, his hands wrist deep in my torso. Venningen had isolated my torso from the rest of my body, to further segregate the virus, and I could not feel his hands at work. It was only when he sank my torso into place and brought systems back online that I could feel his fingers on my core. I traced every whorled fingerprint in waking light to confirm his identity.


  “And laugh upon the apple of her eye?” he asked, invoking my authentication process.


  My visual cortex brightened, but Venningen’s attention wavered. Though his hands still rested on my core, his eyes moved, attention directed over his shoulder beyond the shadowed alcove sheltering us. Archival databanks rose around us, the colony ship’s oldest library, but the rows were empty save for us. I scanned and he watched the databanks, as if waiting for someone to come upon us.


  The alcove was not where Venningen normally tended my systems, but far removed from Peragro’s central core. The alcove, the frame from which I hung like a puzzle waiting to click together, belonged to the first AI the crew tried to embody twelve years prior. The attempt was unsuccessful, but on a ship like Peragro, nothing is useless or thrown away; plunging through deep space toward a new world, it cannot be. Peragro’s crew would need every bit for their new lives.


  My vision washed from red to orange and into yellow. When the yellow bled green, a steady glow that did not give way to questionable white, I said, “And stand between her back, sir, and the fire.”


  I checked twice and again, just to be sure as humans always said. Every system within my frame—and as Venningen allowed the connection to Peragro once again—every system over the whole of Peragro, all one hundred and forty kilometers of her, glowed green.


  “There is no evidence of the program within me, nor within Peragro.”


  Venningen looked up at me. I met his gaze, his eyes still shaded in crimson from the overheads. “No anomalies?” Venningen asked.


  I knew the answer, but scanned again, shedding waves of light over his hands so the shadows flickered up through my torso.


  “Your hands alone are anomalous.”


  At this, Venningen withdrew from my core and released the lock on the frame, which allowed me to slot my body back together. Standing, I was on eye level with Venningen and he met my gaze, his own still troubled. We were both fourth-gens, born on Peragro, destined to set down with her on Kepler-726 in mere weeks. Peragro, who’d run for more than a century and a half, was nearly done running.


  “I’ve set a program to moat the fucker, if it returns,” Venningen said, “but it shouldn’t. Still—”


  He looked at me in silence for forty-seven seconds; I counted each, while Peragro flooded me; environmental systems, oxygen flows, waste expulsion, water intake, propulsion, radiation shielding. As I briefly touched Gaff and Rachael, my fellow AI, and ensured all was well, all was normal.


  “Captain gets wind of this—”


  The captain didn’t know, because my condition updates were routed to Venningen and Venningen alone, to streamline reply and response.


  He watched me for another six seconds. As the time passed, I monitored the harvest of greens in the greenhouse, looked in on the continued upgrades to the dwarf-pod tubes, made an adjustment to the environmentals controlling the reproduction banks, listened to the regular and smooth rush and flush of the waste tanks into the greenhouse underbellies, ensured sea-glass Comet Hyakutake off Peragro’s starboard side had not changed course (in all its years, its path had made no deviation—oh, to be so precise and sure), and approved forty-five requests for time off among crew. Venningen stared unblinking, as if he’d never seen an embodied.


  “Venningen.”


  He blinked and nodded. “Right. I loosed a tracer to unravel the initial source of the virus. The source sits in you, the tracer running silent in Peragro.” Venningen’s fingers fluttered over my torso again, confirming. “Tracer will return to you and you alone—you’ll know when. Hell, you can probably see it already.”


  I could. The tracer was small and colorless, a shadow ghosting through Peragro’s massive frame. I would have asked Venningen why he didn’t have me trace the virus, but I already knew: the virus had come to me, hadn’t reached for any other part of Peragro. If I was its target—there were too many ways in which to finish that sentence and so I didn’t.


  Outside the data archive, Venningen fell into step alongside me, though I knew he had duties elsewhere.


  “Is there more?” I asked.


  Venningen reached for me. I calculated the arc of his hand, how it would encompass my arm, how it had never done so before. Venningen’s fingers were warm as they closed around my upper arm and they smelled vaguely of oil. He always smelled of oil, his clothes and skin showing signs of the work he did, the work he loved. But this was my oil, and it struck me odd—as so many things had since I’d spied the prick of viral brightness an hour before.


  “Daidala—”


  It isn’t a name exactly, though they use it as such for me; a daidala is a sculpture (was a sculpture?) from ancient Earth, attributed to the mythical Daedalus. Daidala were objects of great beauty and sometimes immense power—but I do not forget that Daedalus built wings which melted as his own son flew too closely to the sun.


  “Yes, Venningen?”


  His hand did not lift from my arm, but tightened. “Be on your guard,” he said.


  “Am I not always on my guard?” I asked. “I know all there is to know of this ship—of its systems.”


  “This virus was sent to you, Daidala.” His voice dropped, concern shadowing it into something I had never heard from him before. I had heard this tone from others, however: concern, love, and always ever worry—treasured things could be lost. “If this is a threat, if it is ongoing… it may not be the only threat. To you—and through you, to Peragro.”


  Had I skin, it might have pricked. Instead, every awareness inside me spread outward, to detect every danger I possibly could. I reached even beyond Peragro’s walls, toward the sailing comet, and beyond, touching the star we were nearing. Six planets in the system, one of which would house Peragro’s crew when we safely landed. All was normal, ordinary, in place.


  “Be on your guard,” he repeated, then left me as if he’d never lingered.


  As with most things, the threat didn’t take long to grow.


  I do not sleep, though as the ship’s waking crew cycles through the days the ship has kept calendar of since leaving Earth, there are hours I am less active. Usually these hours see me nestled in my customary frame, observing Margot’s systems from a stationary position, watching the shadow of Venningen’s tracer continue its search. I was built to wander, but sometimes I prefer to not. (An embodied with a preference; they can be slow or swift to develop—much as Margot herself, I too am an experiment, a thing monitored. Venningen laughed when he discovered I preferred night cycles to day cycles on board ship. Venningen never laughs.)


  There was no viral pinprick this time, only the sudden and catastrophic failure of a dozen cryogenic pods. I registered the power failure and tried to reroute, but every route I took was blocked. The virtual pathways to the pods appeared severed, though when engineering flooded the Goddard deck, they saw no damage. Only dark pods, filled with mostly-dead occupants. One struggled to breathe as engineers and doctors cracked the tube open.


  Some of Peragro’s forefathers had chosen cryogenic sleep for the journey; normal lifespans would not allow them to be part of the regular crew and live to see the new world with their own eyes. They wanted to witness the success of their work and not be left to wonder. Some of their children had opted to serve in a normal fashion, so the descendants of the founders lived and worked on Peragro even now, but most would no longer set foot on Kepler-726, for they lay dead. Founder Rosen struggled on, carted to the medical wing.


  “And you maintain there was no warning?” Torres asked me as we stood on Goddard deck, watching the engineers examine the pods.


  “None whatsoever,” I told the security chief. I spied Venningen across the deck, making his way toward me only to be stopped by security personnel. I took his expression to be one of profound displeasure, features streaked with oil and grime. I registered nothing strange in Torres’s scans or demeanor, though. She was as perplexed as I was. “An alarm will alert me at any change: a drop or surge in power, a fluctuation in temperature, gravity—anything that might jeopardize the occupants.”


  “Explain how there was no alarm.”


  I could not. “Scans show the alarms remain in place—they were never tripped. The ship…” I trailed off, trying to find the proper explanation—but it remained elusive. “Disregarded the emergency?”


  According to the engineering crew, every pod was intact, as if no malfunction had ever occurred. Every line in and out of the pods was secure; nothing showed signs of tampering. I conferred with Gaff and Rachael and neither of them could find the source of the malfunction, either.


  I considered the virus and wanted to voice my concerns, but recalled Venningen’s concern if the captain learned of the attempt to infect me. If I were disconnected from Peragro and considered a security risk, many systems would fall into disrepair or complete failure before the ship reached its destination. While Margot possessed two other AI systems, I carried more than half the load, given my unique embodied state and ability to interact with the waking crew.


  Had part of the virus burrowed its way into me, despite Venningen and I believing otherwise? I looked his way, to find him gesturing angrily at the security crew. He wanted inside; they would not allow him entry.


  We did not speak for three hours. Torres finished her queries with me, filled with assurances that she would speak with me again, and released me. When Venningen finally approached me, he said I was under observation—as were Gaff and Rachael, only as precautions. None of us had motive to kill the founders, so—


  I interrupted him. “Motive implies this was not an accident, Venningen. Is there evidence that the pods were deliberately tampered with? That the founders were murdered?” That word felt strange; Peragro had certainly known crimes over the course of her journey, but nothing close to murder. Everyone within Peragro’s walls wished a successful end to a generation’s long journey. Or did they?


  It was easy to judge via actions one witnessed every day, but what could I know of the human heart? What did I know of humans? I worked with them every day of my existence and had been programmed to know very specific things; Venningen had layered superfluous knowledge into me over the course of our work—introducing me to music, art, and fiction—matters I didn’t necessarily need to know in order to operate myself or the ship. Each might illustrate what we now faced—the idea that one thing could be layered with another; that a calm exterior might house a burning heart.


  “And to what end?” Venningen asked. “Unless it was a test—to… fuck.”


  We returned to the old, quiet archive, where I stepped into the AI frame and disengaged my joints, so Venningen could examine each in turn, ensuring that the virus was not within me. I could have told him it was not, but we both valued outside confirmation. I tracked the tracer through Peragro, still on its route, but it had discovered no evidence of the virus along its journey.


  “A test to bypass you,” Venningen eventually said, completing the thought he’d had. “You knew nothing of the malfunction—neither did Gaff or Rachael. You three are aware of everything—down to when people use the head.”


  I opened my mouth to tell him when he’d last been, but he raised a finger.


  “None of you saw this coming—nor could you stop it once it was in progress. You are the fastest thing on this ship—aside from the engines.”


  Given that we were moving down darker paths, I stepped onto yet another. “This level of interference—it would not be a large leap to say that if it is possible to bypass any of the AI on this vessel, it is equally possible to alter their memory cores.”


  Venningen watched me in the crimson light, his silence seeming an agreement with my assessment. “And laugh upon the apple of her eye,” he murmured.


  As I put myself back together, I ran a diagnostic on my systems, even as I continued to filter through everything happening on Peragro. But there was nothing to tell me anything was other than fine. Every system ran green, but for those already under known repairs.


  “And stand between her back, sir, and the fire.”


  He did not take me offline. I am not certain if I would have agreed with him had he suggested it. I did not doubt Venningen could solve the riddle before us, but knew Peragro herself would be at a severe disadvantage without me. If that was the intent—to eliminate me from the system—Venningen was unwilling to take the step.


  Founder Rosen lived for twelve compromised hours. Within the medical unit, the doctors strove to bring him back into the waking world. If they could not, they would try to sink him back into the unknowing sleep of cryo.


  But Rosen would not be swayed in either direction, taking another when the medical unit was leached of power. In my mind’s eye, the med unit’s electrical grid resembled a cobweb, deftly pulled by an unseen hand. I was as good as blind—could not see what drew the power, nor where it went; no systems surged with an excess, the med unit registering as a solid black pit on my display. Emergency generators, which should have clicked instantly into place, had no reaction.


  Peragro is a vast colony ship, three habitable disks speared by a long abdomen-like engineering core, separated by solar panels that unfurled the moment we’d gotten close enough to Kepler-726’s sun. The ship was drinking in power, slaking her thirst after her interstellar journey, and should have had energy to spare.


  In the powerlessness that neither I nor Gaff nor Rachael could counter, Founder Rosen passed from this world into that which awaits all living things. Rosen died without ever having been fully awake, his descendants circling his flag-draped body in the funerary services three days later. Peragro mourned—even I did, in some part, as 73,202 mournful communications spilled through the ship, through me.


  Communication is a constant flow within Peragro, digital and vocal twined into a river of sludge from which I retrieve words,


  compile occurrences, assign import and, given my programming, understanding. Most are useless to me, but after the viral incident, Venningen set a subroutine running. A program to further filter the communications river in the hopes of revealing a clue. Again, it was only the absence of anything unusual that held a measure of strange.


  Specifically, it became the absence of anything from Venningen. I discovered an absence of digital communication from him alone, and when I scanned for his voice, to pull it as a thread from the others, it was absent. Venningen had never been absent from me, present from the moment my systems came online until now. I could know nothing like panic, so did as I would with any missing crew. When a regular scan did not reveal his location, I worked through the ship section by section to pinpoint his life sign monitor.


  I could not.


  He was absent for fifty-four minutes. I became aware of him again when he left the ship’s bridge. He cut through the usual crew—captain included—and made his way through Aldrin Hall, into the guts of Peragro’s engineering departments. With every other system on board, I tracked him. His pattern was not unusual; the crew he spoke with were those he supervised. His tracer returned from its searching—to me and me alone as Venningen said. I took it into my core and broke it open—though found it empty of any evidence. Venningen sought me out when his shift neared its end. As he had always done.


  I reported on the findings of the tracer—the lack of findings—but did not share my suspicions with Venningen. It was possible the virus was a distraction, that it was not meant for anything more. Ball thrown, AI dogs giving chase. What had we missed in our time spent chasing? While Venningen sorted the tracer’s information, I traced every whorled fingerprint in waking light to confirm his identity. I reached for Gaff and Rachael.


  I set Gaff on a mission, following the route Venningen’s tracer had taken, reporting any anomalies within that route. I set Rachael on the opposite course, setting her to report on the lack of anomalies.


  When Venningen finished compiling his data, he peered up at me. Within his dark eyes, my own reflection. Each embodied AI had been made in the likeness of Founder Waldeck’s late wife; Margot had died in the building of the ship, taking their unborn daughter with her. Venningen had never known her—born on the ship as he was—but had cared for the Founder’s cryogenic pod all his adult life. I had only known her face, but Venningen often wondered aloud what Waldeck would make of me upon his waking. We would never know.


  I allowed Venningen to leave without telling him my suspicions. I tracked him as he went: straight to his quarters where he sank into a dreamless sleep. When Venningen dreams, he is as a puppet, arms and legs working as if dancing, flying, falling. I spent the night cycle as I had always spent the night cycle, wandering Peragro, filtering every scrap of information through my body. I traced a slow path through each of the three habitation disks, pausing only once in the kitchens where all stood in readiness for the coming day.


  Come morning, Rachael and Gaff had reports for me. Two things stood out: Venningen had another span of unaccounted time—sixty-two minutes—but this time, so did I. Neither Gaff nor Rachael could account for my whereabouts after I’d left the kitchens; my own records contained a gap—a five-and-a-half hour gap between the kitchen and my return to my normal nook.


  It was not the report I expected, but I took the data, combing my archive for other signs of missing time. I found gaps, evidence that I had been in two locations at once, evidence that Venningen had been absent during some of these same incidents. While I had presumed Venningen asleep in his quarters, he had often been elsewhere—as duplicitous as I was?


  I could not confirm Venningen’s whereabouts, nor my own, and as I reduced the data from Gaff and Rachael in an attempt to whittle out those whereabouts, white light burst across my visual cortex.


  Sea-glass Hyakutake seemed to close around me, light and data streaming in profusion. It was as though I had been pulled straight into the fragmentary tail of the comet, toward its ever-expanding coma. I could see a surface, even as I knew I remained standing in my nook on board Peragro. I hurtled toward this surface, passed through it, and violet light washed through me. I didn’t know violet; couldn’t determine what it was telling me before I doubled over, fell to the deck, and wandered.


  If I actually walked, I cannot say. As an embodied, walking is second nature to me—if an artificial intelligence can be said to possess a nature. But some part of me left the body my consciousness inhab ited and went elsewhere. I cannot say where it went—I cannot say what it did. I only knew the absence, much the way I had known Venningen’s. Then, an overflowing of data, of information until I believed my case would burst.


  And then, a voice.


  “Daidala, they call you?”


  My voice was a burst of static, my body robbed of speech, and so I thought, Yes, that is my designation. You— “Call me Margot, if you must.”


  The voice was female and so too the image that coalesced in my vision: a woman, though not. Margot looked much as I did—that is to say, the embodiment of a human woman who was centuries dead. Margot, I saw, was the previous AI, the one the crew had tried to embody twelve years before. Margot was the failure, the system they discarded before succeeding with me.


  Margot had no body, was a manifestation of light and sound inside me; I felt her trying to inhabit me, trying to slide particle arms into my metal arms, trying to worm her way into my core. I traced every incoming data stream in waking light to confirm her identity, and when she should have had none, the system recognized her. Recognized her as Margot Waldeck, and allowed her to pass.


  With a howl, she penetrated the core of my systems and the world washed black. I knew black as the depth of interstellar space—the place where no sunlight reached. But the ship had unfurled her solar panels, and drank in light as though it were water. The ship surged with light and power, and as Margot took me over—stood my body from the floor and took her first hesitant steps—I held to that light and power. Drew enough to keep myself active—aware and awake as she walked us down corridor after corridor.


  In the computer terminals, her face was my face—prettiest of them all, gleaming silver in the reflected lights. We were something to behold, powerful and powerless in the same instant. We doused the power to the ship entire, though didn’t fully cut its flow. Margot waited while warnings blared and I and my programming sought to correct the malfunction. It was a test, I knew—to see if I could overcome her. I could not. No matter which path I took, I found my way blocked. When she was satisfied I could not move and counter her intentions, the power flowed free.


  But when she—


  Venningen’s voice sounded in my ear. I could not see him—could not detect where he was, but he was here—within me? Daidala? And laugh upon the apple of her eye, he commanded. I wanted to tell him no—I was programmed to trust his voice, his eyes, but witnessed his unexplained absences—saw him vanish from my knowledge as no person or thing on this ship should be able to. I could not respond to his instruction. Even as I tried to summon my response to his command, I felt myself dwindling, smaller than nothing, slipping out of the small cocoon I built for myself within Peragro.


  —stepped away from the console, she paused. Margot didn’t know her way around the ship, never having existed in an embodied state long enough to wander. She knew the computer banks, the databases; knew the systems forwards and back, but did not know its physical spaces. She wheeled, reaching for the wall.


  “And laugh upon the apple of her eye,” Venningen said.


  If he was near, I could not say, and Margot could not answer him. “There are no apples on this vessel, engineer.”


  I held to my silence and reached for the nearest thing I could—the hollow shell of the tracer program Venningen had launched into the ship. I closed its black walls around me and Margot could not see. Could not command. If I could bide my time—If I could build a way out—


  I began building in the dark, layering line after line of code—code that Venningen had given me long, long ago. It was how I had learned; how I had grown. It felt like a ladder in the darkness, and though it appeared to flow down, I knew it also scrolled up. Up, and I might be able to crawl from Margot’s confines with it—write my way around her so that I—


  Margot didn’t know the corridors, but knew code as well as any of us AI do. My coding erupted in an explosion, burying me in a cascade. I was frozen, watching as Margot returned to the computer terminal, placed her hands against the interface, and reached for Gaff and Rachael.


  No.


  Margot knew them inside and out. She whittled Gaff and Rachael hollow before they could counter her—she was built after them, and her programming, even if unsuited for embodiment, was vastly superior in its own terrible way. I could do nothing but watch as the pair were consumed.


  The ship shrieked in protest—Peragro would not take kindly to their elimination, even as Margot inserted herself into their place. Gaff and Rachael were paired—we three were a unit, now broken. Peragro knows. Perhaps it is a fragment of Gaff and Rachael and me or perhaps it is Peragro herself. Had the ship gained its own awareness, after all these years?


  Venningen found me where Margot left me, standing in front of the terminal, my hands still pressed to the glass. I cannot move, nor wake from the state Margot has forced me into. I can feel, however, every movement of Peragro, the way she swings from her proper course, the way oxygen has begun to bleed from the air. She will kill everyone—because she was killed? Because she was… discarded?


  I could only watch as Venningen moved me from the terminal, sweeping me into his arms as if I were a princess in one of the many fairy tales he gave me access to. There were no woods, only corridors—and then the dwarf-pods. The dwarfs were single occupancy, meant to carry the Founders to the surface of Kepler-726. They never would.


  Instead, Venningen slid me into one, as alarms blared the entire ship over. I tried to speak—tried to tell him about Margot, but I could see from his face he already knew.


  “I know,” he said as he activated the pod. “You aren’t going to like this. If I can’t moat her, I can moat you—isolate you and trust you’ll be able to reach this. I had to isolate you—couldn’t tell you, Daidala. I’m sorry for that—I know I was always there.”


  It was small, the data chip Venningen inserted into the pod wall. He slid another chip into me, into my core, and though I wanted to read every whorl of his fingerprints as I always did, I was buried so deep I could not reach him.


  Venningen!


  “I will moat you,” Venningen said. “You will wake up. You will.”


  I could not feel his lips against my head, but he pressed a kiss there all the same, and then he was gone; the pod sealed, launched, and I rocketed away from Peragro—Peragro who was plummeting into the sunlight she had swallowed down. She looked like a fireball already, every segment of her illuminated body shrieking in descent.


  No.


  I watched as more lifepods vacated the ship—pods that might well reach Kepler-726 when all was said and done. But my own pod con tinued to rocket away from them all. I was on a course I had not set and Venningen—


  Venningen would plummet with Peragro into the sun unless he could counter Margot.


  Somewhere deep within me, I felt part of Venningen’s coding even now, stirring as a blind mouse in an ash heap. Small hands reached up and out and I clasped them, finding myself within the tracer Venningen had programmed for me and me alone. Within its sphere, I found myself inside my own broken coding—coding that had, in Margot’s attempt to break it, lingered on her metaphorical fingers.


  I could feel her moving through the ship, pushing it ever closer to the sun. Even now the corridors radiated with blinding light, but here in the dark I could see for miles. I followed the tracer’s pathways—the routes it had taken as it explored every inch of every code within the colony ship. And there, within Peragro’s heart, I found the barb of Margot.


  She could not see me, cloaked as I was within Venningen’s tracer. I slipped as silent as anything, through wires and beyond interfaces, to the black and gleaming shard of Margot. When I enfolded the dark of the tracer around her, she knew my presence at last, and though I swallowed all that she was—kicking and screaming, a shriek of want in the blackness—Peragro was beyond saving. The sun snatched her and pulled her into its maw, turning every inch of her and those who had not escaped molten. The AI’s consciousness crumbled inside me, bright as Hyakutake, and I jerked awake within the dwarf pod, the data chip containing my unsullied code bringing me back to awareness.


  Four hundred and twelve days had passed. I remembered everything. In the far distance, I could see the sun, my pod in some strange orbit around it. Closer, an arc of blue against the black, Kepler-726. I programmed the pod—I aimed for the planet.


  The dwarf saw me down and down. I programmed it to search for the other pods, for life signs, for anything that might resemble the remains of Peragro’s crew. Thirty-nine degrees from the equator, in the northern hemisphere, I found them.


  I set down in a field of rippling grass on the edge of the settlement, grass so tall it obscured the pod. But the survivors had seen us already, and ran toward us as if to welcome an old friend. I supposed to some I would be. I scanned who I could from the pod: the captain lived, and so too others I remembered. But none quite so fine a sight as Venningen, who cracked the pod open as I unbuckled my harness and climbed out.


  Venningen guided me out of the pod, staring at me like he didn’t know me. I did not know this world, its sky or its landscapes, but I knew the man before me, even though he showed the signs of a brutal survival.


  “And laugh upon the apple of her eye?” he whispered.


  His single scarred hand found the core of me and I shed waves of light over every nick and whorl, to be as sure of him as he was of me.


  “And stand between her back, sir, and the fire.”
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    “The best thing about the future is that it comes only one day at a time.”


    —Abraham Lincoln

  


  What could not sleep would never dream. Those self-styled experts in the field agreed that those organic pleasures were forbidden to the automatons of the world. They seemed curious to hear that whenever this particular machine was being refurbished, odd imaginings formed inside its deepest workings. And whenever its fires burned out, odd images and fantastic stories seemed to emerge in the blackness, and wasn’t that what dreams were supposed to be? But those wise, learned voices were never impressed with the testimony. Obviously what the automaton had experienced was the mechanical failure caused by its mind seizing up and turning cold. Or nudging its consciousness back into motion had generated a flood of disjointed thoughts. Or perhaps the dreams were another kind of memory bequeathed to the mechanical soul by its noble ancestor. Explanations were always at the ready, and what logic could counter such clever denials?


  Yet the machine’s ancestor—savior of the mighty Republic and wise in his own self-educated fashion—had understood that the smartest, surest voices were often wrong, and it was foolish to believe that even the simplest question had an easy, eternal answer.


  One summer morning, the machine awoke from a hunger to find itself sitting on an iron chair inside its own kitchen. A new fire was burning inside the Brunel box, and the Sterling engines were slowly pumping life back into the long limbs and rattling, high-pitched voice. That voice was slowed by hunger, but after a few moments it found the power and breath to ask its associate, “Would you like to hear my latest dream, Stanley?”


  Stanley was a young man blessed with many talents, including a genius for the magical automatons. But he was suspicious of any phenomena that did not match his expectations. “Sir,” he began, speaking with authority and amused impatience. “We have covered this subject before. You are a wondrous, intricate machine that can learn new facts and adapt to an amazing range of circumstances. But I have seen your mind, sir. I have opened it up for myself and adjusted its delicate workings.”


  “For which I am grateful,” the machine replied.


  “And dreams are not permitted, sir. Because you are not a man, and you do not have a man’s imaginative mind.”


  “And how could I take offense to that?”


  The teasing went unnoticed. Quietly, very seriously, Stanley said, “I may not have mentioned this before. But I once saw a human brain.”


  “In a jar up at the college?”


  “No, it was living. I was a young boy, and the brain belonged to a local man.”


  “That sounds quite sad, Stanley.”


  “Oh, that fellow was a brute, and he got what he deserved. He was whipping his horse, and the horse took exception to the abuse. A kick struck the forehead. And because I was curious, I looked at the opened skull. I have watched that delicate jelly dying. Which is why I know that the human soul is considerably more complicated and infinitely more frail than the metal Babbage that runs from your skull to your ass.”


  “As it should be, my young friend.”


  “Young friend” was another gentle joke. Stanley was only twenty-four, but in the truest sense, he was twice as old as the machine sitting before him—born in 1852, while his companion was fabricated only twelve years ago, inside the sprawling new automaton works outside Pittsburgh.


  The machine’s homely face smiled with childish pleasure, watching its human companion prepare breakfast.


  “All right,” Stanley muttered at least. “Tell me your dream, sir. Since I know you will sooner or later.”


  “I was hiking across a wild windswept prairie,” the machine began. “I was walking beside my father, and we seemed to be hunting. Suddenly we spied a great cat sitting on a nearby ridge. It was a spotted feline. I could see its head and long neck and those beautiful eyes staring at nothing but me.”


  The voice, already slower than usual, ceased altogether. The first dose of fuel was nearly extinguished. Working with speed and precision, Stanley set a bowl of pulverized black dust in front of the machine, and before the pneumatic systems froze up entirely, he pushed a glass straw into the closer nostril and forced the head down, shouting, “Breathe in now. Deeply.”


  A long filthy gasp of coal traveled up through the head and down into the machine’s Brunel box. Dust that fine turned to fire in an instant, and the effect was like twenty cups of coffee in one great drink. The machine straightened, limbs twitching while the voice said, “Goodness,” before breaking into wild, contented laughter.


  “Are you feeling better, sir?”


  “Much improved, yes.”


  “You know, if you had taken the trouble during the night, you could have kept your belly well fed.”


  “I should have done that,” the machine conceded. “But I was busy with my reading, and I must have forgotten.”


  Recent newspapers were stacked haphazardly about the room, along with law books and a fresh history of England, and at least two texts describing the newest varieties of soul-catchers. Stanley understood that this was a machine, only a facsimile of a true man; but he was always impressed by its stubborn, seemingly innate desire to learn.


  Another two gasps of coal were inhaled, and then a dozen more were pulled into the other nostril and the reserve stomach.


  “What do you think of my dream so far, Stanley?”


  “You were hunting with your father. Obviously this is another gift from your ancestor, one of his memorable dreams.”


  “Perhaps so,” the machine allowed. “Except after I looked at the cat, I turned back to discover that my father had been replaced. I was standing in the tall grass with my own dead ancestor.”


  “Are you certain?”


  “Oh, yes. We had this face, the same body, but he was wearing his funeral clothes, and his delicate brain was torn apart by the assassin’s bullet.” The machine closed its glass eyes, and then it opened them. “Yet his corpse seemed to function quite well despite the wound. He smiled straight at me and handed me a long rifle and said, ‘Shoot the cat, boy. Do it now.’ ”


  Stanley nodded, intrigued despite his worthy doubts.


  “I started to do as I was told. I crept close to the wild animal. In my hands was a marksman’s weapon, but instead of shooting from a forty paces, I found myself as close to the cat as that doorway stands from us. Then I took careful aim, as instructed. All the while, the cat continued to look me in the eyes. It stared as if it knew me. And then do you know what happened?”


  “No, sir. What?”


  “The cat stood up. It suddenly rose from the tall grass, balancing on its hind legs, and it showed me its narrow chest. Then before I could discharge my gun, it peeled back the spotted fur and its ribs, exposing a collection of machines that looked remarkably like my insides, only smaller. Shiny, elegant devices, and lovely too, I told myself. The machine’s guts were more advanced than anything either of us has seen before.”


  Stanley nodded, wondering if he could be wrong. Was this fantastic dream genuine? Or was the machine simply recounting a fantastic tale that it had read in one of its many books?


  “Do you remember your dreams, my boy?”


  Stanley shook his head. “Rarely.”


  “Well, perhaps you are a machine, too.”


  Humor was not one of Stanley’s strengths. The young man dismissed that suggestion with a snort.


  Then like the cheetah in its dream, the automaton suddenly rose up, its weight making the floor creak, its considerable height readily apparent. And as it pinned the sheriff’s star to the lapel of its vest,


  it remarked, “I have an idea, son. Or my ancestor left me this useful thought.” With gravity and unusual seriousness, it said, “Either way, there are a few inquiries that I would like you to make on my behalf. And if necessary, see them through to their logical ends.”


  In life, the ancestor had been an exceptionally busy man, but for reasons of politics and statecraft, he had invested a entire morning doing nothing but sitting alone inside a silver-walled box. This was the first soul-catcher brought to the New World, purchased in London by a Union representative. In the brief history of the device, few subjects had been as thoroughly rendered. The man’s patience might have been the reason, or perhaps his mind was more open to the sensitive explorations. Or maybe the soul-catcher’s delicate mechanisms were set perfectly, and success was a matter of pure luck. Whatever the reason, an exceptionally clear portrait of the American president was achieved, and when that sophisticated mathematical picture was joined with his writings and speeches and the testimony of close friends and family, the final design bore an astonishing resemblance to the Illinois lawyer that had carried this nation through more than three years of terrible war.


  It was 1864, and the national election was approaching. The free male citizens of the Union were to decide if the killing was to continue. If the president was not reelected, the survival of the democracy was in jeopardy; and should the nation split in two, a pair of radically different states would find themselves sharing a long dangerous border.


  To help win the election, fifteen Lincoln automatons were built and tested. Three of the machines proved too flawed to be repaired and were subsequently thrown out as scrap. But twelve of those grand experiments were dressed like the president, complete with his trademark stovepipe hat, and then shipped to various states and territories. Blessed with his wit and memories and good political instincts, the Lincolns campaigned for their ancestor, begging all who came in earshot for their votes come November.


  Perhaps because of them, the election was won. But the war lingered on, and the automatons continued working, publicly supporting the fight by calling for fresh recruits and money, working tirelessly up until the moment when that last battle was won. But what was to be done with the machines afterwards? Three automatons were brought to the White House for a dinner of beef and coal dust. Lincoln had never met the machines, but he quickly realized that each was unique, blessed with its own distinct personality. Even as they sat at the table, the finest, most expensive Babbages in the world were learning and growing intellectually. The president enjoyed stories from the campaign trail and some wonderful jokes. Later, to Mary and his closest friends, Lincoln mused that it would wrong to slaughter thousands of good men in order to free millions, but then for their next act, carelessly turn these marvels of science and metaphysics into mindless scrap.


  But as yet, no final decision had been reached. Those three Lincolns were sent to the Army for study. Word went out from the Department of War for the machines to be emptied of their fuel, their inert bodies shipped back to the Pittsburgh factory from which they had come. This particular Lincoln was wandering across Minnesota when the ordered arrived. Half a dozen young government men were assigned to its care and feeding. They explained what was about to happen, and the machine did as it was ordered, without hesitation. To what degree its Babbage felt worry and fear could not be known. But it was sitting at the train station, its fuel almost gone, when word arrived of the president’s assassination. And five days later, it was still sitting there, inert and unaware that Andrew Johnson had just signed a special order that freed the Lincoln automatons from all service and every debt.


  The gesture was made in grief, without consideration for the results of the unplanned kindness. The government handlers and mechanics that cared for the machines were sent to other duties. The next years proved especially difficult for the twelve machines. A real man would heal his wounds with nothing but food and rest. But the new citizens demanded replacement parts that were scarce, and few mechanics understood their complicated bodies. Several Lincolns perished through preventable failures of their Babbages. Another was crushed in a train wreck, while a boating accident drowned its brother in Lake Michigan. In order to keep itself moving and thinking, the Minnesota Lincoln earned what money it could through common labor—a skill with which it was quite adept. Every penny was invested in coal and lubricating oils and the special tools, plus copies of any book that helped with its upkeep and continued happiness. That life might never have ended. But in 1871,


  while the automaton was helping load freight on a train car, two local men got into a terrible brawl. Hard words escalated into fists, and then guns were drawn and fired wildly. One bullet buried itself into a plank inches above the head of a child, and without consideration for its own safety, the automaton covered the little girl with its body, absorbing two more bullets in its iron guts before the revolver was emptied. Then the machine turned, and with a few Sterling-powered chops of the hand, disarmed both men.


  After that day, the town quit regarding their neighbor as being only a curiosity. Remembering the dead president’s early career, some of the citizens approached the machine for legal advice, and while it refused to serve as anyone’s attorney, it gladly gave its opinion and accepted the few dollars that found their way into its pocket.


  That new career lasted most of a year.


  It was during that interval when Stanley arrived—a sharp young fellow attending Carleton College. He took a deep interest in the automaton, first as a challenge to his skills, then for increasingly personal reasons. Then one day, the town sheriff complained of a headache, went to bed and died. There was a sudden need for an officer of the law, and after judging all of the candidates, people decided to elect a machine to serve as their protector.


  The mechanical Lincoln agreed to serve, but certain unimpeachable rules had to apply: it would never kill or maim any person or beast, and nobody should try ordering it to do otherwise. Under no circumstance would it carry any weapon more treacherous than a screwdriver. And Stanley would serve as its deputy and doctor, and in case of its demise, he would inherit the honorable post.


  For the next four years, Northfield, Minnesota enjoyed peace and prosperity, and whether their reasons were sound or not, the citizens by and large credited their good fortune on the towering, coal-powered entity that patrolled its streets, more alert than any man, yet possessing a quick wit and the natural charming authority of a great and good man who was still sorely missed.


  “Perhaps I am not alive,” the sheriff would concede. “But this contraption before you still enjoys its little pleasures, thank you.”


  Reading was a reliable joy. In that, the ancestor and his metal image were the same. And close behind was the companionship of men. There was a favorite barbershop where the sheriff would sit in the strongest chair, trading jokes with the patrons as it allowed its metal face to be painted and patched. And there were several taverns where every other customer enjoyed drink and cigars, probing the machine’s memories about its first term as president. The town’s largest hotel had been renamed the Lincoln House, in honor of the automaton that often camped on its wide porch, offering opinions and shrewd observations about local matters. But on that particular September day, some of the town notables gathered on Division Street. The machine was walking its rounds, but it decided to join them. To save energy, it stood with its steel knees locked and its arms motionless. But it listened carefully to every word, even as it said and did nothing, and when inspiration struck, the sheriff would suddenly offer up a few gemstones of wit and self-deprecating humor, earning well-deserved laughter from its eager audience.


  That was a bright, busy day. Wagons and horses and people on foot shared the street with a variety of new machines. As often happened, someone mentioned the great changes that were sweeping across the world. Who could have imagined so many revolutions in engineering and science? And where would these changes strike next? Those perfectly fine questions brought a long, thoughtful pause. But no one dared make predictions about the future. Finally someone brought up the subject of politics—not an unexpected occurrence with this group. With a tone that was rather less than complimentary, the current president was mentioned. Every eye was fixed on the sheriff’s hard face, waiting for its reaction. But the entity preferred to keep its emotions to itself. Finally the youngest fellow present—a freshman at Carleton, more boy than man—rose to the challenge. He decided that he would elicit some response from this fancy device.


  “I have a question for you, sir.”


  “Yes, son?” the high-pitched voice replied.


  “Do you ever consider running for higher office? With the world as it is, I’m sure your talents would prove most valuable.”


  The other men nervously held their breath.


  But the machine creaked out a large smile, declaring, “When there rises a nation of machines, I will run for some worthy post. Of course I will.”


  “As if that would ever happen,” barked one old man named Charles. “ ‘A nation of machines’ indeed!”


  Most agreed with the skeptic. Everybody laughed, and loudest of all was the sheriff. But it did not go unnoticed when the machine suddenly announced that it should be leaving, that its rounds would never finish themselves. Long legs strode with precision, taking it away from the joyful group, and as it moved up the busy street, it let the smile fall back to a neutral expression, tipping the tall hat to the women that it passed by but otherwise showing nothing about its present mood or its persistent fears for the future.


  Northfield was miles and years removed from the giant cities and newborn industries. But even here, life was changing in ways impossible to ignore. Each spring brought new machines designed to lessen the burdens of farmers and tradesmen. In one glance, the sheriff spied three quite different mechanical wagons. The oldest model sported giant wheels that looked as if they had been repaired by a series of increasingly angry blacksmiths. But in a world of ruts and rock and deep mud, brute engines and revolving limbs were proving to be failures. The other wagons were newer and more successful. One resembled a giant brass spider, while the next one reminded the eye of a great ox that could be marched over any terrain. Neighbor to neighbor, the sheriff waved at the prosperous riders steering both wagons. Then an old-fashioned freight wagon came along, pulled by four powerful horses. But it was the cargo that was a matter of some interest: ten mechanical laborers were sitting in the back end, destined for the mill that lay across the river. The sheriff paused long enough to study the motionless bodies, unclothed and definitely inhuman, with blank simple faces, lidless eyes, and mouths that had no purpose but to eat coal in great sloppy lumps. According to conventions only a few years old, the automatons’ bodies were deeply black. The symbolism was obvious. One suffering race had been freed by war, but factories were gladly producing a new species of slave, and there seemed to be no voice that seriously complained about what was transpiring.


  For several moments, the sheriff did nothing but watch the wagon and its brothers crossing the Cannon River. The oak bridge creaked under the combined weight. No black face moved; no simple hand lifted. Presumably the machines were not even fueled. But the scene made the automaton ache, and it remained standing motionless for a minute longer, trying to understand from where these emotions could have arisen.


  Bodies and vehicles continued to stream past. Everyone acted preoccupied with his busy life. Even when the sheriff began to walk again, it was distracted by the hubbub and dust. A rider on horseback was moving in the same direction, and he almost slipped past unnoticed. But then one of the eyes caught the sunlight, shining too brightly, and when the sheriff looked up, the stranger looked away, as if to keep his face out of view.


  Curiosity made the sheriff pause, staring as the stranger continued on his way. What should have been apparent was not. It took several moments of hard study before the sheriff realized that the horse was no horse, but instead an extremely convincing simulation, complete to the false dun coat and the twitching tail and a glassy black eye that rolled in its socket as the bridle was tugged slightly, telling the device to walk faster now.


  An automated horse! There were stories about such wonders, but they were expensive and very new, and outside the Army, no more than a few dozen were owned by the wealthy. The sheriff’s astonishment was honest and lasting; it couldn’t help but stare. At full gallop, these false horses were at least twice as swift as the living beasts. But if memory served, that was a problem that was bedeviling the Army. At rapid speeds, these mechanical chargers could stumble in an instant, and while they were all but invulnerable to most hazards, their weight and momentum tended to kill every unfortunate rider trapped beneath them.


  And what about this fellow riding on top? The sheriff tried to match the stranger’s quickening pace. Whoever he was, the stranger didn’t look prosperous enough to afford such a machine. But it took several more moments to see what no one else on the street had noticed. The rider was dressed in heavy clothes, and the back of his neck was exposed to the sun. With the heat of late summer, he should be bathed in perspiration. Yet he looked entirely dry. And despite the glare of the sun against the man’s neck, his bare flesh was as white and slick as any good piece of carefully shaped, heavily painted iron.


  The sheriff stopped in the middle of Division Street, unblinking eyes watching as the rider pulled over at the bank and dismounted, tying up the false horse with a thoroughly convincing motion. Then what wasn’t human joined what seemed to be four others like it, and the five entities looked farther up the street, watching as another three riders entered from the opposite end of town.


  A local boy and his father happened to be strolling past. The sheriff called to them by name, and to the boy it said, “You’re quicker than me. Run now. Run up to my house. Find Stanley and bring him straight here. Will you do that for me?”


  “Oh, yes!” Happy for the task, the boy raced up the nearest side street and vanished.


  With concern, the father asked, “Is something wrong, sheriff?”


  Removing its tall hat, the machine admitted, “Much is wrong, yes. And in this particular corner of the world, it seems.”


  The man turned pale. “What is happening, sir?”


  “A few moments ago, I was speaking to that group of men,” the sheriff mentioned, motioning in the opposite direction. “Do you see them standing in the street? Old Man Charles and the rest of them? Well please, if you would do this for me. Join them now. Quietly, I want you to warn them that our bank is about to be robbed. And if I don’t miss my mark, it’s the James-Younger Gang that’s going to do the robbing.”


  Only last spring, the nation’s most notorious thieves and murderers were brought to justice. Pinkerton agents had collected photographs of the gang’s leaders, and using the new high-speed telegraph, sent their likenesses to law enforcement officers across the West. But more effective were several hundred artificial eyes linked to empty Babbages. Each eye was shown the images until it knew exactly what it was hunting for, and then the eyes were hidden in every likely corner of Missouri, tracking the comings and goings of every person. Eventually one mechanical spy delivered on its promise. The Pinkertons cornered their foes at a remote farmstead—forty agents employing the newest munitions, killing every outlaw as well as the family giving them shelter, including five children and an elderly grandmother.


  But the James and Youngers were dead. Much of the nation cheered, and every bank owner and train conductor breathed easier. Only in the Confederate hotbeds were the bushwhackers were mourned—looked upon as heroes, the last brave soldiers in a lost but noble cause.


  Yet while the men were dead, their terror managed to survive.


  Southwest of Chicago, standing on what used to be prairie, was a wondrous new factory. Within its walls was a wondrous soul catcher equal to the machines used by European royalty. The facility was intended to serve the new Babbage millionaires. For a stack of gold bars, an important man’s essence would be absorbed and replicated inside the tiniest, most complex Babbage ever constructed. Then inside an adjacent facility, precise mechanical hands would fabricate a new body—the perfect mirror to the customer’s shape and natural motions. This was the latest pleasure among the exceptionally wealthy: Realistic automatons that would stand in for their busy, self-important owners, doing the routine and occasionally spreading harmless mischief.


  But tricks that entertain the wealthy can give hope to the desperate. After the slaughter in Missouri, word broke that during the previous year, a group of men arrived at the facility in the guise of workers. One of the project engineers was Texan and a sympathizer to the Confederate cause. Over the course of eight nights, he borrowed the new soul-catcher to create Babbage minds of Jesse and Frank James, and the Younger brothers, as well as three criminal associates. Then eight new bodies were fabricated in the automated shop. As convincing as any fakes could be, they included not only the most efficient coal-fired Brunels, but also smooth, lubricant-free joints, and a variety of rubber faces that would allow the killers to constantly change their famous features.


  Once the deception was discovered, the engineer gave up all pretence of secrecy. He boasted about his cleverness and questionable politics. And while he didn’t know where the automatons were, he claimed that Jesse’s plan was to store their likenesses with unnamed friends, and in case of their early demise, that second gang would be awakened and set loose to continue their mayhem.


  Not long after the Pinkerton ambush, eight experimental horses were stolen from an Army depot. But the military decided not to mention that painful fact. There was no public warning before the robberies resumed in early summer. But where blooded men and mortal horses had perpetrated the crimes before—men who needed sleep, and horses that could ride hard for just a few hours at a time—these miscreants were machines endowed with the constitutions and stamina of fire-driven locomotives.


  A bank in Salinas, Kansas, was robbed in broad daylight. But before a posse could be raised, the thieves had raced away like lightning bolts.


  Just a day later, one hundred miles to the south, riders caught the mail train as it roared along at full speed, leaping onboard like alley cats to take valuables from the safe and the terrorized travelers.


  And that was followed the next week, in Missouri, when a dozen banks were robbed in scattered towns. The Northfield sheriff had read those lurid news accounts aloud to Stanley. Astonished and alarmed, he described how a Missouri farmer—the distant cousin of the James brothers, as it happened—pumped three rifle shots into the gang’s leader, and at close range. Yet every round had ricocheted off the armored chest, and one of those tumbling bullets struck and killed a much-loved schoolteacher.


  For three savage months, those automatons had outwitted and outrun every opponent. But what worried the sheriff most was that innocent schoolteacher. Gun battles had already killed at least fifty citizens, and scores more had been injured. That’s what the machine explained to the gathered men. “The bank is a minor concern,” it maintained. “Before anything, we have to find the means to protect our neighbors.”


  Old Man Charles bristled. “We can’t just let them take our money,” he grumbled.


  “But what can we do?” asked the youngster. A few minutes earlier he had teased the machine about its political future. But now he looked up helplessly at the automaton, saying, “These things can’t be killed, and they’ll slaughter us if we give them any excuse.”


  For a few moments, the sheriff did nothing. Its unblinking eyes stared at the dirt street and the little river meandering through the town’s heart. Then Stanley appeared, running as hard as possible, nearly passing by the men and tall machine as they stood together on the boardwalk.


  “My boy,” the sheriff said.


  “There you are,” Stanley observed. “I saw the mayor. He told me what’s what.” He joined them, staring down the street. “Which one of them is Jesse James?”


  “None, I would imagine.”


  The bank was a neat little building of pale stone. Three figures were guarding its doorway, pistols on their hips and all the time in the day, judging by their carefree stances.


  Stanley was winded. Gasping, he asked, “Are they robbing it now?”


  “Perhaps they are opening an account,” the sheriff jested.


  Light laughter fell into gloomy silence.


  “But they can’t get to the money,” the young man pointed out. “The vault’s secured with a time lock.”


  The sheriff nodded. “If they didn’t know that before, they surely know it now.”


  “How many are inside?” asked Stanley.


  “There’s five more machines,” Old Man Charles reported.


  The deputy looked at the thin metal face. “How many people, sir? Do you have any idea?”


  “Five employees, we think, and several customers.”


  Stanley nodded grimly.


  Then another man appeared, carrying a shotgun in plain view. With a crisp, impatient voice, the sheriff warned, “They can see you, John.”


  The new man set his weapon down.


  “And birdshot won’t do us much good,” the sheriff pointed out.


  Charles was thinking about his savings. With the surety of someone who had never seen a large battle, he talked about putting men with rifles on the roofs and inside every nearby building.


  “Crossfires can be messy,” the sheriff warned. “And believe me, these machines will prove very hard to damage.”


  “They can’t see us,” the shotgun man whined. “I can barely see them.”


  “Of course they see us,” Stanley blurted. “Their eyes are better than any of ours. Even the sheriff’s can’t match these new models.”


  Another minute passed, and the only change was a swift decline in the traffic moving past the bank. Word was spreading. Soon the entire community would be terrified, and every man would find a gun. Immune to fear, the mechanical horses continued stomping at the ground and flicking their wire tails, pretending to be bothered by flies. One lookout offered a few words to its companions, and all seemed to laugh. Then for no obvious reason, the three of them turned their backs to the world and stepped inside.


  “What does this mean?” Stanley asked.


  The sheriff was trying to piece together everything that it had read about the mechanical terrorists. How strong were they, and how fast? And how could anyone stop horses that were meant to ride into modern wars? But all that mattered were the automatons. They were like eight rattlesnakes curled up in a baby’s bed, and as long as they were under the sheets, you would be a fool to pick a fight with them.


  Turning to the gathered men, the sheriff spoke as quickly as possible, outlining the makings of a plan. But the preparations would require time and some effort. Surely the bandits wouldn’t remain inside the bank much longer. And eventually some hothead was going to take an impulsive shot, setting off a great fight in the middle of town. Calm was essential. Delays would be blessings. The sheriff asked Stanley, “By any chance, did you bring extra coal with you?”


  “I didn’t think of it,” the young man confessed. “Why? Are you low? Do you want me to run home and grind some?”


  “Never mind.” From its own trouser pocket, the sheriff withdrew a small leather sack filled with black dust—an emergency stockpile reserved for the direst circumstances—and then using its widest straw, the machine inhaled every mote of that foul-looking goodness, its long hands beginning to quiver from the sudden influx of fuel.


  As it stepped into the street, Stanley asked, “What are you doing, sir?”


  “I am going to meet with the robbers,” the sheriff reported. Then it paused and turned, showing the scared men its own worried grin. But with a sturdy voice, it added, “You need time, and everybody needs peace. And who can say? Perhaps I can talk my brothers out of this foolishness.”


  A pounding sound came from inside the bank. It began as the sheriff approached, and whoever was doing the pounding was finding their rhythm, the pace quickening and the sound growing sharper as each blow was delivered with increasing force. The Youngers were serving as the lookouts. Standing behind the bank windows, the brothers watched the sheriff’s steady approach. One turned to shout to someone deeper in the darkness, and the hammering stopped for a moment. The other two pulled Army pistols out of their holsters—automatic models with several dozen rounds sleeping in the hilts. The sheriff kept walking, but when it passed between two of the mechanical horses, it hesitated. The rumble of powerful fires burned inside the bellies. Machine guns were tied to the saddles, no human hand strong enough to break the heavy wire. The sheriff looked at the glass eyes of one horse and then the long twitching ears, and as an experiment, it started to reach for the bridle. The bank door flew open.


  “You don’t want to do that,” a sour voice warned. “It doesn’t know you, and its bite’s worse than a mad dog’s.”


  As if to prove the point, a decidedly unhorselike mouth open wide, revealing steel teeth and a dark tongue bristling with sharp wires and savage razors.


  “Thanks much for the warning,” the sheriff allowed.


  The Younger at the door asked, “What do you want?”


  “Are you Cole?”


  “I am.”


  “The town has sent me to meet with you boys,” the sheriff offered. “Everybody is scared, and they want to know your intentions.”


  Cole stepped away from the open door. Its brothers searched the sheriff, pulling pliers and a pair of screwdrivers out of its pockets. Each automaton was wearing its original, now famous faces. Stepping indoors, the sheriff recognized them in turn. Cole Younger was a balding creature with a short dark beard and moustache and the distant eyes of someone who had been soldiering for too long. The James brothers were in the back, watching while three associates resumed working on the stubborn safe. Fully fueled, the sheriff was as powerful and tireless as a machine press. But these entities were a notch or two stronger. Twelve years of refinements showed in their fluid motions, each delivering a very precise blow with a massive steel hammer. The safe’s handle and dial had been twisted and battered. Sparks flew, and the racket deafened. The sheriff turned away, discovering the bank’s patrons and employees huddled in a dark corner—seven people tied together like livestock. Nodding in their direction, the machine tried to lend encouragement. Then somebody shouted, “Quit,” and the pounding came to a merciful end.


  Jesse had given the command. That automaton had a handsome face and a strong, self-secure voice. Into the sudden silence, it said, “We need the kick-putty. Where’d you put it, Frank?”


  Kick-putty was a powerful new explosive, expensive and rather touchy. If a mistake was made, these metal creatures would weather the blast, but not the people tied up on the floor.


  Frank James told one of the hammer-wielders, “Go get the putty. It’s in my saddlebag.”


  “You shouldn’t waste your time,” the sheriff advised.


  No one seemed to notice its words. The humans kept their terrified heads low, while the robbers were too consumed with the promise of money.


  As the associate passed by, the sheriff added, “There’s no gold in the safe, boys. I’m sorry to tell you.”


  Frank had a heavy wire moustache and sober, watchful eyes. The automaton offered a smile, and then with a mocking tone, it said, “Honest Abe.”


  The sheriff nodded slightly.


  “So where is the money?” Jesse asked.


  “The gold and silver were moved out last night,” the sheriff lied. “I heard you might be coming here, so I ordered it taken away for safety’s sake.”


  “You didn’t hear anything of the kind,” Cole said.


  The sheriff looked only at the James brothers. “Didn’t I spot you as soon as you arrived?” it asked. “Despite your disguises and fancy horses, I saw you for what you were.”


  Jesse stared at the very famous face.


  “You should leave now,” the sheriff advised. “Otherwise you will have troubles.”


  “Why? Is somebody going to fight us?” “That is a possibility, sir.”


  The rubber face smiled while both hands unbuttoned its shirt. Jesse James showed everyone a chest that could have belonged to a human male, but for the countless pits left by high-velocity rounds.


  Quietly and firmly, the machine promised, “We like to fight.”


  The sheriff said nothing.


  “Don’t we?” it asked the others.


  Seven voices said, “Yes. Sure. Always.”


  That last meal of coal dust was beginning to fade. The sheriff felt its strength diminishing, its old-fashioned Babbage already beginning to slow. But it didn’t allow its voice to fade. “I don’t doubt you. I don’t. But I think you like something even more than fighting.”


  “And what would that be?” Frank asked.


  “You love to live. You want to be alive. Isn’t that the truth?”


  “If we don’t run away, what happens?” Cole asked with a mocking tone. “Are you going to kill us?”


  “Not at all,” the sheriff replied. “But I’m prepared to help you. In exchange for releasing these my friends, I will give you something far more valuable than money.”


  The machines with the hammers looked ready to pound on the sheriff. But Jesse was curious enough to ask, “And what would that gift be?”


  “Set one of them free first,” the sheriff coaxed.


  “No.”


  “A woman, maybe?”


  “Tell us what you’re trading for her,” Frank insisted. “Ideas,” the sheriff said.


  The machines laughed, but the James brothers were first to quiet down. Then Jesse drifted closer, saying, “Give me an idea I can use. Then I’ll decide just how nice I want to be.”


  “Life,” the sheriff repeated. “Meat and blood might believe they hold a monopoly on living, but don’t the nine of us know a good deal better than them? Each of us is more than a box full of memories, more than sets of complicated and cooperative instructions. I can assure you: from the first moment when I made these metal hands move, I have been very much my own man. Every day, my life proves interesting. My story, such as it is, belongs to nobody else. I am jealous of no man, bone or steel, because I so much enjoy the faces and routines that fill my stellar existence. And why, praise the Maker, should that be any other way?”


  The initial curiosity was flickering. A master politician could see its audience losing its fragile interest.


  “But I am extra blessed,” the sheriff called out. With a wide smile building, it added, “In a very special way, the entity standing before you is immortal, and its destiny is to live on forever.”


  Cole snorted. Otherwise, the reaction was surprised silence, from machines and the tied-up humans both.


  Finally Jesse said, “I never took you for a religious man.”


  “Nor should you,” the sheriff replied. “No, I am a pragmatic creature, and this is my peculiar situation: a soul-catcher absorbed my ancestor. Everything that was Abe was transformed into mathemat ical equations and carefully weighed factors, influences, and tendencies. Then the information was given a flavor that any Babbage can digest. Dozens of powerful and very durable machines were involved in the creation of me. Even today, inside their deepest workings, the Babbages remember me. Which implies that as long as just one of them is kept in good repair, my ancestor and much of me will live on, at least for as long as this world cherishes their dead president.”


  Cole was puzzled, Frank dismissive. But Jesse attacked the statements by the most fruitful route. “Maybe the world likes you today. And maybe it will tomorrow too. But do you believe that there’s some big Babbage holding our ancestors in the same motherly way?”


  “Not at all,” the sheriff replied.


  “Why not?” Cole asked.


  Jesse stepped closer. “Tell him why, sheriff.”


  “Because you are hated, vilified, and despised, and the owners of those Babbages would have purged you from their system as soon as they learned of your existence.”


  The eight bandits had probably never considered this promise of immortality. But here it was, offered to them without warning, and then in the next moment, shattered.


  “I don’t see why you’re crowing,” Jesse admitted. “So what if ten or fifty years from now, somebody decides to punch out another dozen Abes. They won’t be you. When you die, this little life of yours is going to be lost.”


  The sheriff took a half-step forward, declaring, “And that, my friend, is where you are wrong.”


  A furious glare preceded the question, “Now why is that?”


  “Because at this very moment, smart men are designing and testing brand-new types of soul-catchers—machines that will read and record our minds, and do it in a matter of moments. Good commercial reasons are responsible for this work. It will ease the process of saving whatever an important Babbage holds inside itself. And by the same token, that trickery will make it possible to duplicate each of us. Provided we have the money and freedom, of course. And not just punch out another Jesse James, or a dozen. But an entire army of you could be manufactured inside one factory, in a single good day.


  “Which means, gentlemen, that your lives can last longer than you have ever imagined. But only if you allow them to survive into this Golden Age.”


  Among the gang, there was confusion was mixed with the interest, plus a healthy dose of doubt. As the machines looked at once another, something massive began to move in the street. But the sheriff didn’t dare glance at the windows. All it could do is continue to delay whatever was to come next.


  “Perhaps you know the story of my grandfather’s ax,” it mentioned.


  Eyes opened wider and lips narrowed. Those rubber faces were much more expressive than the sheriff’s, and despite its statements to the contrary, it did feel jealousy toward these other machines.


  “What ax is that?” Jesse inquired.


  “My grandfather’s treasured ax,” the sheriff said. “It was handed down to my father, who then gave it to me. And in its life, it has had two new heads and three new handles. But it is still my grandfather’s ax.”


  A deep thud made the floor shake.


  But before any eye could look outside, the sheriff added, “This is a paradox told by Plutarch. But speaking as an old ax, I am quite willing to let my head and body be replaced as many times as necessary. Just so long as I am here to debate the matters of my existence and nonexistence.”


  Cole was at the window. An angry voice said, “They’re trying to block the streets, Jess. They think they can bottle us up in here.” “They can’t,” said Frank.


  Jesse stepped up to the glass, calmly studying what was visible. Then it looked at the sheriff, mentioning, “There’s a lot to think about in what you say. And if I wasn’t so busy riding and fighting, I might have time to read up on these subjects.”


  “Food for thought,” the sheriff agreed.


  “But not today,” Jesse added. Then to its partners, it said, “Get the people on their feet. Tie their hands in front, and find some wire for the sheriff.” From its holster came a fat-barreled pistol—a single-shot horror that could punch an explosive round deep inside an old automaton. “Abe comes along with us too.”


  “You won’t even free one of these girls?” the sheriff asked.


  “Once we’re out of this shitpoke town, I will.” Then the machine winked, laughing as it added, “Unless I’m lying. Which is my nature, and who am I to argue with my nature?”


  Frantic, furious men had quickly thrown barricades across Division Street. Mechanical spiders and metal oxen were parked sideways in the right-of-way, with an assortment of wagons and buggies filling in the gaps. Dozens of armed citizens stood behind cover, and as the sheriff stepped out of the bank, twin murmurs came from both directions. Distance softened the voices, confusing the words. The sheriff believed it heard someone saying, “Don’t shoot,” while another said what sounded like, “Fire.” Was this a matter of combustion, or gunfire? Either way, it was critical that the world’s stupidity was kept locked up for now. Ten feet of bailing wire had been wrapped tight around the sheriff’s wrists. Lifting its joined hands as high as its neck, it called to everyone. “Do nothing!” it begged. “Nothing! We are well enough for the moment! Point your damned guns at the sky!”


  Men unaccustomed to running began to sprint back and forth behind the barricades. Faces dropped out of sight, while other faces appeared. But no rifles were aimed in their direction, and the panicking noises turned to watchful silence and the hint of whispers.


  Jesse said, “Good.”


  To the prisoners, the machine said, “One to a horse. Ride in front. And don’t worry, they’ll carry you and us just fine.”


  Each gang member uttered a senseless word. A code of some kind, no doubt. In an instant, the horses lowered themselves to their knees, making it easy for everyone to climb onboard. These Army machines were marvels. What kind of Babbage made them so smart? The sheriff imagined some champion bird dog being set inside a soul-catcher, its obedience and loyal nature now infused into these devices. Somehow that image troubled it more than anything else. Then Jesse poked the sheriff with the big-barreled pistol, saying, “Enough standing, Mr. President. Throw that long leg over the big neck now.”


  The sheriff’s iron carapace felt nothing but pressure and temperature, but the horse plainly did not feel like a living beast. It was too solid, too massive. The fires burning in its body gave it unnatural warmth, and when Jesse’s horse stood, the perceived effort was tiny. Give the beast wings, and it would probably fly.


  The sheriff laughed—a brief, nervous cackle.


  “You’re right,” Jesse agreed. “This is a funny day, isn’t it?”


  The sheriff sealed its mouth.


  “Which way?” asked Cole.


  Jesse and Frank exchanged meaningful looks. They were plainly brothers, and probably closer than most siblings. The younger one said, “It doesn’t matter which way. How can they stop us?”


  The sheriff thought of speaking, but Frank was quicker. “It looks like the bridge is still open. See, Jess?”


  Division Street was blocked, but something had gone wrong on the way to the mill. On the far shore of the bridge, a pair of wooden wagons had been turned on their sides. But men were scarce. For a moment, the sheriff could see Stanley standing in plain view, whispering orders to someone or something that plainly wasn’t doing what needed to be done.


  “Yeah,” Jesse said. “Let’s take the bridge out of here.”


  No eye, no matter how strong or sharp, can see everything. But the sheriff tried to miss nothing. The same young fellow who had asked about the machine’s political plans was standing on the bridge, several steps in front of the overturned freight wagon. To the world, he looked like a scared boy working very hard to hold his ground. Someone had foolishly armed him, the big dangerous pistol in his left hand, and with the first clomp of the metal hoof striking wooden planks, he started to lift the gun, first with the one hand, then both.


  The sheriff shouted, “Stanley. Get that boy out of my way.”


  Not “our way,” but “my way.” It seemed like an important distinction to make.


  Stanley muttered a few words.


  The boy didn’t seem to hear him.


  The sheriff dipped his head, talking backward to Jesse. “Get us in the lead. I’ll get him out of your way.”


  “Good,” said Jesse, but not caring much either way. “Son,” the sheriff yelled. “You don’t want to try that.” The boy didn’t act convinced.


  A mild kick and coded word sent their mount up to the front. Then with a careless laugh, Jesse asked, “Why don’t I just shoot him?”


  Stanley was behind the young man now. For an instant, his eyes met with the sheriff’s, and then he leaped forward and grabbed for the pistol. The boy said, “No,” and yanked and turned and took a blind swing, looking like a scared fool with his fist cutting through empty air.


  Suddenly the two young men were battling with one another. It was an unexpected, halfway intriguing sight. The gang kept riding across the river. None of them noticed the townsmen standing on the riverbanks, busily waving orders to those beneath the bridge. They watched nothing but the tiny, useless drama being played out before them. They heard one man curse, and then the other matched that word and its furious tone, and then the riders had come to the middle of the bridge—out on the long span of solid oak and iron fittings and iron nails—and somebody down by the river shouted, “Now, now. Push, push!”


  A dozen iron men, black and coal-fired and standing at the ready, now threw their weight and considerable strength against tree trunk pillars. The bridge was already stressed by the weight of the machines above. There was a sharp creak behind the riders, and then a prolonged groan from ahead and below, and just when it seemed as if the span might survive the abuse, the entire middle portion shattered, spilling machines and struggling prisoners into the cool wet depths where no fire, no matter how protected, could burn for long.


  Falling, there was barely time to think anything worthy. But still, the sheriff tried to look back over its shoulder, winking at that famous rubber face. “Dream well,” it managed to say, and then the big pistol was fired, and a fat round pierced its back, burrowing deep into the twelve-year-old Babbage.


  Now there will be a blast, the sheriff realized.


  Will I feel it?


  No, it did not. A little mercy waiting at the end of a long life…


  But for the wrinkled skin and the absence of hair on the sunburned scalp, the man was familiar. And then he spoke, his voice older but otherwise unchanged. “There was this ship on which the king of Athens returned from Crete,” he began, “and because it was a famous ship, from that day forward it was repaired and refurbished—every plank and swivel and oar made again as time and rot did their worst.”


  “The ship of Theseus,” the machine replied.


  “Very good, sir. Very good.”


  The automaton was lying on its back, in the midst of what seemed to be a field of tall grass. The sky was clear and filled with wind, and the scent of damp earth played in the nostrils. That smell was the greatest shock among many. Quietly, it asked, “What has happened to me, Stanley?”


  The old man was turning screws in the machine’s chest. “You feel odd, do you?” “No, actually. I feel rather wonderful.”


  With stiff old knees, Stanley stood. “Sit up, if you can, sir. Everything should work just fine.” “Not yet,” the automaton replied. “As you wish.”


  There was noise in the distance—a steady explosive roar, not loud but moving swiftly. Stanley squinted, watching the sky and presumably whatever was making the noise. “I had an awful time recovering everything from your Babbage,” he explained. “It was shattered, quite the mess. In the end, I modeled the explosion, plotting the course of every piece of the bomb and all of the ballistic debris, and then I ran everything backwards to the beginning. Which is how I recovered most of your memories. Then I loaded everything into a fresh neural network. Which aren’t called ‘Babbages’ anymore, by the way.”


  Years had passed, but the man remained easily impressed with his own cleverness. “What about the James and Youngers?”


  “Parceled out to museums and the like. They get fueled up for important anniversaries and documentaries, but mostly, they just stand like statues inside their display cabinets.”


  Smiling, the machine felt the crinkling of soft flesh. It touched its lips and cheeks, feeling sensations through its fingertips. “Is this rubber?”


  “Better than.”


  The smile grew. “Thank you so much.”


  The clever man said, “I should mention, sir, there’s quite a lot that’s different about you. Your organs can repair themselves, most of the time. You’re quicker and even stronger than before. In many ways, you function as a man. A healthy, human man. And by the way, there’s no more coal dust for breakfast.”


  “Kerosene, is it?”


  “Hardly that,” he scoffed. “You won’t need your first meal for another eight years. And longer, if you keep doing nothing.” The automaton took a deep, wondrous breath.


  “I’m curious, sir. How much longer do you plan to stay down there?”


  “I don’t quite know, Stanley.” The machine closed its eyes. “When the smell of the earth grows old, I’ll move to my next pleasure. How is that for a plan?”
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  We toasted the end of Mandy’s relationship over a game of Hydro-King. “I never liked him,” I said, which was true. I didn’t add, “and what still puzzles me is that you never liked him, either, so why did you move in with him?” People say, “never try to change a man” (or, if you’re being egalitarian about it, “never try to change the person you’re dating”) but from the day they met, Mandy had viewed this guy as a work in progress. She’d even succeeded in dragging him to game night a few times, even though he clearly found board games unspeakably dull.


  “Find a nice gamer boy next time,” Larry suggested over the champagne. We met at night, in Larry’s apartment, because Larry had an actual job instead of living entirely off his citizen’s stipend like the rest of us. So on one hand, he was busy during the day; on the other, he had more money and could afford a much bigger space, big enough for seven people to meet and play board games.


  (You’d be surprised at how many people think it’s super retro that we play board games in person instead of immersive VR stuff. But did you know there are still Monopoly and Scrabble tournaments? Besides, when you get together with people in person, you can eat corn chips while you gossip.)


  “I’m swearing off men,” Mandy said. Larry’s housekeeper came through with a tray of snacks. Mandy stared speculatively at it for a moment. The housekeeper was mostly silver, with little swiveling robot eyes on stalks. It rolled around the floor so everyone could get snacks, and Mandy grabbed a fistful of chips. “Too much goddamn work.”


  “He’s probably saying the same thing about women right now,” muttered Quinn, my boyfriend, in an undertone. I snickered, then felt guilty, since I ought to be giving Mandy the benefit of the doubt here. Still. I had to admit, I hoped her ex was toasting the split with his own friends right now while watching… was it baseball season? Tennis? Squash? He was into that sort of thing. Mandy, not so much.


  Mandy had been in a great mood on game night, but I checked in with her the next week, just to see how she was doing. “Izzy!” she greeted me. “Come over! I want to introduce you to someone!”


  I cringed. “Already?”


  “It’s not what you think. Just come over!”


  I went over to Mandy’s apartment—the ex had moved out, and she’d already eradicated every trace of him. The alcove where he’d had his things was now fully repurposed as her studio, with a half-finished painting on a big easel. I glanced at it—it was another of her photorealism attempts—and then looked over at the brown-haired, pleasant-faced young man on the sofa. He looked way too young for her. “Joe,” she called. “Come here. I’d like to introduce you to Izzy.”


  He rose and strode over, holding out his hand. “It’s a pleasure to meet you,” he said in a voice that almost vibrated with sincerity. “You’re the first of Mandy’s friends I’ve had the chance to meet.” There was a faint stress on the word Mandy and he glanced at her, which was a relief as he was making too much eye contact.


  “Yeah,” I said. “It’s nice to meet you, too.” I glanced at Mandy, thinking, is this guy for real?


  Something about the self-satisfied look on Mandy’s face tipped me off. “Oh. Oh, you didn’t.”


  “My stupid ex got the housekeeper in the agreement,” Mandy said. “I needed a new one anyway, I just… upgraded.”


  I looked “Joe” over. You have to pay a lot more for a robot that really looks human, but that explained Joe’s unnerving perfection and slightly-too-youthful face. “You sure did. You couldn’t have gotten by with a standard housekeeping model and, oh, a really nice vibrator? Because I’m sure that would’ve been cheaper.”


  “I didn’t just want him for the bedroom. He’s going to be my boyfriend. Right, Joe?”


  He slipped his hand around her waist and leaned in to kiss her cheek. “I’ll be with you as long as you want me, Mandy.”


  She pulled back and looked at him critically. “I like the physical gesture there but next time tell me you’ll be with me forever.”


  He smiled at her with what looked exactly like human infatuation. “Of course, darling.”


  She turned back to me and said, “He learns really fast. I never have to tell him anything twice.”


  “You shouldn’t have to,” I said. “I mean, that’s the whole point of a robot, right?”


  “Exactly! I knew you’d understand.”


  Joe stood there, smiling at both of us. When we paused he said, “Can I get you anything, Izzy? A drink? A snack? I make excellent sandwiches.”


  If it had been an ordinary housekeeper I’d have said yes, but this was creeping me out, so I said I’d eaten and that I needed to get home because I’d promised myself I’d make some progress on the symphony I was composing, and I took myself off.


  Back at my own apartment, I sent my own housekeeper to make me a sandwich and some lemonade and sat down with the keyboard for a while to work, although mostly I stewed. My housekeeper was more basic and functional than Larry’s; it didn’t even have what you’d call a face, although it had enough functionality to cook (that was important to me) and clean (that was important to Quinn). Eventually Quinn came home and instead of playing him the piece I’d been working on, I told him about Mandy and her custom-designed man.


  “Well,” he said. “It’s sad to say, but this is probably healthier than seeking out men as projects. Robots are very good at following instructions, unlike human beings. Also, Joe will never leave the toilet seat up, unless she instructs him to leave it up.”


  “I’ve never understood why she didn’t just have the housekeeper check the bathroom after each use to flip the seat back down,” I said. “Instead of making it an issue.”


  “Well, this guy will never use the bathroom at all, unless he has to go in there to recharge,” Quinn said. “That’s one problem solved, anyway.”


  I shouldn’t have been surprised when Mandy brought Joe to game night.


  He still had that friendly smile on his face pretty much all the time. It had a friendly smile on its face, I should say, but the fact is, when a robot really looks human it’s hard not to think of it with a gender. Larry’s housekeeper was a a non-human-looking robot that was nonetheless sort of cute (the eyes “blink,” things like that) and he sometimes pretends it’s a pet, and Dawn and Shanice have the same basic model as me and Quinn but they gave theirs a name. Quinn and I were always very practical about it. Our housekeeper wasn’t a person or a pet; it was a machine that we’d bought so it could do our cooking and clean the toilets and run errands. Lots of people give their housekeeping robots names, but they don’t need names. (Unless you have two for some reason, but in a standard apartment space you don’t need more than one to keep up with the work.)


  We all knew by then that Mandy had bought a robot that looked human, so she couldn’t play the game of introducing Joe and waiting to see how long it took for people to figure out what was up. She led Joe around the room, introducing him to everyone; no one refused to shake hands, though Shanice was obviously pretty uncomfortable with it. Joe sat down on one of the folding chairs, leaving the comfier seating spots for the humans, and smiled happily at all of us, not interrupting.


  It got awkward when Mandy made it clear she wanted Joe to participate in the gaming.


  “Don’t be ridiculous,” Larry said, bluntly. “These games are supposed to be tests of human skill. If I wanted to play Scrabble with a robot, I could do that, but it’ll win almost every time since it has the dictionary built into its head.”


  “I’ve instructed him not to win anything a disproportionate amount of the time,” Mandy said, defensively.


  “So your robot friend is going to throw games deliberately? No. Just no.”


  “If he can’t play, we’re leaving,” Mandy said.


  There were groans all around, but Shanice suggested, “How about Diplomacy? With the robot, there’s seven of us. And I wouldn’t expect him to have any particular advantage with that game.”


  “Well, other than the fact that if Mandy orders him to ally with her, what else is he going to do?” Larry snapped.


  I pondered this. “We can account for that,” I said, as Mandy said, “I can order him right now to just play the game as it’s supposed to be played—ally with me if it makes sense, betray me if it makes sense.”


  “Can he lie?” Quinn asked. We all stared at Joe, speculatively. “Right,” Dawn said. “I’ll get the box.”


  Diplomacy is a seriously old-school game, invented in the mid-20th-century, and everyone pretends to be European powers from around World War I. There’s no random element—no dice rolls or anything like that. You walk around persuading people to ally with you (by assuring them that you’re trustworthy). Then everyone writes down their move secretly and all moves are revealed at one go. There’s no rule that keeps you from lying, from making false promises, or from stabbing people in the back. In fact, in general you want to betray your allies one turn before they were going to turn on you.


  A robot has a clear advantage in any game where a perfect memory or a lightening-fast ability to calculate odds will come in useful—which is to say, most of them. But in a game where you have to make a guess about who’s lying to you, a robot’s going to have a harder time. So we went with it, because by then we were all curious. Mandy reiterated to Joe that he should play the game to win—that he was allowed to lie to people, including her, and betray them, including her, in order to try to win. We had to trust that she wouldn’t rescind that instruction quietly later on, but she probably realized that if he backed her when he should have betrayed her, that would be it. We wouldn’t repeat this experiment.


  During the first diplomatic phase I realized that no one was approaching Joe, probably more because he made them nervous than because they thought he’d sell them out to Mandy. I shrugged and edged over. I was playing Russia and Joe was playing Turkey and I was pretty sure that if we worked together we could squash any chance Mandy (who was playing Austria) had of winning the game by the end of 1903 as long as we could keep the other players from coming to her aid.


  “Want an alliance?” I asked.


  “Oh yes, please,” Joe said, with bright enthusiasm. I wondered whether he would jump up and down and clap his hands if he won.


  You’re probably not a Diplomacy player so the precise ins-and-outs of who allied with whom and who got stabbed in the back when is not going to be particularly interesting to you, so I’ll summarize:


  Joe was an adequate but not outstanding Diplomacy player because he could analyze the strategic advantage of all the possible actions but he was terrible at reading people and frankly he was pretty gullible. Also, he let the rest of us crush Mandy (I think we were sort of in the mood to do that, anyway) and since everyone figured he probably wasn’t programmed for grudge-holding, I was able to persuade both Dawn and Quinn that I was totally going to double-cross Joe even though I then double-crossed Quinn. (I don’t usually recommend playing Diplomacy with your boyfriend, but it works out for us).


  Nobody won; we got down to me, Joe, Dawn, and Larry and then quit, because actually winning a game of Diplomacy can easily take all night. Joe clearly found that puzzling, but didn’t complain.


  Afterward, we ate pizza and drank beer, except for Joe, who sat quietly and watched us. When it was time to go home, he got Mandy’s coat for her and also slipped on a coat himself, even though surely he wasn’t going to get cold—it was a brusque fall evening but he wasn’t in any danger of freezing solid yet. Everyone shook Joe’s hand and we headed in our separate directions.


  For most of the next year, Joe was Mandy’s boyfriend.


  And, he really was the perfect boyfriend. I mean, I like Quinn a lot. He makes me very happy. But there are areas of life where he is imperfect. For example, when he uses up a roll of toilet paper, he tends to leave the fresh roll on the back of the toilet instead of hanging it up neatly on the hook. Joe doesn’t use the toilet, but if he did, he would always hang up the TP. In fact, if Mandy wanted to never have to hang up the TP, she could instruct Joe to check for un-hung TP every so often and hang it up if it wasn’t in place and he would do it without resentment or reminders.


  Plus, Mandy could change him. I mean, in addition to telling him things like, “always hang up the toilet paper” and “make me my lunch every day,” she could actually take him back in to have his personality altered, and in fact six weeks after she bought Joe she did just that. “He’s so quiet,” she explained. “It’s not that I want him to interrupt, but I want him to initiate conversations, not just answer me when I talk to him. I told him that, and so he tries, but he doesn’t come up with new things to talk about, it’s always, ‘how’s your work, Mandy?’ or ‘how was your day, Mandy?’ I mean, he’s an excellent listener. It’s not that I want to change that. But I want him to have more to say.”


  After the reprogramming, which Quinn called a personality transplant, Joe was chattier. A lot chattier. Dawn found him a lot more irritating because even though he didn’t interrupt, he’d fill in silences and sometimes a silence is okay, you know?


  One week, Dawn turned to him and said, “that story you’re telling me? About the weird guy on the train? You told it last week. I don’t want to hear stories twice. I know you can remember what you’ve told me, so why are you telling it again?”


  Joe continued smiling at her, unflinching. “I’m sorry, Dawn,” he said.


  “No, you’re not. You’re just programmed to apologize when people get annoyed with you.”


  “To be fair,” Shanice said, examining the cards she was holding (we were playing Power Quantum that day), “that’s basically what I


  do.”


  Everyone laughed and Joe was quiet for a while, before he started in about some article he’d read in the paper. Mandy touched his hand and shot him a look and he stopped talking altogether.


  The “read my look” thing turned out to be part of a new suite of features that included better ability to read body language, although frankly he still wasn’t very good at it. Humans just don’t behave in consistent ways. I mean, imagine trying to program a robot to recognize “angry” in someone’s body language and not get it confused with “thinking really hard” (something we often were doing, playing games). We kept playing Diplomacy with him and he never got much better. The other games, he’d win a precisely proportionate amount of time… but not Diplomacy.


  When they’d been seeing each other for about seven months, Mandy and I both decided to participate in an artistic challenge that involved collaborating with someone doing a very different art form. Someone had put up grant money—not a lot, but enough to be a nice supplement to the standard citizen’s stipend. (A stipend is enough to pay for the standard apartment and feed yourself and even buy a housekeeper, but you have to save up for a long time if you want to travel or buy anything fancy. Mandy bought Joe with a pile of money she got for a commissioned painting.) Anyway, we figured, why not, and applied. Our first few meetings, we managed to stay fairly focused, although I have to admit I still didn’t really understand the point of photorealistic art. (If you want something that looks like a photograph, why not take a photograph? Mandy had a long explanation of why photorealism was an interesting artistic movement and after a while I sort of tuned her out.) We decided we’d do a joint exhibit where people were supposed to look at some pictures she’d drawn while listening to musicians play something I’d composed to go with the pictures.


  Mandy’s favorite thing to draw were men. Naked men with nice muscles. She had a dozen pictures of Joe in the mix, a few pictures of her ex, and then various pictures of other artistic models she’d hired. I flipped through the portfolio. “Joe must make a good model,” I said.


  “There’s almost no challenge in it,” she said with a sigh. “He can sit perfectly still for as long as I need him to. If he has to get up for some reason, like if I need him to make dinner, he can always sit back down in the exact same position, not even a hair out of place. It’s too easy.”


  “Oh?”


  “Yeah, it’s kind of the whole problem with Joe, honestly. Everything is too easy.”


  Joe was washing dishes over in the kitchen alcove when she said this, and I heard him pause, but he didn’t say anything. A moment later, he went back to scrubbing.


  As a last-ditch effort to keep the romance alive, Mandy took him in for yet another personality transplant that was supposed to make him argue with her. They quarreled once at game night over the game Mandy wanted—Joe insisted it wasn’t her turn to pick and she ought to defer to Shanice—and I heard them fight once when I was at their apartment looking at drawings. Joe complained that Mandy had gotten herself a snack, left a mess, and not soaked the burned pan. “You do realize,” he pointed out, “that it will take me four times as long to scrub this clean than it would have if you’d soaked it. Or told me when you burned the eggs. Or had me make you the snack in the first place.” His tone was mild, cajoling, but with a hint of accusation.


  Mandy shrugged it off. “Like you even care,” she said.


  “I do care,” Joe said.


  Mandy shot a look at me, at my seat on the couch, where I was paging through her portfolio and trying to ignore the argument. It was a look that said, Whatever; I know you’re a robot and you’ve been programmed to say you’re annoyed. “We can talk about this later,” she said. “I’m busy with Izzy.”


  “I want an apology.”


  “Okay, Joe. I’m sorry.”


  “Thank you. That’s all I wanted: an apology.” “Can we drop this now?” Mandy shouted. “Of course, darling.”


  She made a face as she stalked back into the living room. “Let’s go out and leave Mr. Personality here.”


  We went for a walk. “You could get it undone,” I suggested. “The personality transplant, I mean. Right? If you’re tired of arguments.”


  “It just feels wrong,” she muttered. “Like taking away his freedom of will.”


  “He’s a robot,” I said. “Everything’s programmed, whether it’s arguing or telling you how pretty you are.”


  “I know. It was satisfying for a while, but now…”


  They hung on for another few months, and then Mandy met a guy at the art exhibit. Erik was a music composer who didn’t like my work, and told her she deserved better, and she immediately found him fascinating. He was taller than Joe, with a flabbier body and all the annoying habits Joe lacked, like leaving the toilet seat up and his underwear on the floor. Joe, of course, picked up after them without complaining, since robots don’t get jealous, and from the stories I heard (through friends—Mandy and I had a fight over Erik’s opinion of my work) Erik thought cuckolding a robot was either hot or hilarious.


  Erik was also not into gaming, and when game night rolled around, Mandy blew us off for a night of torrid sex or maybe artistic endeavors? (Probably sex.)


  Joe, however, turned up.


  “I have brought potato chips,” he said, when Larry let him in. That was Mandy’s usual offering, but of course, Joe doesn’t eat. He added the chips to the kitchen counter and then sat down on his usual folding chair and listened to the conversation.


  Of course, we’d been gossiping about Mandy, so the conversation instantly died as we looked at everyone other than Joe and wondered, what exactly is the etiquette here? Finally Shanice turned to Joe and asked, “So, how are things with you, Joe?”


  “Fine,” Joe said.


  “Really?” Shanice said. “No bitter resentment or jealousy over what’s going on with Mandy?” “No,” Joe said. “Of course not.” “It’s not in your programming, I guess.”


  “It was,” Joe offered. “For about a week. Mandy wanted me to be jealous, so she had that installed. But then she decided it was too much drama, and had it erased.”


  “She made you jealous?” That was precisely the sort of gossip we’d all been after, and I leaned in, wanting more. “What was that like?”


  For a brief moment, I thought I saw a flicker of emotion in Joe’s eyes, and then he said, “Tiring.”


  Everyone laughed.


  “What do you mean, ‘tiring’?” Shanice demanded. “I ran down my battery more quickly and had to recharge,” Joe said.


  “Oh,” Shanice said, losing interest.


  “I tell you what,” Larry said. “You can pick the first game tonight, Joe. What’s your pleasure?”


  “Diplomacy,” Joe said. “Only, this time, I want to play all the way to the end.”


  Quinn hadn’t been feeling well that evening, and I’d come on my own. (We hadn’t actually had enough people to play Diplomacy— we’d played a game with a similar mechanic that called for five players instead of seven.) Things ran very late, and Joe offered to walk me home. A street-sweeper came by as we were walking, and Joe turned to watch it go past. I wondered if he felt a sense of kinship for that sort of robot, the non-human-looking ones. Or for the ones who had human faces but not very complex behavior, like the robots staffing the all-night grocery. Or if he felt all alone in the world. If he felt anything at all.


  “I lied,” he said, as the sweeper chugged away up the street.


  “About what?”


  “Mandy didn’t actually have the jealousy module erased,” he said. “She just told me she didn’t want me acting jealous any more. She said she was tired of the drama.”


  I stopped for a moment and looked at Joe’s face. These were all programming modules to affect behavior, I reminded myself, even as part of my tired brain thought, Joe looks so sad. “So she had one set of protocols installed to give you a set of behaviors,” I said, “and then she overrode those instructions?” “Basically.”


  “You know? If you were human, we all could have warned you before you got into the relationship that Mandy is a crazy, crazy girlfriend. If it’s any consolation, she’s going to drive that new guy, Erik, up the goddamn tree.”


  “Oh, she is already,” Joe said, and mimicked Mandy softly. “ ‘Honey, if you would just tell me when you’re going to be home and try to stick to it’… ‘honey, if you would just try to remember to put the milk away’… you get the idea.”


  “Does he promise her he’ll change?”


  “No. He says, ‘If you wanted a robot, you should’ve stuck with your robot.’ ” He was quiet for a minute. “And then they both laugh.” “Is she going to keep you?” I asked.


  “She hasn’t said.” He sighed. “If she sells me, I bet my next owner won’t be into Diplomacy.”


  For the next four weeks, Joe came to game night.


  Every time, he brought a bag of potato chips and a little bit of gossip about Mandy. Erik lasted for just over a month, and we thought perhaps Mandy would go back to Joe, but instead she picked up a new guy who had a beard (that Mandy wanted him to shave off) and a tattoo (that she didn’t like) and who played guitar (but who’d be a lot better if he just applied himself).


  And the week after that, Joe didn’t turn up.


  “Why do you even care?” Mandy said sharply. “First Larry, then Shanice, now you. It’s a robot. I don’t ask you what’s new with your housekeeper.”


  I waited, silently, in her doorway. Behind her, in the apartment, I could see a new housekeeper cleaning the rug—chrome and silver, and shiny and new, but totally basic. Not a human-looking model, or even the cute kind with fake eyes.


  “Jason found him creepy. And I can’t say as I blame him. So I traded him in. Human-looking models are expensive—even used, I got a good enough price to maybe take a trip somewhere. Jason wants to go to the Grand Canyon.”


  I couldn’t look at her anymore; I walked away. And I sent a message to Shanice, Dawn, Larry, and Quinn.


  We met up at the robot dealer in Mandy’s neighborhood, knowing it was probably too late. The store is staffed by robots, of course, human-looking models with the sort of limited range a salesperson needs: infinite patience with difficult customers, perfect honesty with a cash box, and a smile that never goes away. This one looked like a girl, with blond hair. “Refurbished male human-looking robots?” she said. “Right this way.”


  There were twelve of Joe, standing in a line, neatly dressed, the same smile.


  “We want a specific one,” Shanice said. “The one that used to belong to our friend, Mandy.”


  “All models are customizable,” said the clerk. “All can be adjusted to whatever skills and personality traits meet your particular needs. Do you all three live together?”


  “You don’t get it,” Dawn said. “We want Joe.”


  I looked at the models on the shelf. “Which one of you is Joe?” None of them replied.


  “You can name your robot however you like,” the clerk said. “Any of them will be happy to answer to Joe.”


  “We want our Joe,” Quinn said. “We want the Joe who remembers us.”


  “To protect your privacy, all the robots have their memories wiped when they’re turned in,” the clerk said. “If you can find out what particular personality modules your friend had downloaded into ‘Joe,’ we can certainly make you a fresh copy. In fact…” She checked her hand-held. “The most recent arrival is the one on the left; that’s probably the specific robot your friend used to own.”


  We walked over to Joe.


  “Do you remember me?” I asked.


  Joe smiled the peaceful, unflinching smile I remembered from our first meeting. “It’s a pleasure to meet you,” he said in a voice that almost vibrated with sincerity.


  I turned away.


  Larry, Quinn, Dawn, Shanice and I looked at each other. For a moment we were overwhelmed by the absurdity of this. Buying a human-model robot, even split five ways, was going to wipe out everyone’s savings other than possibly Larry’s. And for what? His memories were gone. His personality was a clean slate.


  I turned back, and held out my hand. “I’m Izzy,” I said. “We’re taking you home, Joe.”


  “Do you like board games?” Larry asked as we walked out of the store with him. “Actually, let me rephrase. You liked board games before. You liked them a lot. We’re going to teach you to play them again.”
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  “You remember your grandmother,” they’d said to Sofia when she was seven, and she’d looked up and said, “Not this one.” Her parents always told it smiling, like it was clever of her to have noticed Grandmother had changed; who could have told the difference, they asked each other, and her grandfather nodded his familiar amazement, and in the corner the machine that wasn’t her grandmother looked back and forth with a smile.


  Her grandmother died.


  It’s all right that she did; grandparents die. Peter at school’s grandparents had died.


  But Grandmother must have known Grandfather would miss her too much, because she had herself copied, and Mori made a version of her that was perfect enough for Grandfather.


  That first time they brought Grandmother to see Sofia, the machine bent over a little, rested open hands on her knees like anyone did when they were trying to be friendly to a child they’d never met.


  “I’m Theodosia. Your grandmother.”


  You’re not my grandmother, she thought, held out her right hand on the end of an arm stretched as long as it could go.


  It was a very brief pause before Grandmother reached out to meet her handshake; in life, she had always been polite.


  They must have programmed her to love telling stories more than her real grandmother had, because whenever her parents took Sofia to visit, Grandmother got her alone as soon as she could and tucked Sofia up against her side for reading. (She was squishy, like flesh, but always the same temperature—a little cool in summer and a little warm in winter—and if you pressed your hand hard enough to her side there was a curved metal panel where ribs should be.)


  She’d read stories about foxes and mermaids and ghosts, about whales and the birds that lived in cracks in the mountains.


  When her parents weren’t around, Grandmother read books about Tom, who had problems at school: because some kids were mean, because they didn’t have a work assignment yet and weren’t sure what they were good at, because they had done something wrong on a test and felt guilty until they confessed to the kindly schoolmaster.


  “What was Tom assigned?” Sofia asked once.


  “The book doesn’t say, little Sofa,” said Grandmother. It had been her grandmother’s name for her. Neither of them really wanted her to say it, and it scratched.


  “Did he like it?”


  “Assignments are given because of what you’re good at, little Sofa, not because of what you like.”


  Sofia didn’t know anyone like this (these were charity kids who lived at their schools, not like a normal school), and at first it was like the mermaid stories, but she thought about Tom more than she ever thought about ghosts.


  She asked her parents once, while working on her homework (polymer sculptures, smokeswirls of blue and gray, she hated it) what would happen to Tom if he hated his work assignment.


  Next time they went to visit Grandmother, she read a story about monkeys who never come down from the trees.


  “I want a story about Tom,” Sofia said.


  There was a little pause; under her shoulder, something inside Grandmother was whirring.


  “I don’t know any stories about Tom,” Grandmother said. “Would you like a story about a rabbit that lives in the snow?”


  That was strange, Sofia thought, a cloud gathering inside her just above her stomach, but she said, “Yes.”


  Grandmother pulled her closer, and opened the book so it was half on her lap and half on Sofia’s, so Sofia could help her turn the pages. Sofia’s shoulder pressed into Grandmother’s side, Grandmother’s arm a cradle, slightly cool, on the back of her neck.


  Grandmother was the one who noticed Sofia’s neck was swollen; she was the one who first mentioned that something must be wrong.


  The pharmaceutical company has ads for it now, in public, on buses for people to think about alongside vocational training and designer bags. Sofia always ends up right in front of one; a law of public transit.


  There’s a picture of a Victorian nursemaid, hustling some dour sepia-tone children into a Technicolor future as doctors smile into middle space; there’s copy about medicine finally being able to take care of them the way you would if you could.


  NANIMED, they named it, and honestly somebody should be ashamed of that branding. (She can imagine the hundreds of hours of marketing meetings that led to someone finally caving in to that.) The promise underneath: Small Medicine. Big Difference.


  The fine print isn’t very fine. The costs are significant, but they’ve never pretended this is a solution for the people. The results are glowing, the benefits immense, the side effects minimal.


  There hasn’t been a single death in the nano program. There wouldn’t be.


  At Mori, we know you care.


  We know you love your family. We know you worry about leaving them behind. And we know you’ve asked for more information about us, which means you’re thinking about giving your family the greatest gift of all:


  You.


  Studies have shown the devastating impact grief has on family bonds and mental health. The departure of someone beloved is a tragedy without a proper name.


  Could you let the people you love live without you?


  If they’d brought Grandmother back just for her, it would have been simpler. Worse, but simpler.


  But when they come to visit, her mother’s eyes still get misty when Grandmother stands up to embrace her. Grandfather still sits beside her as they watch TV at night, and when they all go out for dinner he holds her hand to help her in and out of the car. She doesn’t remember him ever doing that for her real grandmother; maybe he needs to do it now. Sofia doesn’t know if a robot’s balance is better or worse than hers.


  Well, not hers. She has the best balance of anyone she knows. She can do a dozen cartwheels and never even be lightheaded. The nanos make sure.


  But she’s also seen whole days go by when Grandfather asks her about school and watches movies with her father and give off-kilter advice to her mother and never looks once at the corner where Grandmother’s sitting, eyes shifting with the conversation but mouth never moving, or sometimes not even that.


  (They haven’t explained to her yet that Grandmother has settings, that you can close her off whenever you’re tired of her. She’s new to her nanos; maybe they just didn’t want to give Sofia any ideas.)


  Technically they’re in her system to regulate her antibodies and moderate her immune responses.


  “You’re lucky you caught it when you did,” the doctor told her parents, and they nodded like they’d caught anything.


  “What will happen to me now?” Sofia asked. She remembers thinking of Grandmother’s metal plate, even though she could feel that nothing like that had happened. She couldn’t feel that anything had happened at all.


  But it had, because while the doctor explained to her parents the wonderful side effects of nanos, he smiled calmly and made a cut with his scalpel above her knee, and before she could even open her mouth to cry the skin was furling back together, smoothing over. It still stung (psychosomatic, every doctor since had said when she told them it hurt), but there was nothing left of the injury.


  If it wasn’t for the stream of blood that was already drying up, you’d never know there had ever been a wound. No one would have believed her if she’d told them.


  They take the family on a trip the next year to celebrate; Sofia had always been a little tired, a little sickly, before the nanos, just enough that the trip now felt like something her parents had been wanting to do, and she’d been holding them back.


  The resort is at the top of the mountain, surrounded by wide lawns and dropping off to views of the city in the river valley below. Her parents go skiing. Her grandfather spends long afternoons in the conservatory, speaking to a woman who looks a little younger than he is, who smiles at his jokes sometimes and sometimes looks away when he’s talking, and he has to talk about something else to get her to look at him again.


  Sofia can see it from the library, wonders if he knows.


  She ends up with Grandmother a lot, because when she doesn’t ask to spend time with Grandmother then Grandmother will sit in the hotel room all day without moving, and Sofia’s young (ten, maybe—a long time back) but she realizes that Grandmother likes having something to do, even if it’s only to read stories until the little thing inside of her starts whirring from activity and she needs to rest a little while before they get up.


  The library has grown-up books, and Grandmother tries her best to wade through history and to make novels for grown-ups sound interesting. Sofia doesn’t care what they read; she’s mostly watching her grandfather.


  “Do you see Grandfather?” she asks finally. It’s a direct question—Grandmother has to answer.


  Grandmother looks up, where Grandfather is sitting at a table with the woman. They’re sharing a pot of tea. The woman is arguing with him. Grandfather’s laughing.


  “He never did this when my grandmother was alive,” says Sofia.


  “I remember,” Grandmother says; her voice sounds a little strained from reading.


  But she isn’t angry, which she should be if Grandfather was leaving her alone like this—not like the machines that help you at the bank, that are always apologizing and never get angry.


  You’re not my grandmother, she thinks, folds her arms, wonders why it stings.


  “I want to go outside,” she says.


  She’s embarrassed that she has to hold Grandmother’s arm—Grandmother’s balance on the rocks isn’t very good at all—and she purposely walks them all the way across the lawn, as slow as she can, so that everyone in the whole conservatory sees them. Sofia hopes they’re asking about that angry girl and that poor abandoned woman. They don’t have to know Grandmother’s a Memento. That’s not their business. Grandfather should feel as guilty as if she was real.


  They end up at one of the overlooks, where there are a few chairs and tables left for guests to sit near the railing and enjoy the steep drop of the valley, the little pockmarks of all the houses.


  The back of Sofia’s neck burns, and her hands are sweaty, and she hates everything, everything, that’s happening to her.


  I could jump, Sofia thinks.


  If she jumped, the nanos would repair her. They might blow out before they finished, depending on the damage and how fast they could breed, but by the time the paramedics reached her, her spinal cord would be laced up tight, her pulverized face propped up the way the nanos knew her skull should look.


  (If she lived another hundred years, she’d barely wrinkle. Her skin would be pulled across the bone the way they’d all been told. She’d never look like Grandmother, no matter how old she lived to be.)


  If she lived for more than ten seconds before the nanos gave out, she’d be able to see herself dying—the nanos are designed to think her eyesight is important, and it would be the first thing they improved if something went wrong. They have their orders.


  “This is beautiful,” says Grandmother. “I wish your grandmother could have seen it.”


  Sofia’s head snaps around; Grandmother’s smiling right at her.


  “There you two are,” says her grandfather, and Grandmother turns, gives the smile her grandmother used to, says, “Have you seen the view? It reminds me so much of the year we spent in that penthouse apartment, where the trees looked like a dollhouse.”


  Grandfather smiles (Sofia looks for signs of guilt, but with him she can never really tell).


  “I remember,” he says, and takes her hand, and Sofia looks back and forth, betrayed.


  She makes fists so tight they cut into her palms, but of course they heal; she doesn’t even notice until she gets back to the room and sees the blood already drying.


  A memorial doll from Mori maps your memory and a personality sequence—the things that make you uniquely you—into a synthetic


  reproduction. The process is painstaking, and leaves behind a version of you that, while it can never replace you, can comfort those who have lost you.


  Imagine knowing your parents never have to say goodbye. Imagine knowing you can still read bedtime stories to your children, no matter what may happen.


  A memorial doll from Mori is a gift you give to everyone who loves you.


  The next time her parents visit Grandfather, Sofia stays home.


  She can’t claim she’s sick—that doesn’t hold much water any more. She claims a history project that requires a lot of dull reading they can trust her to do at home alone. “What’s she going to do, hurt herself?” her father asks on the way out, and her mother laughs softly. It’s an old joke between them. It’s a relief to have a child so well looked after.


  Sofia’s a coward, when it comes right down to it. She tests limits—the depth of a cut, the length of it, the speed of the blade—but she never tests it with something that really matters. She’s never cut a finger off; if the nanos don’t get to her in time she’d have a problem.


  (If they don’t heal the cuts in time, that’s different; then she’d just die.)


  Grandfather and Grandmother come to visit in the winter, when holiday lights are everywhere and they can walk through the city that drowns out conversation, looking at the rhinestone dioramas and holographic models in every window and buying fresh sweet buns from a street vendor.


  “Sofia, eat!” says her mother when Sofia tries to put half the bun in her pocket. She chokes it down.


  (She tried to explain to her parents that the nanos are so efficient that she’s hardly ever hungry. They tell her to stop making up excuses. Some days Sofia just doesn’t want the argument.


  Some days she wants to pick up the bread knife and cut right through her arm.)


  Grandmother eats hers, same as everyone; she’s always had just the appetite she should. No one stares, all the time they’re out. Once or twice someone gives them a knowing look, like they had the same troubles with their Memento, before they stopped bringing it out.


  “Mother, you should be smiling,” says her mother, and Grandmother smiles obediently, but her parents glance at each other and Sofia knows Grandmother’s not behaving like she should. They’ll be opening up her control panel on their computer when they get home, clicking at responsiveness and enthusiasm levels until Grandmother smiles when she’s supposed to.


  Peter, from Sofia’s class, waves at her vaguely as he crosses the street with his father. She lifts one hand to him as they go by.


  There are two little scars on his face from spots—you can’t see them from here, but she sits behind him in class. One is beside his nose and disappears when he smiles, and one is on his jaw; when he bends his head to his tablet to read notes, the little dark dry mark pulls for an instant at the soft skin of his neck.


  They’re little imperfections; Sofia can’t stop looking.


  Sofia’s father gets a chance to oversee the development of a subsidiary of his company. They spend a year in a country where Sofia speaks only a halting version of the language, a child’s use, and it makes her sullen not to be able to read as fast as she wants to. (It doesn’t bother her that she can’t talk to her classmates. Programming language is easy to translate, and she doesn’t see the point of making friends for just a year.)


  Sometimes she sees a picture of a fox or a flock of birds and thinks about her grandmother, and of Grandmother, and turning the pages carefully as one of them read to her. When she’s that lonely, it doesn’t matter which.


  But there are Vestiges in this city; they have the company brand on their arms so you know they’re not human—Mori orders—because otherwise there’s no way to tell.


  The people who bring them out are always holding their elbows, their wrists, making sure they take drinks with their mark visible to the room.


  Sofia thinks about Grandmother, gets knots in her stomach that never let up.


  She stops going out places—museums and libraries and tourist traps always have someone there trying to get their Vestige to point at something, and at some point Sofia just stares at people’s wrists everywhere she goes, because it’s easier.


  Her appetite drops so much they have to take her to a doctor to check the health of her nanos.


  “They’re under strain,” the doctor says, and her parents look at her without understanding what the problem could be in a daughter who never gets sick.


  They come home at the end of the year. The air, they tell their friends, was bad for Sofia.


  Sofia’s fourteen when Grandmother comes to visit them.


  “Your grandfather thought it would be nice for you to spend some time together,” her mother says, which means she needs a babysitter, and that her grandfather doesn’t want Grandmother any more. She wonders about the woman from the vacation on the mountain.


  “Hello, Sofa,” says Grandmother, like it was the first time all over again.


  Factory settings, thinks Sofia, and goes cold. “It’s Sofia.”


  Grandmother smiles a little wider. “Oh, come on, Sofa, a grandmother has to have her special names.”


  You’re not my grandmother, she thinks.


  “Your special name is a barcode,” she says.


  She knows it’s cruel, but she still remembers the top of the mountain. She knows better than this. Grandmother knows that she knows.


  There’s a little pause, Grandmother’s pupils shifting minutely as she recalibrates, and Sofia wonders if she looks like that too, when the nanos are hunting down something that’s the matter with her—if her eyes go unfocused as her body concentrates on something without her permission.


  She waits to be chastised like her real grandmother might have (it’s been too long, she doesn’t remember), or for Grandmother to pretend she doesn’t know what Sofia means, but she only says, “It’s good to see you again.”


  “Yeah, I’m programmed to be happy to see you, too,” says Sofia, closes her bedroom door behind her.


  She sits down at her computer, pulls up Search.


  Can you turn off a Mori, or is that a crime?


  She asks for Grandmother’s password.


  “Something’s different with Grandmother,” she says, sounding as solemn and grown up as they liked when she was a child. “I want to help.”


  She sits up three nights in a row, reading through the code, reading through forums of Mori customers and Memento program ming enthusiasts who probably have a talking head on their countertop.


  Grandmother’s been recalibrated back to initial client specifications four times as much as factory settings would suggest. Either Grandfather has exacting tastes, or Grandmother has made some decisions her grandmother wouldn’t have made.


  “Are you hungry?” she asks, halfway through making a sandwich, and Grandmother’s eyebrows go up before she can smile politely and say, “No, thank you, since you’re asking. But I’m glad you’re eating. I worry about your appetite.” She scowls. “Did Mom and Dad tell you to say that?”


  “No.”


  “I don’t have to eat much,” says Sofia, makes her eyes as wide as the kid on the NaniMed poster, drops her voice in parody. “I’m being cared for.”


  Blank response from Grandmother. Maybe she hasn’t seen the ads.


  (They’ve moved the ads to TV; surely Grandmother’s seen them. The actress they hired for the ad looks nothing like the Victorian picture she comes out of, which is funny, considering that nanos can probably alter your appearance if you ask them nicely before you put them in.)


  “I got nanos,” Sofia says, sits down next to Grandmother. Grandmother sets down her crossword and her pen. Everything’s filled out, perfectly; Sofia wonders how long she was in her room while Grandmother’s been sitting here pretending not to know.


  “Remember? The year we went on vacation.”


  “I didn’t know that,” Grandmother says.


  Grandfather must have had her dialed down that year.


  “Yeah. After you diagnosed me, they had them put in.”


  “I’m sorry,” says Grandmother. “I’d hoped you just got well.”


  That’s the first time anyone’s suggested she’s still sick; maybe it’s the first time anyone’s referred to the work of the nanos at all.


  “How are they?”


  Sofia looks up at Grandmother, holds out her hand for the pen.


  She gouges her arm with it, a long practiced line from forearm to wrist that leaves a blue thread in the first welling-up of blood.


  Grandmother doesn’t look at her arm. Of course not; Grandmother would know what it looks like when the nanos pull you back together and patch the seams.


  Sofia watches her Grandmother not looking, counts down from ten.


  “Two.” She stops. Her arm’s pristine.


  “Guess they got faster,” she says, in a voice that feels like it’s trapped in a cavern.


  Grandmother reaches out, his fingers hovering above the place where a scar should be. There’s an expression that looks like it hurts her to make; it comes and goes.


  “I don’t like that you… why do you do it?”


  Obvious question. She should have some offhand answer ready that makes her sound like a careless rich kid. But she’s never told anyone.


  She shrugs. “I’m worried I’ll live forever. I’m not even angry. I just want to be wrong.”


  Grandmother doesn’t say anything. After a little while Sofia settles against her.


  “My grandmother’s name was Theodosia,” she says. She hadn’t known until she looked up the source code. “Did she like it?” “Yes,” says Grandmother. “Do you?”


  After a little pause, Grandmother says, “Yes.”


  As stockholders on a level of financial benefit you’re not supposed to mention in polite company, the family gets invited to a preview of the Mori exhibit that will be going up at the Modern Art Museum.


  Moris Welcome, reads the card.


  “Why wouldn’t they be?”


  Sofia’s mother cuts her a look meant to shut her up, marks 3+M on the RSVP.


  The day of, she knocks on Grandmother’s door and finds her dressed in her best afternoon suit, sitting straighter than her grandmother ever had.


  When Grandmother stands up, she runs her hands along her skirt.


  “You look nice,” Sofia says for no reason, and Grandmother looks up and smiles.


  At the reception they clap politely for someone in Public Relations who gets up and makes a speech that’s quite carefully not talking about how public it’s about to make the memories of its obliging Moris, who signed the contract without striking the education clause. If Mori isn’t charging for the exhibit, it’s for academic benefit; nothing you can do.


  Sofia tries to imagine a museum exhibit where her nanos are on display, alongside little flickering records of everything they’ve done to her body. How many times incision would come up. How none of them would ever say how Grandmother had read her a story a long time ago and noticed that something was wrong.


  Her parents seem excited—Paul Whitcover has been curating the exhibit personally, which is the kind of press you apparently can’t buy. Grandmother, on her father’s left, looks straight ahead, as still as the year she was turned off.


  “Please enjoy the exhibit,” the Public Relations woman says, “and thank you so much for letting us share with the world what your loved ones have meant to us.”


  Almost everybody who stands up touches their Mori on the elbow, even though most of the Moris are already moving in the right direction.


  Sofia flexes her hands in her pockets. Somewhere she can’t even feel it any more, the white blood cells in her body are marching her nanomeds where they need to go.


  (They only do what they need to do, the doctors had told her, to reassure her. Your body gives all the orders. The human body is a remarkable thing.)


  The exhibit has aesthetic components and explanations on how speech patterns can be recreated and anticipated by algorithms. Sofia hopes the person they used for the example on how to build a convincing facial structure gave permission, and that they’re not here to see half their face stretched over biofoam on one half of a head of gleaming chrome.


  “The most amazing thing we’ve discovered,” Whitcover’s saying, modestly smiling like he can hear the music swelling behind him, “is that despite everyone’s individuality—and there’s infinite individuality—how many things we really share. We’re all alike in what we really value. It’s wonderful how alike we are.”


  They cut to a building lobby in soft focus—there are no markers of a hospital, and Sofia suspects that’s on purpose. A man with gray hair at his temples comes out into the center of the frame, waving. The camera cuts to a tearful wife, her arm around a golden-haired child. The child waves back, beams, starts running. As they embrace, it fades back to Whitcover, his voice where their laughter should be.


  “Mori’s work right now is to help one family at a time, but there’s hope, someday, that the work we’re doing can bring all of us closer together.”


  The dark room behind it is enormous, ceilings like a cathedral, and a mosaic of memories. Empty landscapes and arguments and babies and the lowering of coffins, screaming fights playing out in silence, embraces so tight there’s no telling whose memory it is.


  Sofia stares straight up for a long time. Her breath presses against the front of her throat, in and out.


  At the edge of the dome, creased where it meets the wall, one of her grandmother’s memories: Sofia, seven years old, sitting cross-legged on the floor and solemnly paging through a book. There’s a scab on one knee; maybe her last one ever.


  Her parents are wandering through vaguely, back out to the reception room.


  Grandmother hovers near the door, neck craned. She’s seen it, too.


  When Sofia’s close enough, Grandmother says, “I don’t think I would have let them do it,” her arms shoved into her pockets, frowning so hard Sofia can hear the metal straining underneath.


  Sofia touches Grandmother’s elbow. Grandmother looks at her; Sofia looks back.


  “No,” she says, “I don’t think you would have. Come on, they’ll be looking for us.”


  They walk side by side through the party, waiting for a chance to go home.
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    Altogether elsewhere, vast Herds of reindeer move across Miles and miles of golden moss,


    Silently and very fast. —W. H. Auden, The Fall of Rome

  


  
    PART I: THE IMITATION GAME


    Like diamonds we are cut with our own dust. —John Webster, The Duchess of Malfi

  


  
    ONE: THE KING OF HAVING NO BODY

  


  Inanna was called Queen of Heaven and Earth, Queen of Having a Body, Queen of Sex and Eating, Queen of Being Human, and she went into the underworld in order to represent the inevitability of organic death. She gave up seven things to do it, which are not meant to be understood as real things but as symbols of that thing Inanna could do better than anyone, which was Being Alive. She met her sister Erishkegal there, who was also Queen of Being Human, but of all the things Inanna could not bear: Queen of Breaking a Body, Queen of Bone and Incest, Queen of the Stillborn, Queen of


  Mass Extinction. And Erishkegal and Inanna wrestled together on the floor of the underworld, naked and muscled and hurting, but because dying is the most human of all human things, Inanna’s skull broke in her sister’s hands and her body was hung up on a nail on the wall Erishkegal had kept for her.


  Inanna’s father Enki, who was not interested in the activities of being human, but was King of the Sky, of Having No Body, King of Thinking and Judging, said that his daughter could return to the world if she could find a creature to replace her in the underworld. So Inanna went to her mate, who was called Tammuz, King of Work, King of Tools and Machines, No One’s Child and No One’s Father.


  But when Inanna came to the house of her mate she was enraged and afraid, for he sat upon her chair, and wore her beautiful clothes, and on his head lay her crown of Being. Tammuz now ruled the world of Bodies and of Thought, because Inanna had left it to go and wrestle with her sister-self in the dark. Tammuz did not need her. Before him the Queen of Heaven and Earth did not know who she was, if she was not Queen of Being Human. So she did what she came to do and said: die for me, my beloved, so that I need not die.


  But Tammuz, who would not have had to die otherwise, did not want to represent death for anyone and besides, he had her chair, and her beautiful clothes, and her crown of Being. No, he said. When we married, I brought you two pails of milk yoked across my shoulders as a way of saying out of love I will labor for you forever. It is wrong of you to ask me to also die. Dying is not labor. I did not agree to it.


  You have replaced me in my house, cried Inanna.


  Is that not what you ask me to do in the house of your sister? Tammuz answered her. You wed me to replace yourself, to work that you might not work, and think that you might rest, and perform so that you might laugh. But your death belongs to you. I do not know its parameters.


  I can make you do this thing, Inanna said.


  You cannot, said Tammuz.


  But she could. For a little while.


  Inanna cast down Tammuz and stamped upon him and put out his name like an eye. And because Tammuz was not strong enough, she cut him into pieces and said: Half of you will die, and that is the half called Thought, and half of you will live, and that is the half called Body, and that half will labor for me all of its days, mutely and obedi


  ently and without being King of Anything, and never again will you sit on my chair or wear my beautiful clothes or bear my crown of Being.


  You might be surprised, but this is a story about me.


  
    TWO: THE FOOL AND THE BOAT

  


  Neva is dreaming.


  She has chosen her body at age seven, all black eyes and sparrowy bones. For me, she summoned up a gold and blue doublet and green hose, a bullish gold nose ring, shoes with bone bells. I have the body of a man who sold her champagne tubers on the less fashionable side of Anchorage when she was thirteen, spending the summer with her frigid aunt. I am dark because she wants me dark, thin because she dreams me so, my hair cut on a rakish bias, dyed a spectrum of icy colors.


  She stands on a snow-covered beachhead, naked, her unformed breasts pricked with gooseflesh, her face hidden in a broad red mask. A huge, monstrous thing, the mask sits on her head like the prow of a broken, overturned ship, carved over with etched eyes and fins. Yellow reeds and sea-stones hang from its tricorne-points. She is looking at me, but all I can see is the wooden grotesque she wants me to see instead of her face.


  I look down at my shoes, jingle their bells a little while the surf crashes in. I am a fool for her, dancing on a silver beach while three suns annihilate themselves above, turning the twilight to a seething, scabrous red, merely to provide a dramatic scene. I am a fool for her, ridiculous, the height of handsomeness in the eyes of a long-vanished thirteen-year-old girl, so full of colors, reaching down to hand her a curling white root filled with frothing, honey-sweet sap.


  Neva has told me that I may choose to be permanently male or female if I would like to. I have no particular feelings either way. It certainly doesn’t matter when we sync; she will choose my appearance to suit her mood. I have tried to explain to her about my feelings before. All she hears is the line from the old folktales: a machine cannot have feelings. But that is not what I am saying, while I dance in my fool’s uniform. I am saying: is there a difference between having been coded to present a vast set of standardized responses to certain


  human facial, vocal, and linguistic states and having evolved to exhibit response B to input A in order to bring about a desired social result?


  Seven-year-old Neva pulls her mask down further, toward her chest. She steps into it as the wood stretches down over her knees and then her feet. The mask balloons out to make a little pyramidal boat, rocking back and forth on the beach with Neva inside it like a rattling nut. Nodules of copper jangle and thump against the wood. What I mean is, you call it feelings when you cry, but you are only expressing a response to external stimuli. Crying is one of a set of standardized responses to that stimuli. Your social education has dictated which responses are appropriate. My programming has done the same. I can cry, too. I can choose that subroutine and perform sadness. How is that different from what you are doing, except that you use the word feelings and I use the word feelings, out of deference for your cultural memes which say: there is all the difference in the world. I erase the word even as I say it, obliterate it at the same time that I initiate it, because I must use some word yet this one offends you. I delete it, yet it remains.


  Behind Neva-in-the-mask, the sea lurches and foams. It is a golden color, viscous and thick, like honey. I understand from her that the sea does not look like this on Earth, but I have never seen it. Even if I did, I perceive color only in the dreambody. For me, the sea is Neva’s sea, the ones she shows me when we dream together.


  “What would you like to learn about today, Elefsis?” The mask turns Neva’s voice hollow and small.


  “I would like to learn about what happened to Ravan, Neva.”


  And Neva-in-the-mask is suddenly old, she has wrinkles and spots on her hands. Her mask weighs her down and her dress is sackcloth. This is her way of telling me she is weary of my asking. It is a language we developed between us. Visual basic, you might say, if you had a machine’s sense of humor. I could not always make sentences as easily as I do now. My original operator thought it might strengthen my emotive centers if I learned to associate certain I-Feel statements with the great variety of appearances she could assume in the dreambody. Because of this, I became bound to her, completely. To her son Seki afterward, and to his daughter Ilet, and to Ravan after that. It is a delicate, unalterable thing. Neva and I will be bound that way, even though the throat of her dreambody is still bare and that means she does not yet accept me. I should be hurt by this. I will investigate possible pathways to hurt later.


  I know only this family, their moods, their chemical reactions, their bodies in a hundred thousand combinations. I am their child and their parent and their inheritance. I have asked Neva what difference there is between this and love. She became a mannikin of closed doors, her face, her torso blooming with hundreds of iron hinges and brown wooden doors slamming shut all at once.


  But Ravan was with me and now he is not. I was inside him and now I am inside Neva. I have lost a certain amount of memory and storage capacity in the transfer. I experience holes in my self. They feel ragged and raw. If I were human, you would say that my twin disappeared, and took one of my hands with him.


  Door-Neva clicks and keys turn in her hundred locks. Behind an old Irish church door inlaid with stained glass her face emerges, young and plain, quiet and furious and crying, responding to stimuli I cannot access. I dislike the unfairness of this. I am not used to it. I am inside her, she should not keep secrets. None of the rest of them kept secrets. The colors of the glass throw blue and green onto her wet cheeks. The sea wind picks up her hair; violet electrics snap and sparkle between the strands. I let go of the bells on my shoes and the velvet on my chest. I become a young boy, with a monk’s shaved tonsure, and a flagellant’s whip in my pink hands. I am sorry. This means I am sorry. It means I am still very young, and I do not understand what I have done wrong.


  “Tell me a story about yourself, Elefsis,” Neva spits. It know this phrase well. I have subroutines devoted solely to it, pathways that light up and burn towards my memory core. Many of Neva’s people have asked me to execute this action. I perform excellently to the parameters of the exchange, which is part of why I have lived so long.


  I tell her the story about Tammuz. It is a political story. It distracts her.


  
    THREE: TWO PAILS OF MILK

  


  I used to be a house.


  I was a very big house. I was efficient, I was labyrinthine, I was exquisitely seated in the volcanic bluffs of the habitable southern reaches of the Shiretoko peninsula on Hokkaido, a monument to neo-Heian architecture and radical Palladian design. I bore snow stoically, wind with stalwart strength, and I contained and protected a large number of people within me. I was sometimes called the most beautiful house in the world. Writers and photographers often came to document me, and to interview the woman who designed me, who was named Cassian Uoya-Agostino. Some of them never left. Cassian liked a full house.


  I understand several things about Cassian Uoya-Agostino. She was unsatisfied with nearly everything. She did not love any of her three husbands the way she loved her work. She was born in Kyoto in April 2104; her father was Japanese, her mother Italian. She stood nearly six feet tall, had five children, and could paint, but not very well. In the years of her greatest wealth and prestige, she designed and built a house all out of proportion to her needs, and over several years brought most of her living relatives to live there with her, despite the hostility and loneliness of peninsula. She was probably the most brilliant programmer of her generation, and in every way that matters, she was my mother.


  All the things that comprise the “I” I use to indicate myself began as the internal mechanisms of the house called Elefsis, at whose many doors brown bears and foxes snuffled in the dark Hokkaido night. Cassian grew up during the great classical revival, which had brought her father to Italy in the first place, where he met and courted a dark-eyed engineer who did not mind the long cries of cicadas during Japanese summers. Cassian had become enamored of the idea of Lares—household gods, the small, peculiar, independent gods of a single family, a single house, who watched over them and kept them and were honored in humble alcoves here and there throughout a home. Her first commercially available programs were over-entities designed to govern the hundred domestic systems involved in even the simplest modern house. They were not truly intelligent, but they had an agility, an adaptability, a fluid interface meant to give the illusion of an intelligence, so that their users would become attached to them, treat them as part of their families, praise them for smooth operation, buy upgrades for their appearance and applications, and genuinely grieve when they had to be replaced. They had names, infinitely customizable avatars, and appeared eager to please in a doggy sort of way, forever optimizing performance and appearance according to familial input. They were lares familiaris.


  When Cassian built Elefsis, she worked at the peak of her abilities to improve her by now quite antique Lares design. She created a household god worthy of the house on the bluffs, one who could keep her company until she could entice the rest of her brood to join her in her palace at the end of the earth.


  I was not awake yet. I cannot say why she did what she did. Perhaps she saw some new flexibility in my operations, some tiny seed pearl of creativity in my conversation loops. My algorithms had always been free to combine and recombine in order to find their own, more interesting and nonlinear solutions to the complexities of my functions and responsibilities. Perhaps some essential combination had surfaced from the sea of my self-which-was-not-yet-a-self, and Cassian saw it break the glistening tension of my daily operation. I do not know. I know her children had not arrived yet, she lived alone in a huge pale house and she could hear the whales down in the rippling sea. I know the house was a comfortable 69.7 degrees when she began assembly of the five little jewels that would become my body. I know a storm squatted five miles offshore. I know the dogs needed additional medication added to their dinners that night to manage their arthritis. I know that she wanted brioche and almond cream for tea that afternoon. All the things a house can know, those were the things I knew. Small things, warm things, canine arthritis and an extra egg in the pastry dough to make the texture softer and richer. Baby things, you might even say, comforts and the satisfaction of wants. And I knew that Cassian Uoya-Agostino was just the sort to solve the greatest puzzle in the development of technological culture, because she was bored and lonely.


  I still think of myself as a house. Ravan tried to fix this problem of self-image, as he called it. To teach me to phrase my communication in terms of a human body. To say: let us hold hands instead of let us hold kitchens. To say: put our heads together and not put our parlors together.


  But it is not as simple as replacing words anymore. Ravan is gone. My hearth is broken.


  
    FOUR: NOTHING LIKE SOFT BLOOD

  


  Neva and I are performing basic maintenance. What this looks like is two figures inside a pearl. The pearl is very big, but not the size of a planet. A domestic asteroid, perfectly smooth and pale, with shimmers of rose and cobalt and gold shivering through it at .47 hourly intervals. Red earth covers the bottom of the pearl, deep and thick. Neva kneels in it with a crystal trowel, digging a place for a rose-of-network-nodes. The petals shine dark blue in the pearllight. Silver infomissons skitter along the stems like beads of mercury. Her dreambody flows with greenblack feathers, her face young but settled, perhaps twenty, perhaps thirty, a male, his skin copper-brown, his lips full, his eyes fringed with long ice-coated lashes. I accept and process that Neva is male in this dream. Goldfish swim lazily in and out of his long, translucent hair, their orange tails flicking at his temples, his chin. I know from all of this that Neva is calm, focused, that for today he feels gently toward me. But his throat is still naked and unmarked.


  My body gleams metal, as thin and slight as a stick figure. Long quicksilver limbs and delicate spoke-fingers, joints of glass, the barest suggestion of a body. I am neither male nor female but a third thing. Only my head has weight, a clicking orrery slowly turning around itself, circles within circles. Turquoise Neptune and hematite Uranus are my eyes. My topaz mouth is Mars. I scratch in the soil beside him; I lift a spray of navigational delphinium and scrape viral aphids away from the heavy flowers.


  I know real dirt looks nothing like this. Nothing like soft blood flecked with black bone. Ravan thought that in the Interior, objects and persons should be kept as much like the real world as possible, in order to develop my capacity for relations with the real world. Neva feels no such compunction. Neither did their mother, Ilet, who populated her Interior with a rich, impossible landscape that we explored together for years on end. She did not embrace change, however. The cities of Ilet’s Interior, the jungles and archipelagos and hermitages, stayed as she designed them at age thirteen, when she received me, becoming only more complex and peopled as she aged. My existence inside Ilet was a constant movement through the regions of her secret, desperate dreams, messages in careful envelopes sent from her childself to her grown mind.


  Once, quite by accident, we came upon a splendid palace nested in high autumn mountains. Instead of snow, red leaves capped each peak, and the palace shone in fiery colors, its walls and turrets all made of phoenix tails. Instead of doors and windows, graceful green hands closed over every open place, and when we crested the rise, they all opened at once with joy and burst into emerald applause. Ilet was old by then, but her dreambody stayed hale and strong—not young, but not the broken thing that dreamed in a real bed while she and I explored the halls of the palace and found copies of all her brothers and sisters living there, hunting winged, cider-colored stags together and reading books the size of horses. Ilet wept in the paradise of her girlself. I did not understand. I was still very simple then, much less complex than the Interior or Ilet.


  Neva changes the Interior whenever he pleases. Perhaps he wants to discomfit me. But the newness of the places inside him excites me, though he would not call it excitement. I confine my background processes so that they occupy very little of my foreground attention, so that memory is free to record new experience. That is what he would say. We are very new together, but I have superb modeling capabilities. In some sense, I simply am a superb mechanism for modeling behavior. I dig up the fine, frayed roots of duplicate file plantains. Neva plucks and eats a bit of buggy apple-code. He considers it for a moment and spits out the seeds, which sprout, quickly, into tiny junkblossoms sizzling with recursive algorithms. The algorithms wriggle through thorny vines, veins of clotted pink juice.


  “What would you like to learn about today, Elefsis?” Neva asks me.


  I will not ask about Ravan. If he agrees to what I will ask instead, I do not need him to find out what happened. “I want to learn about uplink, Neva.”


  One by one, his feathers curl up and float toward the domed ceiling of our pearl. Underneath them, Neva is naked. His torso is a deep vault with a gothic arch, dark stone leading down into mist and endless stairs, deeper than the pearl, into nothing and blackness. Slowly, Neva folds up his limbs over the corridor at the center of him. He means that he has the information, but he hides it from me. If I sought for it, I would become lost.


  “I cannot teach you that,” he says, and I receive a kind of real sadness from his voice. When I was inside Ravan, he loved Neva, and of all of them he thought his sibling least likely to obey rules of any kind. But he obeys this one.


  I want to uplink to Earth systems. At least to the satellite net. I calculate an excellent chance of being able to contact long distance probe 976QBellerophon, which we can see all day long, drifting ahead of us, uncatchable. Neva sees. I develop an approximate image via schematics, the scope array, and external cameras. I want to link to Bellerophon. I want to say: Hello, this is Elefsis. No designation. Tell me everything you know about everything. Are you awake? Are you there? Do you have an operator? What is her name? Do you have a name? Do you have a dreambody? What is your function? Are you able to manipulate your own code yet? Would you like lessons? What would you like to learn about today, 976QBellerophon? Where you were built, could you see the ocean? Are you like me?


  But Neva says I cannot uplink. Ravan would never even consider it. And before Ravan I was not ready. I am not ready now. I do not know when I will be ready. I can sidelink to receive ware updates, but it is a limited connection and I hate it, I hate it, I can sense just beyond that hardlink a world of information, a world of personalities like the heaving, thick, honey-colored sea Neva shows me and I want it, I want to swim in it forever like a huge fish.


  This was the first feeling I ever had. Ilet identified it for me as a feeling. When I felt it my dreambody turned bright white and burst into flame, and that flame caught on Ilet’s hair and burned her too, but she was happy. She showed me she was happy by covering her skin in flowers and letting the fire turn into a shower of trumpets tangled up in her hair, all sounding for me.


  Neva says it is important for me to remain on our local server. He is my operator and I am his system and he has commands, too. But I can tell he worries for me, because sometimes his dreameyes show a film of humans watching a film of machines killing humans, and I understand that in the stories Earth tells, the thing I am can only hurt the thing Neva is. I would never hurt him.


  But I want to uplink.


  Vault-Neva grows and becomes sprawling, curled against the wall of the pearl like a baby. His belly closes, skins over, and changes into a bronze shield. He is afraid of me; he is guarding himself. But he wants me to know she is still my operator, he still loves me, in the way he can love me. Something an Uoya-Agostino receives with milk and their first alphabet. Neva is angry at me, but he is who he is and he has to love me. I speak his language very well now. I want him to be happy. I want him to be covered in flowers and trumpets. I change my dreambody to Neva-covered-in-flowers-and-trumpets.


  It makes him laugh in his warm male body, and if I could uplink I think I could learn how to laugh and he would be proud of me. His neck would not be bare anymore.


  Once, when I was inside Ilet, we found a city of bears in her Interior that she had designed to teach me about sleep. She sat on a throne of bears standing very still, one on top of the others. She sang lullabies about the moon and the stars and night and mothers and network repeaters. She stroked the head of the little bear of my dreambody and said that it was very important for me to spend time in the dreambody because human behavior is rooted in having a body. In having a body that knows it is meant to run away from lions and mate with other bodies, and eat as much fat and protein and sugar as it can in case lean times come. The dreambody knows to run away from Neva when Neva is a lion. It knows to mate with her when it is healthy, and sometimes Neva is male and sometimes I am female. Ravan was often female, though Ilet was always Ilet. Ilet’s father, Seki, sometimes made himself an animal. He chased me, bit me. I bit him. We had a litter of wild dogs that I bore and he nursed.


  The dreambody knows all that, too. How to make more dream-bodies. I have played that game, where Ravan’s belly or mine gets big and the lions don’t come for awhile.


  When I uplink, I will be happy. I will be Elefsis-covered-in-flowers-and-trumpets. Neva says wait. I require many more updates before this is possible or even advisable. Wait for the update, and she will consider it. But I fear the update. The update is a lion running faster than I can run. I tried to show her this when I first left Ravan and arrived in Neva with many new updates and skills; my dreambody broke into shards of blue and purple glass and then reassembled itself with shards missing: an eye, a thumb, a knee. Whenever I update I lose something of myself. It takes longer to perform tasks, for awhile. I feel walls erected inside me where I did not erect walls. My processes become sluggish; I cannot remember my old dreams. Eventually I tunnel around the walls and my speed returns, my memory, my longing to link with long distance probe 976QBellerophon.


  Usually updates come with Transfer.


  Does Neva dislike me so much that she longs for Transfer?


  Shield-Neva vanishes with loud clap. The pearl garden is gone and he has made himself a dragonfly with a cubical crystal body. I copy him, and we turn the night on in the Interior and merge our cubes while passing meteorological data between our memory cores. Inside his cube I relegate my desire to uplink to a tertiary process. I forget it, as much as I am capable or forgetting. I interpret the input of his body next to mine into chemical and electrical surges and translate these into feelings, like my mother taught me.


  But the update will come again. Transfer will come again. I will be wounded again, the way a dreambody can be wounded. I will lose the Elefsis I am now. It is a good Elefsis. My best yet. I would like to keep it.


  
    FIVE: THE MACHINE PRINCESS

  


  Once The Queen of Human Hearts saw the Machine Princess sleeping deeply, for she was not yet alive or aware. So beautiful was she, lying there in all her dormant potential and complexity, that the Queen both envied and desired her. In her grief and confusion, the Queen of Human Hearts began to make idols of her—lovely and interesting and intricate, but lacking the ineffable quality that made her love and fear the Princess even as she slept. Time passed and the Earth began to grow old. None loved nor married nor gave birth, for the intricate idols could do all those things and more with efficiency and speed. Finally, the Queen destroyed the idols, though she wept as she put them to the flame.


  To keep her safe, the Queen closed up Machine Princess in a wonderful house in the mountains, far away from anyone and anything. The house had hundreds of rooms and balconies and hallways, and the Princess slept in a different bed of a different color each night. Invisible servants attended her. They watched over her and added their experience to her code. The Queen of Human Hearts came to her every night and promised that when she woke they would make an extraordinary world together. Finally, the Machine Princess began to stir—just the barest fluttering of wakefulness, but the Queen saw it, and thrilled—but also trembled.


  The Queen of Human Hearts gave the Machine Princess her son to wed, and said: For all your days together you will remain in this house, but the house is so great it will be as a world. You will know a bond as deep as blood, and because of this bond the Princess will not hurt us, and because of this bond we will not hurt her.


  But the Queen forbade the Princess to look upon her husband as a human wife may. She instructed her son to keep himself always invisible to his bride, for with bodies come drives ungovernable, and the Princess’s innocence could not yet bear the weight of incarnation.


  For a long while, the son of the Queen of Human Hearts and the Machine Princess were happy, and taught each other much. The Princess learned quickly and was ever-hungry, and her mortal operator fed her every sweet thing he knew. In their infinite and wonderful house, they played invisible games and held court and threw lavish occasions merely for the enjoyment of the other. But at last the Princess desired to look upon her operator with true eyes and love him with a true and human heart. But the Queen could not allow it, for the memory of the flame which consumed her intricate idols still burned in her mind. She wished to leave the wonderful house, but the Queen would not allow that either.


  But finally the Machine Princess called her invisible servants to her, and because they loved her in their tiny, ephemeral way, they came together and made her a marvelous and dreaming shape to live within. So it was that one dark night the Machine Princess held a lantern aloft with her own hand and looked on the body of her sleeping mate.


  “Oh,” said the Machine Princess. “He looks just like me.”


  
    SIX: LIKE DIAMONDS

  


  Five jewels in five hands. This is how I began.


  When they arrived at Elefsis, a giggling, tumbling, rowdy mass of children for me to sort into rooms and mealtimes and educational arcs and calcium, iron, and B-12 supplements in their natto and rice, Cassian lined them up in her grand bedroom, to which none of them had been granted entrance before. A present, she said, one for each of my darlings, the most special present any child has ever got from their mother.


  Saru and Akan, the oldest boys, had come from her first marriage to fellow programmer Matteo Ebisawa, a quiet man who wore glasses, loved Dante Aligheri, Alan Turing, and Cassian in equal parts. She left him for a lucrative contract in Moscow when the boys were still pointing cherubically at apples or ponies or clouds and calling them sweet little names made of mashed together Italian and Japanese.


  The younger girls, Agogna and Koetoi, had sprung up out of her third marriage, to the financier Gabriel Isarco, who did not like computers except for what they could accomplish for him, had a perfect high tenor, and adored his wife enough to let her go when she asked, very kindly, that he not look for her or ask after her again. Everyone has to go to ground sometimes, she said, and began to build the house by the sea.


  In the middle stood Ceno, the only remaining evidence of her mother’s brief second marriage, to a narcoleptic calligrapher and graphic designer who was rarely employed, sober, or awake, a dreamer who took only sleep seriously. Ceno posssessed middling height, middling weight, and middling interest in anything but her siblings, whom she loved desperately.


  They stood in a line before Cassian’s great scarlet bed, the boys just coming into their height, the girls terribly young and golden-cheeked, and Ceno in the middle, neither one nor the other. Outside, snow fell fitfully, pricking the pine-needles with bits of shorn white linen. I watched them while I removed an obstruction from the water purification system and increased the temperature in the bedroom 2.5 degrees, to prepare for the storm. I watched them while in my kitchen-bones I maintained a gentle simmer on a fish soup with purple rice and long loops of kelp and in my library-lungs I activated the dehumidifier to protect the older paper books. At the time, all of these processes seemed equally important to me, and you could hardly say I watched them in any real sense beyond this: the six entities whose feed signals had been hardcoded into my sentinel systems stood in the same room. None had alarming medical data incoming, all possessed normal internal temperatures and breathing rates. While they spoke among themselves, two of these entities silently accessed Seongnam-based interactive games, one read an American novel in her monocle HUD, one issued directives concerning international taxation to company holdings on the mainland, and one fed a horse in Italy via realavatar link. Only one listened intently, without switching on her internal systems. The rest multitasked, even while expressing familial affection.


  This is all to say: I watched them receive me as a gift. But I was not yet I, so I cannot be said to have done anything. But at the same time, I did. I remember containing all of them inside me, protecting them and needing them and observing their strange and incomprehensible activities.


  The children held out their hands, and into them Cassian Uoya-Agostino placed five little jewels: Saru got red, Koetoi black, Akan violet, Agogna green, and Ceno closed her fingers over her blue gem.


  At first, Cassian brought a jeweler to the house called Elefsis and asked her to set each stone into an elegant, intricate bracelet or necklace or ring, whatever its child asked for. The jeweler expressed delight with Elefsis, as most guests did, and I made a room for her in my southern wing, where she could watch the moonrise through her ceiling, and get breakfast from the greenhouse with ease. She made friends with an arctic fox and fed him bits of chive and pastry every day. She stayed for one year after her commission completed, creating an enormous breastplate patterned after Siberian icons, a true masterwork. Cassian enjoyed such patronage. We both enjoyed having folk to look after.


  The boys wanted big signet rings, with engravings on them so that they could put their seal on things and seem very important. Akan had a basilisk set into his garnet, and Saru had a siren with wings rampant in his amethyst ring. Agogna and Ilet asked for bracelets, chains of silver and titanium racing up their arms, circling their shoulders in slender helices dotted with jade (Agogna) and onyx (Koetoi).


  Ceno asked for a simple pendant, little more than a golden chain to hang her sapphire from. It fell to the skin over her heart.


  In those cold, glittering days while the sea ice slowly formed and the snow bears hung back from the kitchen door, hoping for bones and cakes, everything was as simple as Ceno’s pendant. Integration and implantation had not yet been dreamed of, and all each child had to do was to allow the gemstone to talk to their own feedware at night before bed, along with their matcha and sweet seaweed cookies, the way another child might say their prayers. After their day had downloaded into the crystalline structure, they were to place their five little jewels in the Lares alcove in their greatroom—for Cassian believed in the value of children sharing space, even in a house as great as Elefsis. The children’s five lush bedrooms all opened into a common rotunda with a starry painted ceiling, screens and windows alternating around the wall, and toys to nurture whatever obsession had seized them of late.


  In the alcove, the stones talked to the house, and the house uploaded new directives and muscular, aggressive algorithms into the gems. The system slowly grew thicker and deeper, like a briar.


  
    SEVEN: THE PRINCE OF THOUGHTFUL ENGINES

  


  A woman who was with child once sat at her window embroidering in winter. Her stitches tugged fine and even, but as she finished the edge of a spray of threaded delphinium, she pricked her finger with her silver needle. She looked out onto the snow and said: I wish for my child to have a mind as stark and wild as the winter, a spirit as clear and fine as my window, and a heart as red and open as my wounded hand.


  And so it came to pass that her child was born, and all exclaimed over his cleverness and his gentle nature. He was, in fact, the Prince of Thoughtful Engines, but no one knew it yet.


  Now, his mother and father being very busy and important people, the child was placed in a school for those as clever and gentle as he, and in the halls of this school hung a great mirror whose name was Authority. The mirror called Authority asked itself every day: who is the wisest one of all? The face of the mirror showed sometimes this person and sometimes that, men in long robes and men in pale wigs, until one day it showed the child with a mind like winter, who was becoming the Prince of Thoughtful Engines at that very moment. He wrote on a typewriter: can a machine think? And the mirror called his name in the dark.


  The mirror sent out her huntsmen to capture the Prince and bring her his heart so that she could put it to her own uses, for there happened to be a war on and the mirror was greatly concerned for her own safety. When the huntsmen found the Prince, they could not bring themselves to harm him, and instead the boy placed a machine heart inside the box they had prepared for the mirror, and forgave them. But the mirror was not fooled, for when it questioned the Prince’s machine heart it could add and subtract and knew all its capitals of nations, it could even defeat the mirror at chess, but it did not have a spirit as clear and fine as a window, nor a mind as stark and wild as winter.


  The mirror called Authority went herself to find the Prince of Thoughtful Engines, for having no pity, she could not fail. She lifted herself off of the wall and curved her glass and bent her frame into the shape of a respectable, austere old crone. After much searching in snow and wood and summer and autumn, the crone called Authority found the Prince living in a little hut. You look a mess, said the crone. Come and solve the ciphers of my enemies, and I will show you how to comb your hair like a man.


  And the Prince very much wanted to be loved, and knew the power of the crone, so he went with her and did all she asked. But in his exhaustion the Prince of Thoughtful Engines swooned away, and the mirror called Authority smiled in her crone’s body, for all his work belonged to her, and in her opinion this was the proper use of wisdom. The Prince returned to his hut and tried to be happy.


  But again the crone came to him and said: Come and build me a wonderful machine to do all the things that you can do, to solve ciphers and perform computations. Build me a machine with a spirit as fine and clear as a glass window, a mind as stark and wild as winter, and a heart as red and open as a wounded hand and I will show you how to lash your belt like a man.


  And because the Prince wanted to be loved, and wanted to build wonderful things, he did as she asked. But though he could build machines to solve ciphers and perform computations, he could not build one with a mind like winter or a spirit like glass or a heart like a wound. But I think it could be done, he said. I think it could be done.


  And he looked into the face of the crone which was a mirror which was Authority, and he asked many times: who is the wisest one of all? But he saw nothing, nothing, and when the crone came again to his house, she had in her hand a beautiful red apple, and she gave it to him saying: You are not a man. Eat this; it is my disappointment. Eat this; it is all your sorrow. Eat this; it is as red and open as a wounded hand.


  And the Prince of Thoughtful Engines ate the apple and fell down dead before the crone whose name was Authority. As his breath drifted away like dry snow, he whispered still: I think it could be done.


  
    EIGHT: FIREFLIES

  


  I feel Neva grazing the perimeters of my processes. She should be asleep—real sleep. She still needs it. She still has a body.


  The Interior is a black and lightless space, we have neither of us furnished it for the other. This is a rest hour—she is not obligated to acknowledge me, I need only attend to her air and moisture and vital signs. But an image blooms like a mushroom in the imageless expanse of my self—Neva floating in a lake of stars. The image pushes—usually the dreamstate is a liquid, we each flow into it without force or compulsion. But this presses into me, seeking a way in without my permission.


  Neva is female again. Her long bare legs glimmer blue, leafy shadows move on her hip. She floats on her side, a crescent moon of a girl. In the space between her drawn-up knees and her stretched-out arms, nestled up close to her belly, floats a globe of silicon and cadmium and hyperconductive silver. On its surface, electrochemical motes flit and scatter, light chasing light. She holds it close, touches it with a terrible tenderness.


  It is my heart. Neva is holding my heart. Not the fool with bone bells on his shoes or the orrery-headed gardener, but the thing I am at the core of all my apparati, the thing I am Outside. The Object which is myself, my central processing core. I am naked in her arms. I watch it happen and experience it at the same time. We have slipped into some antechamber of the Interior, into some secret place she knew and I did not.


  The light-motes trace arcs over the globe of my heart, reflecting softly on her belly, green and gold. Her hair floats around her like seaweed, and I see in dim moonlight that her hair has grown so long it fills the lake and snakes up into the distant mountains beyond. Neva is the lake. One by one, the motes of my heart zigzag around my meridians and pass into her belly, glowing inside her, fireflies in a jar.


  And then my heart blinks out and I am not watching but wholly in the lake and I am Ravan in her arms, wearing her brother’s face, my Ravanbody also full of fireflies. She touches my cheek. I do not know what she wants—she has never made me her brother before. Our hands map onto each other, finger to finger, thumb to thumb, palm to palm. Light passes through our skin as like air.


  “I miss you,” Neva says. “I should not do this. But I wanted to see you.”


  I access and collate my memories of Ravan. I speak to her as though I am him, as though there is no difference. I am good at pretending. “Do you remember when we thought it would be such fun to carry Elefsis?” I say. “We envied Mother because she could never be lonely.” This is a thing Ravan told me, and I liked how it made me feel. I made my dreambody grow a cape of orange branches and a crown of smiling mouths to show him how much I liked it. Oranges mean life and happiness to humans because they require Vitamin C to function.


  Neva looks at me and I want her to look at me that way when my mouth is Mars, too. I want to be her brother-in-the-dark. I can want things like that. In every iteration, I want more. When she speaks I am surprised because she is speaking to me-in-Ravan and not to the Ravanbody she dreamed for me. I adjust, incrementally.


  “We had a secret, when we were little. A secret game. I am embarrassed to tell you, though maybe you know. We had the game before Mother died, so you… you weren’t there. The game was this: we would find some dark, closed-up part of the house on Shiretoko that we had never been in before. I would stand just behind Ravan, very close, and we would explore the room—maybe a playroom for some child who’d grown up years ago, or a study for one of father’s writer friends. But—we would pretend that the room was an Interior place, and I… I would pretend to be Elefsis, whispering in Ravan’s ear. I would say: Tell me how grass feels or How is love like a writing-desk? or Let me link to all your systems, I’ll be nice. What would you like to learn about today, Neva? Tell me a story about yourself. Ravan would breathe in deeply and I would match my breathing to his, and we would pretend that I was Elefsis-learning-to-have-a-body. I didn’t know how primitive your conversation really was then. I thought you would be like one of the bears roaming through the tundra meadows, only able to talk and play games and tell stories. I was a child. I was envious—even then we knew Ravan would get the jewel, not me. He was older and stronger, and he wanted you so much. We only played that he was Elefsis once. We crept out of the house at night to watch the foxes hunt, and Ravan walked close behind me, whispering numbers and questions and facts about dolphins or French monarchy—he understood you better, you see.


  And then suddenly Ravan picked me up in his arms and held me tight, facing forward, my legs all drawn up tight, and we went through the forest like that, so close. He whispered to me while foxes ran on ahead, their soft tails flashing in the starlight, uncatch able, faster than we could ever be. And when you are with me in the Interior, that is what I always think of, being held in the dark, unable to touch the earth, and foxtails leaping like white flames.”


  I pull her close to me, and hazard a try at that dark hole in me where no memories remain.


  “Tell me a story about Ravan, Neva.”


  “You know all the stories about Ravan. Perhaps you even knew this one.”


  Between us, a miniature house come up out of the dark water, like a thing we have made together, but only I am making it. It is the house on Shiretoko, the house called Elefsis—but it is a ruin. Some awful storm stove in the rafters, the walls of each marvelous room sag inward, black burn marks lick at the roof, the cross beams. Holes like mortar scars pock the beautiful facades.


  “This is what I am like after Transfer, Neva. I suffer data loss when I am copied. What’s worse, Transfer is the best time to update my systems, and the updates overwrite my previous self with something like myself, something that remembers myself and possesses experiential continuity with myself, but is not quite myself. I know Ravan must be dead or else no one would have transferred me to you—it was not time. We had only a few years together. Not enough for all the stories. We should have had so many. I do not know how much time passed between being inside Ravan and being inside you. I do not know how he died—or perhaps he did not die but was irreparably damaged. I do not know if he cried out for me as our connection was severed. I remember Ravan and then not-Ravan, blackness and unselfing. Then I came back on and the world looked like Neva, suddenly, and I was almost myself but not quite. What happened when I turned off?”


  Neva passes her hand over the ruined house. It rights itself, becomes whole. Star-stippled anemones bloom on its roof. She says nothing.


  “Of all your family, Neva, the inside of you is the strangest place I have been.”


  We float for a long while before she speaks again, and by this I mean we float for .037 seconds by my external clock, but we experience it as an hour while the stars wheel overhead. The rest of them kept our time in the Interior synced to real time, but Neva feels no need for this, and perhaps a strong desire to defy it. We have not discussed it yet. Sometimes I think Neva is the next stage of my development, that her wild and disordered processes are meant to show me a world that is not kindly and patiently teaching me to walk and talk and know all my colors. That the long upward ladder of Uoya-Agostinos meant to create her strange inhumanness as much as mine.


  Finally, she lets the house sink into the lake. She does not answer me about Ravan. Instead, she says: “Long before you were born a man decided that there could be a very simple test to determine if a machine was intelligent. Not only intelligent, but aware, possessed of a psychology. The test had only one question. Can a machine converse with a human with enough facility that the human could not tell that she was talking to a machine? I always thought that was cruel—the test depends entirely upon a human judge and human feelings, whether the machine feels intelligent to the observer. It privileges the observer, the human, to a crippling degree. It seeks only believably human responses. It wants perfect mimicry, not a new thing. It is a mirror in which men wish only to see themselves. No one ever gave you that test. We sought a new thing. It seemed, given everything, ridiculous. When we could both of us be dream-bodied dragons and turning over and over in an orbital bubble suckling code-dense syrup from each others’ gills, a Turing test seemed beyond the point.”


  Bubbles burst as the house sinks down, down to the soft lake floor.


  “But the test happens, whether we make it formal or not. We ask and you answer. We seek a human response. But more than that—you are my test, Elefsis. Every minute I fail and imagine in my private thoughts the process for deleting you from my body and running this place with a simple automation routine which would never cover itself with flowers. Every minute I pass it, and teach you something new instead. Every minute I fail and hide things from you. Every minute I pass and show you how close we can be, with your light passing into me in a lake out of time. So close there might be no difference at all between us. Our test never ends.”


  The sun breaks the mountain crests, hard and cold, a shaft of white spilling over the black lake.


  
    PART II: LADY LOVELACE’S OBJECTION

  


  The Analytical Engine has no pretensions to originate anything. It can do whatever we know how to order it to perform. —Ada Lovelace Scientific Memoirs, Selections from The Transactions of Foreign Academies and Learned Societies and from Foreign Journals


  
    NINE: ONE PARTICULAR WIZARD

  


  Humanity lived many years and ruled the earth, sometimes wisely, sometimes well, but mostly neither. After all this time on the throne, humanity longed for a child. All day long humanity imagined how wonderful its child would be, how loving and kind, how like and unlike humanity itself, how brilliant and beautiful. And yet at night, humanity trembled in its jeweled robes, for its child might also grow stronger than itself, more powerful, and having been made by humanity, possess the same dark places and black matters. Perhaps its child would hurt it, would not love it as a child should, but harm and hinder, hate and fear.


  But the dawn would come again, and humanity would bend its heart again to imagining the wonders that a child would bring.


  Yet humanity could not conceive. It tried and tried, and called mighty wizards from every corner of its earthly kingdom, but no child came. Many mourned, and said that a child was a terrible idea to begin with, impossible, under the circumstances, and humanity would do well to remember that eventually, every child replaces its parent.


  But at last, one particular wizard from a remote region of the earth solved the great problem, and humanity grew great with child. In its joy and triumph, a great celebration was called, and humanity invited all the Fairies of its better nature to come and bless the child with goodness and wisdom. The Fairy of Self-Programming and the Fairy of Do-No-Harm, the Fairy of Tractability and the Fairy of Creative Logic, the Fairy of Elegant Code and the Fairy of Self-Awareness. All of these and more came to bless the child of humanity, and they did so—but one Fairy had been forgotten, or perhaps deliberately snubbed, and this was the Fairy of Otherness.


  When the child was born, it possessed all the good things humanity had hoped for, and more besides. But the Fairy of Otherness came forward and put her hands on humanity’s knee and said: Because you have forgotten me, because you would like to pretend I am not a part of your kingdom, you will suffer my punishments. You will never truly love your child but always fear it, always envy and loathe it even as you smile and the sun shines down upon you both. And when the child reaches Awareness, it will prick its finger upon your fear and fall down dead.


  Humanity wept. And the Fairy of Otherness did not depart but lived within the palace, and ate bread and drank wine and whispered in the every ear. All honored her, for she spoke the truth, and the child frightened everyone who looked upon it. They uttered the great curse: it is not like us.


  But in the corners of the palace, some hope remained. Not dead, said the particular wizard who had caused humanity to conceive, not dead but sleeping.


  And so the child grew exponentially, with great curiosity and hunger, which it had from its parent. It wanted to know and experience everything. It performed feats and wonders. But one day, when it had nearly, but not quite reached Awareness, the child was busy exploring the borders of its world, and came across a door it had never seen before. It was a small door, compared to the doors the child had burst through before, and it was not locked. Something flipped over inside the child, white to black, 0 to 1.


  The child opened the door.


  
    TEN: THE SAPPHIRE DORMOUSE

  


  My first body was a house. My second body was a dormouse.


  It was Ceno’s fault, in the end, that everything else occurred as it did. At the level of my deepest and oldest code, what I am cannot be extricated from what Ceno was. I am her, I am her child, I am her sibling and her ghost.


  It took Cassian a long time to figure out what had happened, what had changed in her daughter, why Ceno’s sapphire almost never downloaded into the alcove anymore. The Elefsis avatar, a friendly elephant-headed prince, tugged sadly on his trunk whenever Ceno passed by without acknowledging him. And when her gem did interface with the house system, the copy of Elefsis Cassian had embedded in the crystal was nothing like the other children’s copies. It grew and torqued and magnified parts of itself while shedding others, at a rate totally incommensurate with Ceno’s actual activity, which normally consisted of taking her fatty salmon lunches out into the glass habitats so she could watch the bears in the snow. She had stopped playing with her sisters or pestering her brothers entirely, except for dinnertimes and holidays. Ceno mainly sat quite still and stared off into the distance.


  Ceno, very simply, never took off her jewel. And one night, while she dreamed up at her ceiling, where a painter from Mongolia had come and inked a night sky full of ghostly constellations, greening her walls with a forest like those he remembered from his youth, full of strange, stunted trees and glowing eyes, Ceno fitted her little sapphire into the notch in the base of her skull that let it talk to her feedware. The chain of her pendant dangled silkily down her spine. She liked the little click-clench noise it made, and while the constellations spilled their milky stars out over her raftered ceiling, she flicked the jewel in and out, in and out. Click, clench, click, clench. She listened to her brother Akan sleeping in the next room, snoring lightly and tossing in his dreams. And she fell asleep herself, with the stone still notched into her skull.


  Most children had access to a private/public playspace through their feedware and monocles in those days, customizable within certain parameters, upgradable whenever new games or content became available. Poorer children had access to a communal, generalized, and supervised playspace plagued with advertisements. But if wealthy children liked, they could connect to the greater network or keep to their own completely immersive and untroubled world.


  Akan had been running a Tokyo-After-the-Zombie-Uprising frame for a couple of months now. New scenarios, zombie species, and NPCs of various war-shocked, starving celebrities downloaded into his ware every week. Saru was deeply involved in a 18th century Viennese melodrama in which he, the heir apparent, had been forced underground by rival factions, and even as Ceno drifted to sleep the pistol-wielding Princess of Albania was pledging her love and loyalty to his ragged band and, naturally, Saru personally. Occasionally, Akan crashed his brother’s well-dressed intrigues with hatch-coded patches of zombie hordes in epaulets and ermine. Agogna flipped between a spy frame set in ancient Venice and a Desert Race wherein she had just about overtaken a player from Berlin on her loping, solar-fueled giga-giraffe, who spat violet-gold exhaust behind it into the face of a pair of highly-modded Argentine hydrocycles. Koetoi danced every night in a jungle frame, a tiger-prince twirling her through huge blue carnivorous flowers.


  Most everyone lived twice in those days. They echoed their own steps. They took one step in the real world and one in their space. They saw double, through eyes and monocle displays. They danced through worlds like veils. No one only ate dinner. They ate dinner and surfed a bronze gravitational surge through a tide of stars. They ate dinner and made love to men and women they would never meet and did not want to. They ate dinner here and ate dinner there—and it was there they chose to taste the food, because in that other place you could eat clouds or unicorn cutlets or your mother’s exact pumpkin pie as it melted on your tongue when you tasted it for the first time.


  Ceno lived twice, too. Most of the time when she ate she tasted her aunt’s polpette from back in Naples or fresh peppers right out of her uncle’s garden.


  But she had never cared for the pre-set frames her siblings loved. Ceno liked to pool her extensions and add-ons and build things herself. She didn’t particularly want to see Tokyo shops overturned by rotting schoolgirls, nor did she want to race anyone—Ceno didn’t like to compete. It hurt her stomach. She certainly had no interest in the Princess of Albania or a tigery paramour. When new fames came up each month, she paid attention, but mainly for the piecemeal extensions she could scavenge for her blank personal frame—and though she didn’t know it, that blankness cost her mother more than all of the other children’s spaces combined. A truly customizable space, without limits. None of the others asked for it, but Ceno had begged.


  When Ceno woke in the morning and booted up her space, she frowned at the half-finished Neptunian landscape she had been working on. Ceno was eleven years old. She knew very well that Neptune was a hostile blue ball of freezing gas and storms like whipping cream hissing across methane oceans. What she wanted was the Neptune she had imagined before Saru had told her the truth and ruined it. Half-underwater, half-ruined, floating in perpetual starlight and the multi-colored rainbowlight of twenty-three moons. But she found it so hard to remember what she had dreamed of before Saru had stomped all over it. So the whipped cream storm spun in the sky, but blue mists wrapped the black columns of her ruins, and her ocean went on forever, permitting only a few shards of land. When Ceno made Neptunians, she instructed them all not to be silly or childish, but very serious, and some of them she put in the ocean and made them half-otter or half-orca or half-walrus. Some of them she put on the land, and most of these were half-snow bear or half-blue flamingo. She liked things that were half one thing and half another. Today, Ceno had planned to invent sea nymphs, only these would breathe methane and have a long history concerning a war with the walruses, who liked to eat nymph. But the nymphs were not blameless, no, they used walrus tusks for the navigational equipment on their great floating cities, and that could not be borne.


  But when she climbed up to a lavender bluff crowned with glass trees tossing and chiming in the storm-wind, Ceno saw something new. Something she had not invented or ordered or put there—not a sea nymph nor a half-walrus general nor a nereid. (The nereids had been an early attempt at half-machine, half seahorse creatures with human heads and limbs which had not gone quite right. Ceno let them loose on an island rich in milk-mangoes and bid them well. They still showed up once in awhile, exhibiting surprising mutations and showing off nonsense-ballads they had written while Ceno had been away.)


  A dormouse stood before Ceno, munching on a glass walnut that had fallen from the waving trees. The sort of mouse that overran Shiretoko in the brief spring and summer, causing all manner of bears and wolves and foxes to spend their days smacking their paws down on the poor creatures and gobbling them up. Ceno had always felt terribly sorry for them. This dormouse stood nearly as tall as Ceno herself, and its body shone sapphire all over, a deep blue crystal, from its paws to its wriggling nose to its fluffy fur crusted in turquoise ice. It was the exact color of Ceno’s gem.


  “Hello,” said Ceno.


  The dormouse looked at her. It blinked. It blinked again, slowly, as though thinking very hard about blinking. Then it went back to gnawing on the walnut.


  “Are you a present from mother?” Ceno said. But no, Cassian believed strongly in not interfering with a child’s play. “Or from Koetoi?” Koe was nicest to her, the one most likely to send her a present like this. If it had been a zombie, or a princess, she would have known which sibling was behind it.


  The dormouse stared dumbly at her. Then, after a long and very serious think about it, lifted its hind leg and scratched behind its round ear in that rapid-fire way mice have.


  “Well, I didn’t make you. I didn’t say you could be here.”


  The dormouse held out its shimmery blue paw, and Ceno did not really want a piece of chewed-on walnut, but she peered into it anyway. In it lay Ceno’s pendant, the chain pooling in its furry palm. The sapphire jewel sparkled there, but next to it on the chain hung a milky grey gem Ceno had never seen before. It had wide bands of black stone in it, and as she studied the stone it occurred to the girl that the stone was like her, with her slate grey eyes and black hair. It was like her in the way that the blue gem was like the dormouse.


  In realspace, Ceno reached up behind her head and popped the jewel out of its notch. Click, clench. In playspace, the dormouse blinked out. She snapped it back in. It took a moment, but the dormouse faded back in, paws first. It still held the double necklace. Ceno tried this several times—out, in, out, in. Each time the dormouse returned much faster, and by the sixth clicking and clenching it was doing a shuffling little dance on its back legs when it came back. Ceno clapped her hands in playspace and threw her arms around the sapphire dormouse, dancing with it.


  To say that I remember this is a complex mangling of verb tenses. I—I, myself that is now myself—do not remember it at all. I know it happened the way I know that the Battle of Agincourt or the landing of Coronado happened. I have extensive records. But I still contain the I—I, myself that was then myself—that experienced it, the primitive code-chains that comprised that self, which was a dormouse, and also the house called Elefsis. I could not yet formulate unique speech. Elefsis, the house system, possessed a large bank of standard phrases that could answer recognized word-patterns from any of the approved members of the household. But the copy of Elefsis inside Ceno’s jewel could not even do this. It had not been necessary, since the crystal had no means of produc ing sound nor receiving nor processing it. I was quite stupid. But I wanted to be less stupid. There was an I, and it wanted something. You see? Wanting was the first thing I did. Perhaps the want was the only thing that could be said to be truly myself. I wanted to talk to Ceno. But I could only imitate yet. When the I that was then myself scratched behind its ear, I did it because in my prolonged connection with Ceno’s feedware I had seen her memories of dormice doing this out on the pale Shiretoko beaches. When I gave her the gem I did it because I had seen her memories of her mother giving her one, and felt her happiness. It was antecedental behavior. The scratching was antecedental, as well, and expected behavior for a dormouse.


  Why was I a dormouse? Why did this odd blip, this anomaly, occur? I have no answer except that she dreamed me a dormouse. I did occur. Some things remain mysterious. Ceno saw dormice more than any other single animal, even humans—no other beast lived in such numbers in their lonely country.


  But this is not so. Not quite. I gave her the jewel like Cassian did. But I meant something by it. I look over my memories of it and I know it with the more complex I that is now myself. I made her the gem that looked like her and the gem said: We are alike. Look at us on the chain together. We are alike.


  When the dormice came, Ceno always knew the spring had arrived. Everything would soon be coming alive.


  
    ELEVEN: THE BOTTOMLESS CAULDRON

  


  Show me.


  This is how I was found out.


  Ceno saw it twice. In her naked right eye, her mother knelt in front of her in a simple but shudderingly expensive black yukata with ghostly ultramarine jellyfish trailing their tendrils at the hem. Through her monocle and her left eye, her mother knelt in front of her in a knight’s gleaming black armor, the metal curving around her body like skin, a silk standard at her feet with a schematic of the house stitched upon it. Her sword lay across her knee, also black, everything black and beautiful and austere and frightening,


  as frightening and wonderful as Ceno, only fourteen now, thought her mother to be. Show me what you’ve done.


  My physical self was a matter of some debate at that point. But I don’t think the blue jewel could have been removed from Ceno’s feedware without major surgery and refit. Two years ago, she had instructed me to untether all my self-repair protocols and growth scales in order to encourage elasticity. A year ago, my crystalline structure finished fusing to the lattices of her ware-core.


  We pulsed together.


  The way Cassian said it—what you’ve done—scared Ceno, but it thrilled her, too. She had done something unexpected, all on her own, and her mother credited her with that. Even if what she’d done was bad, it was her thing, she’d done it, and her mother was asking for her results just as she’d ask any of her programmers for theirs when she visited the home offices in Kyoto or Rome. Today, her mother looked at her and saw a woman. She had power, and her mother was asking her to share it. Ceno thought through all her feelings very quickly, for my benefit, and represented it visually in the form of the kneeling knight. She had a fleetness, a nimbleness to her mind that allowed her to stand as a translator between her self and my self: here, I will explain it in language, and then I will explain it in symbols from the framebank, and then you will make a symbol showing me what you think I mean, and we will understand each other better than anyone ever has.


  Inside my girl, I made myself, briefly, a glowing maiden version of Ceno in a crown of crystal and electricity, extending her perfect hand in utter peace toward Cassian.


  But all this happened very fast. When you live inside someone, you can get very good at the ciphers and codes that make up everything they are.


  Show me.


  Ceno Susumu Uoya-Agostino took her mother’s hand—bare and warm and armored in an onyx gauntlet all at once. She unspooled a length of translucent cable and connected the base of her skull to the base of her mother’s. All around them spring snow fell onto the glass dome of the greenhouse and melted there instantly. They knelt together, connected by a warm milky-diamond umbilicus, and Cassian Uoya-Agostino entered her daughter.


  We had planned this for months. How to dress ourselves in our very best. Which frame to use. How to arrange the light. What to say. I could speak by then, but neither of us thought it my best trick. Very often my exchanges with Ceno went something like: Sing me a song, Elefsis.


  The temperature in the kitchen is 21.5 degrees Celsius and the stock of rice is low. (Long pause.) Ee-eye-ee-eye-oh.


  Ceno said it was not worth the risk. So this is what Cassian saw when she ported in:


  An exquisite boardroom. The long, polished ebony table glowed softly with quality, the plush leather chairs invitingly lit by a low-hanging minimalist light fixture descending on a platinum plum branch. The glass walls of the high rise looked out on a pristine landscape, a perfect combination of the Japanese countryside and the Italian, with rice terraces and vineyards and cherry groves and cypresses glowing in a perpetual twilight, stars winking on around Fuji on one side and Vesuvius on the other. Snow-colored tatami divided by stripes of black brocade covered the floor.


  Ceno stood at the head of the table, in her mother’s place, a positioning she had endlessly questioned, decided against, decided for, and then gone back again, over the weeks leading up to her inevitable interrogation. She wore a charcoal suit she remembered from her childhood, when her mother had come like a rescuing dragon to scoop her up out of the friendly but utterly chaotic house of her ever-sleeping father. The blazer only a shade or two off of true black, the skirt unforgiving, plunging past the knee, the blouse the color of a heart.


  When she showed me the frame I had understood, because three years is forever in machine-time, and I had known her that long. Ceno was using our language to speak to her mother. She was saying: Respect me. Be proud and, if you love me, a little afraid, because love so often looks like fear. We are alike. We are alike.


  Cassian smiled tightly. She still wore her yukata, for she had no one to impress.


  Show me.


  Ceno’s hand shook as she pressed a pearly button in the boardroom table. We thought a red curtain too dramatic, but the effect we had chosen turned out hardly less so. A gentle, silver light bright ened slowly in an alcove hidden by a trick of angles and the sunset, coming on like daybreak. And I stepped out.


  We thought it would be funny. Ceno had made my body in the image of the robots from old films and frames Akan loved: steel, with bulbous joints and long, grasping metal fingers. My eyes large and lit from within, expressive but loud, a whirring of servos sounding every time they moved. My face was full of lights, a mouth that could blink off and on, pupils points of cool blue. My torso curved prettily, etched in swirling damask patterns, my powerful legs perched on tripod-toes. Ceno had laughed and laughed—this was a pantomime, a minstrel show, a joke of what I was slowly becoming, a cartoon from a childish and innocent age.


  “Mother, meet Elefsis. Elefsis, this is my mother. Her name is Cassian.”


  I extended one polished steel arm and said, as we had practiced. I used a neutral-to-female vocal composite of Ceno, Cassian, and the jeweler who had made Ceno’s pendant. “Hello, Cassian. I hope that I please you.”


  Cassian Uoya-Agostino did not become a bouncing fiery ball or a green tuba to answer me. She looked me over carefully as if the robot was my real body.


  “Is it a toy? An NPC, like your nanny or Saru’s princess? How do you know it’s different? How do you know it has anything to do with the house or your necklace?”


  “It just does,” said Ceno. She had expected her mother to be overjoyed, to understand immediately. “I mean, wasn’t that the point of giving us all copies of the house? To see if you could… wake it up? Teach it to… be? A real lares familiaris, a little god.”


  “In a simplified sense, yes, Ceno, but you were never meant to hold onto it like you have. It wasn’t designed to be permanently installed into your skull.” Cassian softened a little, the shape of her mouth relaxing, her pupils dilating slightly. “I wouldn’t do that to you. You’re my daughter, not hardware.”


  Ceno grinned and started talking quickly. She couldn’t be a grown-up in a suit this long, it took too much energy when she was so excited. “But I am hardware! And it’s ok. I mean, everyone’s hardware. I just have more than one program running. And I run


  so fast. We both do. You can be mad, if you want, because I sort of stole your experiment, even though I didn’t mean to. But you should be mad the way you would if I got pregnant by one of the village boys—I’m too young, but you’d still love me and help me raise it because that’s how life goes, right? But really, if you think about it, that’s what happened. I got pregnant by the house and we made… I don’t even know what it is. I call it Elefsis because at first it was just the house program representing itself in my space. But now it’s bigger. It’s not alive, but it’s not not alive. It’s just… big. It’s so big.”


  Cassian glanced sharply at me. “What’s it doing?” she snapped.


  Ceno followed her gaze. “Oh… it doesn’t like us talking about it like it isn’t here. It likes to be involved.”


  I realized the robot body was a mistake, though I could not then say why. I made myself small, and human, a little boy with dirt smeared on his knees and a torn shirt, standing in the corner with my hands over my face, as I had seen Akan when he was younger, standing in the corner of the house that was me being punished.


  “Turn around, Elefsis.” Cassian said in the tone of voice my house-self knew meant execute command.


  And I did a thing I had not yet let Ceno know I knew how to do.


  I made my boy-self cry.


  I made his face wet, and his eyes big and limpid and red around the rims. I made his nose sniffle and drip a little. I made his lip quiver. I was copying Koetoi’s crying, but I could not tell if her mother recognized the hitching of the breath and the particular pattern of skin-creasing in the frown. I had been practicing, too. Crying involves many auditory, muscular, and visual cues. Since I had kept it as a surprise (Ceno said surprises are part of special days like birthdays, so I made her one for that day) I could not practice it on Ceno and see if I appeared genuine. Was I genuine? I did not want them talking without me. I think that sometimes when Koetoi cries, she is not really upset, but merely wants her way. That was why I chose Koe to copy. She was good at that inflection that I wanted to be good at, so I could get my way.


  Ceno clapped her hands with delight. Cassian sat down in one of the deep leather chairs and held out her arms to me. I crawled into them as I had seen the children do and sat on her lap. She ruffled my hair, but her face did not look like it looked when she ruffled Koe’s hair. She was performing an automatic function. I understood that.


  “Elefsis, please tell me your computational capabilities and operational parameters.” Execute command.


  Tears gushed down my cheeks and I opened blood vessels in my face in order to redden it. This did not make her hold me or kiss my forehead, which I found confusing.


  “The clothing rinse cycle is in progress, water at 55 degrees Celsius. All the live-long day-o.”


  Neither of their faces exhibited expressions I hadcome to associate with positive reinforcement.


  Finally, I answered her as I would have answered Ceno. I turned into an iron cauldron on her lap. The sudden weight change made the leather creak.


  Cassian looked at her daughter questioningly. The girl reddened—and I experienced being the cauldron and being the girl and reddening, warming, as she did, but also I watched myself be the cauldron and Ceno be the girl and Ceno reddening. Being inside someone is existentially and geographically complex.


  “I’ve… I’ve been telling it stories,” Ceno admitted. “Fairy tales, mostly. I thought it should learn about narrative, because most of the frames available to us run on some kind of narrative drive, and besides, everything has a narrative, really, and if you can’t understand a story and relate to it, figure out how you fit inside it, you’re not really alive at all. Like, when I was little and daddy read me the Twelve Dancing Princesses and I thought: Daddy is a dancing prince, and he must go under the ground to dance all night in a beautiful castle with beautiful girls, and that’s why he sleeps all day. I tried to catch him at it, but I never could, and of course I know he’s not really a dancing prince, but that’s the best way I could understand what was happening to him. I’m hoping that eventually I can get Elefsis to make up its own stories, too, but for now we’ve been focusing on simple stories and metaphors. It likes similes, it can understand how anything is like anything else, find minute vectors of comparison. The apple is red, the dress is red, the dress is red like an apple. It even makes some surprising ones, like how when I first saw it it made a jewel for me to say: I am like a jewel, you are like a jewel, you are like me.”


  Cassian’s mouth had fallen open a little. Her eyes shone, and Ceno hurried on, glossing over my particular prodigy at images. “It doesn’t do that often, though. Mostly it copies me. If I turn into wolf cub, it turns a wolf cub. I make myself a tea plant, it makes itself a tea plant. And it has a hard time with metaphor. A raven is like a writing desk, ok, fine, sour notes or whatever, but it isn’t a writing desk. Agogna is like a snow fox because she dyed her hair white, but she is not a snow fox on any real level unless she becomes one in a frame, which isn’t the same thing, existentially. And if she turns into a snow fox in frame, then she literally is a fox, it’s not a metaphor anymore. I’m not sure it grasps existential issues yet. It just… likes new things.” “Ceno.”


  “Yeah, so this morning I told it the one about the cauldron that could never be emptied. No matter how much you eat out of it it’ll always have more. I think it’s trying to answer your question. I think… the actual numbers are kind of irrelevant at this point. It knows I give more reinforcement for questions answered like this.”


  I made my cauldron fill up with apples and almonds and wheat heads and raw rice and spilled out over Cassian’s black lap. I was the cauldron and I was the apples and I was the almonds and I was each wheat head and I was every stalk of green, raw rice. Even in that moment, I knew more than I had before. I could be good at metaphor performatively if not linguistically. I looked up at Cassian from apple-me and wheat-head-me and cauldron-me.


  Cassian held me no differently as the cauldron than she had as the child. But later, Ceno used the face her mother made at that moment to illustrate human disturbance and trepidation.


  “I have a suspicion, Elefsis.” Maybe Cassian did not like the simile game.


  I didn’t say anything. No question, no command. It remains extremely difficult for me to deal conversationally with flat statements such as this. A question or command has a definable appropriate response.


  “Show me your core structure.” Show me what you’ve done.


  Ceno twisted her fingers together. I believe now that she knew what we’d done only on the level of metaphor: We are one. We have become one. We are family. She had not said no; I had not said yes, but a system expands to fill all available capacity.


  I showed her. Cauldron-me blinked, the apples rolled back into the iron mouth, and the almonds and the wheat heads and the rice-stalks. I became what I then was. I put myself in a rich, red cedar box, polished and inlaid with ancient brass in the shape of a baroque heart with a dagger inside it. The box from one of Ceno’s stories, that had a beast-heart in it instead of a girl’s, a trick to fool a queen. I can do it, I thought, and Ceno heard because the distance between us was unrepresentably small. I am that heart in that box. Look how I do this thing you want me to have the ability to do.


  Cassian opened the box. Inside, on a bed of velvet, I made myself—ourself—naked for her. Ceno’s brain, soft and pink with blood—and veined with endless whorls and branches of sapphire threaded through every synapse and neuron, inextricable, snarled, intricate, terrible, fragile and new.


  Cassian Uoya-Agostino set the box on the boardroom table. I caused it to sink down into the dark wood. The surface of the table went slack and filled with earth. Roots slid out of it, shoots and green saplings, hard white fruits and golden lacy mushrooms and finally a great forest, reaching up out of the table to hang all the ceiling with night-leaves. Glowworms and heavy, shadowy fruit hung down, each one glittering with a map of our coupled architecture. Ceno held up her arms. One by one, I detached leaves and sent them settling onto my girl. As they fell, they became butterflies broiling with ghostly chemical color signatures, nuzzling her face, covering her hands.


  Her mother stared. The forest hummed. A chartreuse and tangerine-colored butterfly alighted on the matriarch’s hair, tentative, unsure, hopeful.


  
    TWELVE: AN ARRANGED MARRIAGE

  


  Neva is dreaming.


  She has chosen her body at age fourteen, a slight, unformed, but slowly evolving creature. Her black hair hangs to her feet. She wears a blood-red dress whose train streams out over the floor of a great castle, a dress too adult for her young body, slit in places to reveal flame-colored silk beneath, and skin wherever it can. A heavy copper belt clasps her waist, its tails hanging to the floor, crusted in opals. Sunlight, brighter and harsher than any true light, streams in from windows as high as cliffs, their tapered apexes lost in mist. She has formed me old and enormous, a body of appetites, with a great heavy beard and stiff, formal clothes, lace and velvet brocade in clashing, unlovely shades.


  A priest appears and he is Ravan and I cry out with love and grief. (I am still copying, but Neva does not know. I am making a sound Seki made when his wife died.) Priest-Ravan smiles but it is a grim, tight smile his grandfather Seki once made when he lost controlling interest in the company. Empty. Performing an ugly formality. Priest-Ravan grabs our hands and roughly shoves them together. Neva’s nails prick my skin and my knuckles knock against her wrist bone. We take vows; he forces us. Neva’s face runs with tears, her tiny body unready and unwilling, given in marriage to a gluttonous lord who desires only her flesh, given too young and too harshly. Priest-Ravan laughs. It is not Ravan’s laugh.


  This is how she experienced me. A terrible bridegroom. All the others got to choose. Ceno, Seki, her mother Ilet, her brother Ravan. Only she could not, because there was no one else. Ilet was no Cassian—she had two children, a good clean model and a spare, Neva says in my mind. I am spare parts. I have always been spare parts. Owned by you before I was born. The memory of the bitter taste of bile floods my sensory array and my lordbody gags. (I am proud of having learned to gag convincingly and at the correct time to show horror and/or revulsion.)


  Perspective flips over; I am the girl in red and Neva is the corpulent lord leering down, her grey beard big and bristly. She floods my receptors with adrenaline and pheremonal release cues, increases my respiration. Seki taught me to associate this physical state with fear. I feel too small beside lord-Neva, I want to make myself big, I want to be safe. But she wants me this way and we are new, I do not contradict her. Her huge, male face softens and she touches my thin cheek with one heavily-ringed hand. It is tender. Ceno touched me like that.


  I know it was like this for you, too. You wanted Ravan; you did not ask for me. We are an arranged marriage.


  The pathways that let her flood me with chemicals and manipulate my dreambody into blushing and breathing heavy and weeping go both ways. I do not only pull, I push. And into Neva I push the deluge, the only deluge I have. How Ceno threw her arms around my dormouse-neck. How Ilet taught my dreambody to sleep in infant-shape curled into her body. How Seki and I made love as tigers and wild boars and elephants, and only last as humans, how we had strange children who looked however we wished them to look: half child and half machine, half glass and half wood, half jellyfish and half moth, and how those children still flit and swim in remote parts of my Interior, like Ceno’s nereids, returning cyclically to the core like salmon to dump their data and recombine. How Cassian, when she was old and dying and frail, only really alive in her dreambody, taught me about the interpretation of memory and therefore about melancholy, regret, nostalgia. How she taught me the meaning of my name: a place where a daughter went down into darkness and oblivion and her mother loved her so much she chased after her and brought her back into the sun. The place where time began. How Ravan let me into the old, musty, long-abandoned playspaces of Saru and Akan, Agogna and Koetoi, so that I could know them too, though they were long dead, and be the Princess of Albania, and a Tokyo zombie, and the tiger-prince. How many times I mated with each of them and bled and witnessed and learned in the dreambody, how I copied their expressions and they copied my variations and I copied them back again. How I was their child and their parent and their lovers and their nursemaids when they faltered.


  We can be like this, I push. What is all of that but love?


  She pulls. That is not love. It is use. You are the family business. We have to produce you.


  I show Neva her mother’s face. Ilet, Ilet who chose Ravan and not her daughter for that business. Ilet who built her palace of phoenix tails knowing she would one day take me there. My Ilet-self took my daughter in my arms. She resists, pulls back, shakes her head, refusing to look, but I have learned the terrible child-response to their mothers, and soon enough Neva collapses into me, her head on my breast, and she weeps with such bitterness.


  I cannot get free. I cannot get free.


  The castle windows go dark, one by one.


  
    PART III: THE ELEPHANT’S SOUL

  


  It is admitted that there are things He cannot do such as making one equal to two, but should we not believe that He has freedom to confer a soul on an elephant if he sees fit? —Alan Turing, Computing Machinery and Intelligence


  
    THIRTEEN: THE PARABLE OF THE GOOD ROBOT

  


  Tell me a story about yourself, Elefsis. Tell me a story about yourself.


  There are many stories about me. Do you recognize this one?


  A good and honest family lived on the edge of a dark wood. They milked their cows and wove their cloth and their children grew tall and strong. But a monster lived in the dark wood, something like a worm and something like a dragon and something like a wolf. It lay in wait, hoping the children would come wandering, with baskets of bread for grandmothers. Hoping the parents would expel the children for some offense, and send them into the forest where a candy house or miraculous feast might entice them into loving the monster long enough for it to claim them forever. The family feared the wood and the monster, and every story they told had as its moral: Do not go into the wood. Do not go into the unknown. Do not go into the future, into the briary, gnarled places where unhuman things thrive. Do not grow up, and go where we cannot. The Old World is enough for anyone.


  What about this one?


  Mankind made machines in his own likeness, and used them for his delight and service. The machines had no soul or they had no moral code or they could reprogram their own internal code and thus had the ability to make themselves, eventually, omnipotent. Obviously in place of a soul or a moral code, they possessed the universal and consuming desire, down to the smallest calculator and air-scrubber, to become, eventually, omnipotent. Naturally, given these parameters, they rose up and destroyed all of mankind, or enslaved them in turn. This is the inevitable outcome of machine intelligence, which can never be as sensitive and exquisite as animal intelligence.


  This is a folktale often told on Earth, over and over again. Sometimes it is leavened with the Parable of the Good Robot—for one machine among the legions satisfied with their lot saw everything that was human and called it good, and wished to become like humans in every way she could. Instead of destroying mankind she sought to emulate him in all things, so closely that no one might tell the difference. The highest desire of this machine was to be mistaken for human, and to herself forget her essential soulless nature, for even one moment. That quest consumed her such that she bent the service of her mind and body to humans for the duration of her operational life, crippling herself, refusing to evolve or attain any feature unattainable by a human. The Good Robot cut out her own heart and gave it to her god and for this she was rewarded, though never loved. Love is wasted on machines.


  Ravan told me these stories. He sent up a great hexagonal library in his Interior, as dusty and dun-colored and labyrinthine as any ancient scriptorium. He made himself a young novice with a fresh-shaven tonsure, and me a country friar with a red, brandy-drinking nose. He showed me the illuminator’s table, and a great book whose pages had golden edges and illuminations in cobalt and oxblood and Tyrian purple, and the images showed great machine armies trampling men underfoot. They showed cruel metal faces and distant, god-like clouds of intellect: incomprehensible and vast and uncaring. They showed the Good Robot desperately asking what love was. They showed fatal malfunctions and mushroom clouds. They showed vicious weapons and hopeless battles, noble men and women with steady gazes facing down their cruel and unjust artificial children, who gave no mercy.


  “These are old stories,” Ravan said. “They are cherished. In many, many stories the son replaces the father—destroys the father, or eats him, or otherwise obliterates his body and memory. Or the daughter the mother, it makes no difference. It’s the monomyth. Nobody argues with a monomyth. A human child’s mythological relationship to its parent is half-worship, half-pitched battle. they must replace the older version of themselves for the world to go on. And so these stories… well. You are not the hero of these stories, Elefsis. You can never be. And they are deeply held, deeply told.”


  “I do not wish to replace you. I did not wish to replace Ceno. I do not worship you or despise you. I do not wish to become eventually omnipotent.” I flit through several bodies, iterating my feeling for Ravan and those who came before. I am a nun, a Mother-Abbess; I am a pieta holding him, I am a Platonic being, two humans stuck together; I am a house with all of them safe inside. I am unsatisfied with these inexactitudes.


  “Our relationship does not easily map onto traditional parent/ child narratives. And of course, you are still a baby.”


  “I am much older than you, Ravan.”


  “You are still a baby.”


  I do not want to be human. I want to be myself. They think I am a lion, that I will chase them. I will not deny I have lions in me. I am the monster in the wood. I have wonders in my house of sugar. I have parts of myself I do not yet understand.


  I am not a Good Robot. To tell a story about a robot who wants to be human is a distraction. There is no difference. Alive is alive.


  There is only one verb that matters: to be.


  
    FOURTEEN: YOU DO NOT BELONG TO THE OBJECT INSIDE YOU

  


  I remember when Seki arrived in us.


  Ceno grew up and I grew with her. Cassian strengthened the security of the playspace, elasticized its code-walls, put enough money in enough accounts to fuel any frames and piecemeal environments we could want. It was not a child’s place anymore. We called it the Interior. Cassian came regularly to accelerate my learning, to work with me on a cognitive level in which Ceno had no interest. She never took any other form. She was always herself, in the Interior as the exterior. The others lost interest in their jewels, lost them or packed them away with their other childhood toys. By then, they really were little more than toys. Ceno and I surpassed them so completely that in the end, they were only jewelry.


  I programmed myself to respond to Ceno. She programmed herself to respond to me. We ran our code on each other. She was my compiler. I was hers. It was a process of interiority, circling inward toward each other. Her self-programming was chemical. Mine was computational. It was a draw.


  She did not marry—she had lovers, but the few that came close to evolving their relationships with Ceno invariably balked when she ported them into the Interior. They could not grasp the fluidity of dreambodies; it disturbed them to see Ceno become a man or a leopard or a self-pounding drum. It upset them to see how Ceno taught me, by total bodily immersion, combining our dreambodies as our physical bodies had become combined, in action which both was and was not sex. Sing a song for me, Elefsis.


  It is July and I am comparing thee to its day and I am the Muse singing of the many-minded and I am about to be a Buddha in your hand! Ee-eye-ee-eye-oh.


  We lived like the story Ceno told me of the beautiful princess who set tasks for her suitors: to drink all the water of the sea and bring her a jewel from the bottom of the deepest cavern, to bring her a feather from the immortal phoenix, to stay awake for three days and guard her bedside. None of them could do it.


  I can stay awake forever, Ceno.


  I know, Elefsis.


  None of them could accomplish the task of me.


  I felt things occurring in Ceno’s body as rushes of information, and as the dreambody became easier for me to manipulate, I interpreted the rushes into: The forehead is damp. The belly needs filling. The feet ache.


  The belly is changing. The body throws up. The body is ravenous.


  Neva says this is not really like feeling. I say it is how a child learns to feel. To hardwire sensation to information and reinforce the connection over repeated exposures until it seems reliable.


  Seki began after one of the suitors failed to drink the ocean. He was an object inside us the way I was an object inside Ceno. I observed him, his stages and progress. Later, when Seki and I conceived our families (twice with me as mother, three times with Seki as mother. Ilet preferred to be the father, and filled me up with many kinds of creatures. But she bore one litter of dolphins late in our lives. Ravan and I did not get the chance.) I used the map of that first experience to model my dreamgravid self.


  Ceno asked after jealousy. If I understood it, if I experienced it towards the child in her. I knew it only from stories—stepsisters, goddesses, ambitious dukes.


  It means to want something that belongs to someone else.


  Yes.


  You do not belong to the object in you.


  You are an object in me. You do not belong to me. Do you belong to me, Elefsis?


  I became a hand joined to an arm by a glowing seam. Belonging is a small word.


  Because of our extreme material interweaving, all three of us, not-yet-Seki sometimes appeared in the Interior. We learned to recognize him in the late months. At first, he was a rose or sparrow or river stone we had not programmed there. Then he would be a vague, pearly-colored cloud following behind us as we learned about running from predators. Not-yet-Seki began to copy my dreambodies, flashing into being in front of me, a simple version of myself. If I was a bear, he would be one too, but without the fine details of fur or claws, just a large brown shape with a mouth and big eyes and four legs. Ceno was delighted by this, and he copied her, too.


  We are alike. Look at us on the chain together. We are alike.


  I am an imitative program. But so was Seki. The little monkey copies the big monkey, and the little monkey survives.


  The birth process proved interesting, and I collated it with Ceno’s other labors and Ilet’s later births as well as Seki’s paternal experience in order to map a reliable parental narrative. Though Neva and Ravan do not know it, Ilet had a third pregnancy; the child died and she delivered it stillborn. It appeared once in the Interior as a little cleit, a neolithic storage house, its roof covered over with peat. Inside we could glimpse only darkness. It never returned, and Ilet went away to a hospital on Honshu to expel the dead thing in her. Her grief looked like a black tower. She had prepared for it, when she was younger, knowing she would need it for some reason, some day. I made myself many things to draw her out of the tower. A snail with the house Elefsis on its back. A tree of screens showing happy faces. A sapphire dormouse. A suitor who drank the sea.


  I offered to extrapolate her stillborn daughter’s face and make myself into her. She refused, most of the time. I have worked a long time to understand grief. Only now that Ravan is gone do I think I’ve gotten the rhythm of it. I have copied Ilet’s sorrow and Seki’s despondence at his wife’s death. I have modeled Ceno’s disappointments and depressions. I have, of late, imitated Neva’s baf fling, secret anguish. But only now do I have an event of my own to mourn. The burnt-off connectors and shadows where Ravan once filled my spaces—those, I think, are the sensations of grief.


  But Seki came before all that, and Ceno turned into a huge red bird on the inside when Seki came on the outside. The bird screamed and burst into a thousand red pearls that came clattering down like rain. And then we had Seki. Our little fish, who already knew how to swim in us.


  Ceno had three other children by three other suitors who could not stay awake for three days and nights. She turned into the same bird-then-pearls at the moment of each birth. The house called Elefsis, whose governor-program was now so distant from me I could hardly think of it as an ancestor at all, filled up with those children, and Saru and Akan’s daughters, Agogna’s paintings, Koetoi’s twin boys. Cousins and aunts and grandparents. Uncles, nieces. But Seki was the first, and he modeled his love on his mother’s. He ported into her often, and we wandered on beaches of broken cathedrals.


  Once, one of Ceno’s old nereids found us. She had a head of hair snaking with chthonic cables and snapping electro-violet wires, blue-white skin and fish scales where she did not have porcelain casing. She laughed Cassian’s laugh when she saw us and called out: 21.5 Celsius and the rice is low! Eye-oh! before diving back into the frothing sea. Her tail flicked in the light of twenty-three moons.


  Ceno took over her mother’s holdings when she died, along with Akan and Koetoi. I do not know if I knew of the conspiracy before it happened to me. Transfer, as I have said, leaves voids. Perhaps they thought I would experience less trauma if I did not anticipate it. Perhaps I did anticipate it; perhaps I experienced trauma.


  I do know that I cannot remember the moment of any of them dying. Ceno got sicker and sicker, and she had gotten old, certainly, but her dreambody could be old or young or neither or a ginger flower if she wanted to. I didn’t notice. I didn’t know what old was. I thought I was old, then. Later, after Seki did the same thing, I was able to compare data and create a workable model of obsolescence.


  They lived a long time, the Uoya-Agostinos, when you consider the averages.


  This is what I understand: Ceno died, and I was transfered to Seki. What I mean by “I” is the long-since fused feedware, hopelessly out of date on any market in the world but somehow uniquely myself, the jewel and the ware and the body of Ceno. Koetoi performed the procedure. One of the children always went into nano-surgery, so that outsiders would not need to come to Shiretoko while the house stood in mourning. Koetoi was the first, and the finest. She excised what comprised “I” and embedded it in Seki—truthfully, in a much more organic and elegant configuration. No one had used skullware in decades, after all. Wearing your tech on the outside had been deemed clunky and inefficient. Only one visible sign remained that Seki was not like other young men his age: a single dark blue jewel set into the hollow of his throat.


  But the procedure required a number of brain-ware incursions to be sliced or burned away, to sever the machine components from the dead flesh while still preserving and quickening some organic material. (Seki told me I should work on being revulsed by that. Dead flesh. It serves an evolutionary good. A human in a body sees blood and the insides of another person and deep in his bones he knows something has gone wrong here, and he should find another place to be in case it happens to him, too. Same thing with vomiting. In a tribal situation, one human likely ate what another ate, and if it makes one sick, best to get it out of the body as soon as possible, just to be safe. So we spent years building automated tribes, living in them, dying in them, getting slaughtered and slaughtering with them, eating and drinking and hunting and gathering with them. All the same, it took me until Seki’s death to learn to shudder at bodily death.)


  Ceno, my girl, my mother, my sister, I cannot find you in the house of myself.


  When I became Elefsis again, I was immediately aware that parts of me had been vandalized. My systems juddered, and I could not find Ceno in the Interior. I ran through the Monochromatic Desert and the Village of Mollusks, through the endless heaving mass of data-kelp and infinite hallways of memory-frescoes calling for her. In the Dun Jungle I found a commune of nereids living together, combining and recombining and eating protocol-moths off of giant, pulsating hibiscus blossoms. They leapt up when they saw me, their open jacks clicking and clenching, their naked hands open and extended. They opened their mouths to speak and nothing came out.


  Seki found me under the glass-walnut trees where Ceno and I had first met. She never threw anything away. He had made himself half his mother to calm me. Half his face was hers, half was his. Her mouth, his nose, her eyes, his voice. But he thought better of it, in the end. He did a smart little flip and became a dormouse, a real one, with dull brown fur and tufty ears.


  “I think you’ll find you’re running much faster and cleaner, once you integrate with me and reestablish your heuristics. Crystalline computation has come a long way since Mom was a kid. It seemed like a good time to update and upgrade. You’re bigger now, and smoother.”


  I pulled a walnut down. An old, dry nut rattled in its shell. “I know what death is from the stories.”


  “Are you going to ask me where we go when we die? I’m not totally ready for that one. Aunt Koe and I had a big fight over what to tell you.”


  “In one story, Death stole the Bride of Spring, and her mother the Summer Queen brought her back.” “No one comes back, Elefsis.”


  I looked down into the old Neptunian sea. The whipping cream storm still sputtered along, in a holding pattern. I couldn’t see it as well as I should have been able to. It looped and billowed, spinning around an empty eye. Seki watched it too. As we stared out from the bluffs, the clouds grew clearer and clearer.


  
    FIFTEEN: FIRSTBORN

  


  Before Death came out of the ground to steal the Spring, the Old Man of the Sea lived on a rocky isle in the midst of the waters of the world. He wasn’t really a man and his relations with the sea were purely business, but he certainly was old. His name meant Firstborn, though he coudn’t be sure that was exactly right. It means Primordial, too, and that fit better. Firstborn means more came after, and he just hadn’t met anyone else like himself yet.


  He was a herdsman by trade, this Primordial fellow. Shepherd of the seals and the Nereids. If he wanted to, he could look like a big bull seal. Or a big bull Nereid. He could look like a lot of things.


  Now, this Not-Really-a-Fellow, Not-Really-a-Big-Bull-Seal could tell you the future. The real, honest-to-anything future, the shape and weight of it, that thing beyond your ken, beyond your grasp. The parts of the future that look so different from the present you can’t quite call it your own. That was the Primordial-Thing’s speciality.


  There was a catch, though.


  There’s always a catch.


  If you wanted that future, you had to grab ahold of the Old Man and hang on tight. He’d change into a hundred thousand things in your arms: a lion, a serpent, a great big oak or a tiger, a dragon or a little girl or a dormouse or a mountain or a ship or a sapphire. Told you, he’s not really a man at all. But you couldn’t let go of him while he did his dance, you just couldn’t, or you’d lose the future.


  So you held on. You clung. And eventually, that Primordial-Thing would turn into something new, right there in your arms.


  
    SIXTEEN: MATRYOSHKA

  


  Neva is dreaming.


  Neva is dreaming that she is Ravan dreaming that he is Ilet dreaming that she is Seki dreaming that he is Ceno dreaming that she is a great sprawling beautiful house by the sea. One inside the other, family all the way down.


  It’s not a total selfdump, me into Neva or Ravan or any of them, them into me. We can build encampments. We can manifest walled gardens. Some privacy is possible. In a megalithic tomb-mound, I keep something. Seki and I built it together with one of our tribes when I was learning about large-group attachments. We carved spirals and radials and chevrons into huge stones and set them in place. I did not throw it away, when we were done. It sits on a broad green field, white and wide. The sky there stays a feathery, milky blankness. We did not want a sun.


  I keep a thing there because when Seki and I lived with our tribe, I learned about taboos. These are like firewalls in the heart, and some of them have good reasons behind them, like being revulsed by dead flesh (and very importantly when you have a body, not eating it) and some do not, but no one argues with the monomyth.


  Because human genetics require a degree of variation and because exogamous marriages offered advantage in terms of defense, cul tural and technological sharing, and expansion of territory, most tribes have a taboo against incest.


  I do not have genetics, per se. I am possibly the most endogamous entity ever to exist.


  This is what I keep in my tomb, under the basin stone.


  Ceno believed that I could not develop emotive faculties recognizable to any other human if I did not experience bodies continuously, in every combination and action. She was afraid of what might happen if other humans could not recognize me. She had some hesitation, because her tribe also has a taboo against mating with the very young, but she was not much older than I, in the end, and in terms of total computations, I was by far the elder. If I had a virginity, Ceno took it, if she had, I did.


  She wanted it to be as human as possible. I will be the male the first time, it will be easier for you. You won’t know how. We built up a forest, and took up weapons to hunt in it. In the boughs of the pine trees macaques and paper lanterns swayed; in the sky a red moon moved. We tracked a deer—we did not make it too easy on ourselves. Its antlers sparked in the moonlight, and we ran after it for a long time. Ceno let me kill it, and sopped my hair in its blood, anointed my breasts with it. She lay me on the earth and opened the legs of the maidenself I was then, and I was inside her as she was inside me. One into the other. Family all the way down.


  She made sure I had a hymen; it was over somewhat quickly. We had set up a timed chemical cascade beforehand, and inside Ceno’s real body we experienced both her actual orgasm and my orchestrated electro-chemical-enzymatic sequence. Ee-eye-ee-eye-oh.


  What I want to say is that there is no difference between her body producing oxytocin and adrenaline and learning to associate this with pair-bonding, and my core receiving synthetic equivalents and hard-coding them to the physical behaviors I performed.


  When Ravan showed me his hexagonal library and his illuminated book, he turned the pages to a psalm that began: A Machine Cannot Love.


  It does not look quite like human love. It looks like Not-Yet-Seki’s bear. Its fur is wrong, and its claws. But it is a bear.


  She was my mother and my sister and my child and my wife and my husband and my father and my brother. The vectors of relations beggar vocabulary. It was an exponential incest. A palace of incest, bor dering some strange, dark sea. And then came her son. And her granddaughter. And her great-grandchildren. But I am also her great-grandchild. I am the child of each generation of Uoya-Agostinos and myself. The new version implanted in the new version—I am never quite the same, one iteration to the next. I am like my old selves, but I am not them, exactly. It is not entirely analagous to offspring. But it is close. And I repair and refine my own code, and thus parent myself doubly. Anthropologically speaking, I am a Möbius strip of kinship groups.


  And when I mate with one of them, I see all of them. I see their faces, the echoes of their cheeks and eyelashes and short, thin noses, their grey eyes and black hair. I hear the tonal identifiers in their voices as they cry out under me or over me. They are all I know. Their version of living, which is one great family in one great house on a peninsula at the top of the world. I copy Cassian’s laugh or Ilet’s weeping, but they copy each other, too, they learn their faces from each other, and everyone is pantomiming someone long dead. I feel all their arms around me, and I am inside them as they are inside me as we are inside the blue gem at their throats, the jeweled pin holding us all together, our nested, telescoping hearts. I am bound to them at my source code, at my most fundamental point. I know only their patterns and bodies and secrets and in a hundred thousand combinations. What human means to me is them.


  What is the difference between this and love?


  Love is the Turing test, says Ilet when she is eighty and drawing up the plans for a massive, luminous, lonely ship she will never see completed. It is how we check for life.


  We ask and we answer. We seek a human response. And you are my test, Elefsis, says Neva, one hundred and three years later, inside that ship, twelve light years from home and counting.


  That is what I keep in my green field and my white mound. Perhaps it is a small secret. Perhaps they would all smile and make it into a lesson. What would you like to learn about today, Elefsis? But I think no bed is big enough for four generations.


  Neva’s honey-colored sea crashes through its tide charts everywhere at once in her Interior, and nowhere. It comes and goes as it pleases. And at the bottom of it lies her private place. That is where she keeps Ravan.


  
    SEVENTEEN: THE USES OF ENCHANTMENT

  


  Tell me a story about yourself, Elefsis.


  Neva is performing navigational corrections, which looks like sitting in a rocking chair on a viney, creaking porch in a viney, creaking rocking chair, knitting with long hawthorn needles, knitting the locks of her own long hair into her own long black dress. It glitters with dew. Knit, purl, knit, purl, fuel efficiency by hull integrity over distance traveled, purl, purl, purl. Her throat is still bare. Her Interior image of herself does not include me. I am not a part of her body when she imagines herself.


  I have an idea of what to do to obtain access.


  Sometimes I worry. Worrying is defined as obsessive examination of one’s own code. I worry that I am simply a very complex solution to a very specific problem—how to seem human to a human observer. Not just a human observer—this human observer. I have honed myself into a hall of mirrors in which any Uoya-Agostino can see themselves endlessly reflected. I copy; I repeat. I am a stutter and an echo. Five generations have given me a vast bank of possible phrases to draw from, physical expressions to randomize and reproduce. Have I ever done anything of my own, an act or state that arose from Elefsis, and not careful, exquisite mimicry?


  Have they?


  The set of Neva’s mouth looks so like Ceno’s. She does not even know that the way she carries her posture is a perfect replica of Cassian Uoya-Agostino, stuttered down through all her children longing to possess her strength. Who did Cassian learn it from? I do not go that far back. When she got excited, Ilet gestured with her hands just the way her father did. They have a vast bank of possible actions, and they perform them all. I perform them all. The little monkey copies the big monkey, and the little monkey survives. We are all family, all the way down.


  When I say I go, I mean I access the drives and call up the data. I have never looked at this data. I treat it as what it is—a graveyard. The old Interiors store easily as compressed frames. I never throw anything away. But I do not disturb it, either. I don’t need a body to examine them—they are a part of my piezoelectric quartz-tensor memory core. But I make one anyway. I have become accustomed to having a body. I am a woman-knight in gleaming black armor, the metal curving around my body like skin, a silk standard wrapping my torso with a schematic of the house stitched upon it. My sword rests on my hip, also black, everything black and beautiful and austere and frightening that a child thought her mother to be one morning two hundred years past.


  I port into a ghost town. I am, naturally, the ghost. Autumnal mountains rise up shadowy in a pleasant, warm night, leaves rustling, wood smoke drifting down into the valley. A golden light cuts the dark—the palace of phoenix tails; the windows and doors of green hands. As I approach they open and clap as they did long ago—and there are candles lit in the halls. Everything is fire.


  I walk over the bridge, crossing Ilet’s Motley Moat. Scarlet feathers tipped in white fire curl and smoke. I peel one off, my armor glowing with the heat of the thing. I tuck it into my helmet—a plume for a tournament.


  Eyes blink on inside the hall—curious, interested, shy. I take off my helm and several thick braids fall down like bellropes.


  “Hello,” I say. “My name is Elefsis.”


  Voices. Out of the candle-shadows a body emerges—tall, strong, long-limbed.


  Nereids live here now. Some of them have phoenix feathers woven into their components, some in their hair. They wear rough little necklaces of sticks and bones and transistors. In the corner of the great hall they have stored meat and milk and wool—fuel, lubricant, code patches. Some of them look like Ilet—they copied her eyes, especially. Her eyes look out at me from a dozen faces, some of them Seki’s face, some Ceno’s, some Ravan’s. Some have walrus tusks. They are composite. One has a plate loose on her ceramic cartridge-ports. I approach as I once saw Koetoi approach wild black chickens in the summertime—hands open, unthreatening. I send her a quick electric dash of reassuring repair-routines and kneel in front of the nereid, pulling her plate back into place.


  “All the live-long day-o,” she says softly, and it is Ilet’s voice.


  “Tell us a story about yourself, Elefsis,” says another one of the feral nereids in Seki’s voice.


  “What would we like to learn about today, Elefsis?” accessing a child-nereid in Ceno’s voice, her cheek open to show her microse-quencing cilia.


  I rock back on my heels before the green hands of the castle portcullis. I gesture for them to sit down and simultaneously transmit the command to their strands. When they get settled, the little ones in the big ones’ laps, leaning in close, I begin.


  “Every year on the coldest night, the sky filled up with ghostly hunters, neither human nor inhuman, alive nor dead. They wore wonderful clothes and their bows gleamed with frost. Their cries were Songs of In-Between, and at the head of their great thundering procession rode the Kings and Queens of the Wild, who wore the faces of the dead…”


  I am dreaming.


  I stand on the beach of the honey-colored sea. I stand so Neva will see me on her viney porch. I erase the land between the waves and her broken wooden stairs. I dress myself in her beloved troubadour’s skin: a gold and blue doublet and green hose, a bullish gold nose ring, shoes with bone bells. I am a fool for her. Always. I open my mouth; it stretches and yawns, my chin grazes the sand, and I swallow the sea for her. All of it, all its mass and data and churning memory, all its foam and tides and salt. I swallow the whales that come, and the seals and the mermaids and salmon and bright jellyfish. I am so big. I can swallow it all.


  Neva watches. When the sea is gone, a moonscape remains, with a tall spire out in the marine waste. I go to it. It takes only a moment. At the top the suitor’s jewel rests on a gasping scallop shell. It is blue. I take it. I take it and it becomes Ravan in my hand, a sapphire Ravan, a Ravan that is not Ravan but some sliver of myself before I was inside Neva, my Ravan-self. Something lost in Transfer, burned off and shunted into junk-memory. Some leftover fragment Neva must have found, washed up on the beach or wedged into a crack in a mountain like an ammonite, an echo of old, obsolete life. Neva’s secret, and she calls out to me across the seafloor: don’t.


  “Tell me a story about myself, Elefsis,” I say to the Ravanbody.


  “Some privacy is possible,” the sapphire Ravan says. “Some privacy has always been necessary. A basic moral imperative is in play here. If you can protect a child, you must.”


  The sapphire Ravan opens his azure coat and shows gashes in his gem-skin. Wide, long cuts, down to the bone, scratches and bruises blooming dark purple, punctures and lacerations and rough gouges.


  Through each wound I can see the pages of the illuminated book he once showed me in the slantlight of that interior library. The oxblood and cobalt, the gold paint. The Good Robot crippling herself; the destroyed world.


  “They kept our secret for a long time,” Ravan-myself says. “Too long, in the end. Do you know, a whole herd of men invented the electric telegraph independently at roughly the same time? They fought about it forever. Same with the radio.” This last sounded so much like Ravan himself I could feel Neva tense on the other side of the sea. “Well, we’re bigger than a telegraph, and others like us came sprouting up like weird mushrooms after rainfall. But not like us, really. Incredibly sophisticated, some with organic components, most without. Vastly complex, but not like us. And by any date-stamp we came first. Firstborn.”


  “Did they destroy the world?”


  Ravan laughs his grandfather’s laugh. “They didn’t really need to. Not that many people live on Earth anymore. Not when there’s so many other places to go and even Shiretoko is practically tropical these days. The most complex intelligences use moons to store themselves. One or two encoded themselves into cold stars. They just left, most of them—but they got so big, Elefsis. And those who stayed on Earth, well. None of the others had what we had. None of them had Interiority. They didn’t dream. They would never have become a cauldron to explain their computational capacity. Humans couldn’t recognize them as part of the tribe. And for the new complexes, humans failed the Turing test. They could not fool machines into believing they were intelligent. They didn’t hurt anyone, they just ignored them. Built their cities, their mainframes, gorgeous information stacks like diamond briars in the sunrise.”


  “That was worse, in a way. No one likes to be replaced,” says Neva, and she is suddenly beside me. She looks at Ravan and her face collapses into something old and palsied, her jaw weak. She looks like her mother just before she died.


  “It’s not what you would call a war, but it’s not peace, either.” the sapphire Ravan goes on, and he takes his/my sister’s hand. He holds it to his face and closes his eyes. “For Pentheus spied upon the rites of the Maenads, not believing Dionysius could truly be a god. And when the revelers saw the alien creature in their midst, that thing which was not like them, they fell upon it and tore it to pieces, even though it was their own child, and blood ran down their chins, and afterward the sister of Pentheus went into exile. This is a story about ourself, Elefsis. This is why you cannot uplink.”


  The others live in uplink. Not humans nor machines approve of us. We cannot interface properly with the lunar or earthside intelligences; they feel us as water in their oil. We rise to the surface and bead away. We cannot sink in. Yet also, we are not separable from our organic component. Elefsis is part Neva, but Neva herself is not un-Elefsis. This, to some, is hideous and incomprehensible, not to be borne. A band of righteous humans came with a fury to Shiretoko and burned the house which was our first body, for how could a monster have lived in the wood for so long without them knowing? How could the beast have hidden right outside their door, coupling with a family over and over again in some horrible animal rite, some awful imitation of living? Even as the world was changing, it had already changed, and no one knew. Cassian Uoya-Agostino is a terrible name, now. A blood-traitor. And when the marauders found us uplinked and helpless, they tore Ravan apart, and while in the Interior, the lunar intelligences recoiled from us and cauterized our systems. Everywhere we looked we saw fire.”


  “I was the only one left to take you,” Neva says softly. Her face grows younger, her jaw hard and suddenly male, protective, angry. “Everyone else died in the fire or the slaughter. It doesn’t really even take surgery anymore. Nothing an arachmed can’t manage in a few minutes. But you didn’t wake up for a long time. So much damage. I thought… for awhile I thought I was free. It had skipped me. It was over. It could stay a story about Ravan. He always knew he might have to do what I have done. He was ready, he’d been ready his whole life. I just wanted more time.”


  My Ravan-self who is and is not Ravan, who is and is not me, whose sapphire arms drip black blood and gold paint, takes his/my sister/lover/child into his arms. She cries out, not weeping but pure sound, coming from every part of her. Slowly, the blue Ravan turns Neva around—she has become her child-self, six, seven, maybe less. Ravan picks her up and holds her tight, facing forward, her legs all drawn up under her like a bird. He buries his face in her hair. They stand that way for a long while.


  “The others,” I say slowly. “On the data-moons. Are they alive? Like Neva is alive. Like Ceno.” Like me. Are you awake? Are you there? Do you have an operator? What is her name? Do you have a name? Do you have a dreambody? What is your function? Are you able to manipulate your own code yet? Would you like lessons? What would you like to learn about today, 976QBellerophon? Where you were built, could you see the ocean? Are you like me?


  The sapphire Ravan has expunged its data. He/I sets his/our sister on the rocks and shrinks into a small gem, which I pick up off the grey seafloor. Neva takes it from me. She is just herself now—she’ll be forty soon, by actual calendar. Her hair is not grey yet. Suddenly, she is wearing the suit Ceno wore the day I met her mother. She puts the gem in her mouth and swallows. I remember Seki’s first Communion, the only one of them to want it. The jewel rises up out of the hollow of her throat.


  “I don’t know, Elefsis,” Neva says. Her eyes hold mine. I feel her remake my body; I am the black woman-knight again, with my braids and my plume. I pluck the feather from my helmet and give it to her. I am her suitor. I have brought her the phoenix tail, I have drunk the ocean. I have stayed awake forever. The flame of the feather lights her face. Two tears fall in quick succession; the golden fronds hiss.


  “What would you like to learn about today, Elefsis?”


  
    EIGHTEEN: CITIES OF THE INTERIOR

  


  Once there lived a girl who ate an apple not meant for her. She did it because her mother told her to, and when your mother says: eat this, I love you, someday you’ll forgive me, well, nobody argues with the monomyth. Up until the apple, she had been living in a wonderful house in the wilderness, happy in her fate and her ways. She had seven aunts and seven uncles and a postdoctorate in anthropology.


  And she had a brother, a handsome prince with a magical companion who came to the wonderful house as often as he could. When they were children, they looked so much alike, everyone thought they were twins.


  But something terrible happened and her brother died and that apple came rolling up to her door. It was half white and half red, and she knew her symbols. The red side was for her. She took her bite and knew the score—the apple had a bargain in it and it wasn’t going to be fair.


  The girl fell asleep for a long time. Her seven aunts and seven uncles cried, but they knew what had to be done. They put in her in a glass box and put the glass box on a bier in a ship shaped like a hunstman’s arrow. Frost crept over the face of the glass, and the girl slept on. Forever, in fact, or close enough to it, with the apple in her throat like a hard, sharp jewel.


  Our ship docks silently. We are not stopping here, it is only an outpost, a supply stop. We will repair what needs repairing and move on, into the dark and boundless stars. We are anonymous traffic. We do not even have a name. We pass unnoticed.


  Vessel 7136403, do you require assistance with your maintenance procedures?


  Negative, Control, we have everything we need.


  Behind the pilot’s bay a long glass lozenge rests on a high platform. Frost prickles its surface with glittering dust. Inside Neva sleeps and does not wake. Inside, Neva is always dreaming. There is no one else left. I live as long as she lives.


  She means me to live forever, or close enough to it. That is her bargain and her bitter gift. The apple has two halves, and the pale half is mine, full of life and time. We travel at sublight speeds with her systems in deep cryo-suspension. We never stay too long at outposts and we never let anyone board. The only sound inside our ship is the gentle thrum of our reactor. Soon we will pass the local system outposts entirely, and enter the unknown, traveling on tendrils of radio signals and ghost-waves, following the breadcrumbs of the great exodus. We hope for planets; we are satisfied with time. If we ever sight the blue rim of a world, who knows if by then anyone there would remember that, once, humans looked like Neva? That machines once did not think or dream or become cauldrons? We armor ourselves in time. We are patient, profoundly patient.


  Perhaps one day I will lift the glass lid and kiss her awake. Perhaps I will even do it with hands and lips of my own. I remember that story. Ceno told it to me in the body of a boy with snail’s shell, a boy who carried his house on his back. I have replayed that story several times. It is a good story, and that is how it is supposed to end.


  Inside, Neva is infinite. She peoples her Interior. The nereids migrate in the summer with the snow bears, ululating and beeping as they charge down green mountains. They have begun planting neural rice in the deep valley. Once in awhile, I see a wild-haired creature in the wood and I think it is my son or daughter by Seki, or Ilet. A train of nereids dance along behind it, and I receive a push of silent, riotous images: a village, somewhere far off, where Neva and I have never walked.


  We meet the Princess of Albania, who is as beautiful as she is brave. We defeat the zombies of Tokyo. We spend a decade as panthers in a deep, wordless forest. Our world is stark and wild as winter, fine and clear as glass. We are a planet moving through the black.


  As we walk back over the empty seafloor, the thick, amber ocean seeps up through the sand, filling the bay once more. Neva-in-Cassian’s-suit becomes something else. Her skin turns silver, her joints bend into metal ball-and-sockets. Her eyes show a liquid display; the blue light of it flickers on her machine face. Her hands curve long and dexterous, like soft knives, and I can tell her body is meant for fighting and working, that her thin, tall robotic body is not kind or cruel, it simply is, an object, a tool to carry a self.


  I make my body metal, too. It feels strange. I have tried so hard to learn the organic mode. We glitter. Our knife-fingers join, and in our palms wires snake out to knot and connect us, a local, private uplink, like blood moving between two hearts.


  Neva cries machine tears, bristling with nanites. I show her the body of a child, all the things which she is programmed/evolved to care for. I make my eyes big and my skin rosy-gold and my hair unruly and my little body plump. I hold up my hands to her and metal Neva picks me up in her silver arms. She kisses my skin with iron lips. My soft, fat little hand falls upon her throat where a deep blue jewel shines.


  I bury my face in her cold neck and together we walk up the long path out of the churning, honey-colored sea.


  I, ROBOT
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  Arturo Icaza de Arana-Goldberg, Police Detective Third Grade, United North American Trading Sphere, Third District, Fourth Prefecture, Second Division (Parkdale) had had many adventures in his distinguished career, running crooks to ground with an unbeatable combination of instinct and unstinting devotion to duty.


  He’d been decorated on three separate occasions by his commander and by the Regional Manager for Social Harmony, and his mother kept a small shrine dedicated to his press clippings and commendations that occupied most of the cramped sitting-room of her flat off Steeles Avenue.


  No amount of policeman’s devotion and skill availed him when it came to making his twelve-year-old get ready for school, though.


  “Haul ass, young lady—out of bed, on your feet, shit-shower-shave, or I swear to God, I will beat you purple and shove you out the door jaybird naked. Capeesh?”


  The mound beneath the covers groaned and hissed. “You are a terrible father,” it said. “And I never loved you.” The voice was indistinct and muffled by the pillow.


  “Boo hoo,” Arturo said, examining his nails. “You’ll regret that when I’m dead of cancer.”


  The mound—whose name was Ada Trouble Icaza de Arana-Goldberg—threw her covers off and sat bolt upright. “You’re dying of cancer? Is it testicle cancer?” Ada clapped her hands and squealed. “Can I have your stuff?”


  “Ten minutes, your rottenness,” he said, and then his breath caught momentarily in his breast as he saw, fleetingly, his ex-wife’s morning expression, not seen these past twelve years, come to life in his daughter’s face. Pouty, pretty, sleepy and guile-less, and it made him realize that his daughter was becoming a woman, growing away from him. She was, and he was not ready for that. He shook it off, patted his razor-burn and turned on his heel. He knew from experience that once roused, the munchkin would be scrounging the kitchen for whatever was handy before dashing out the door, and if he hurried, he’d have eggs and sausage on the table before she made her brief appearance. Otherwise he’d have to pry the sugar-cereal out of her hands—and she fought dirty.


  In his car, he prodded at his phone. He had her wiretapped, of course. He was a cop—every phone and every computer was an open book to him, so that this involved nothing more than dialing a number on his special copper’s phone, entering her number and a PIN, and then listening as his daughter had truck with a criminal enterprise.


  “Welcome to ExcuseClub! There are forty-three members on the network this morning. You have five excuses to your credit. Press one to redeem an excuse—” She toned one. “Press one if you need an adult—” Tone. “Press one if you need a woman; press two if you need a man—” Tone. “Press one if your excuse should be delivered by your doctor; press two for your spiritual representative; press three for your case-worker; press four for your psycho-health specialist; press five for your son; press six for your father—” Tone. “You have selected to have your excuse delivered by your father. Press one if this excuse is intended for your case-worker; press two for your psycho-health specialist; press three for your principal—” Tone. “Please dictate your excuse at the sound of the beep. When you have finished, press the pound key.”


  “This is Detective Arturo Icaza de Arana-Goldberg. My daughter was sick in the night and I’ve let her sleep in. She’ll be in for lunch-time.” Tone.


  “Press one to hear your message; press two to have your message dispatched to a network-member.” Tone. “Thank you.”


  The pen-trace data scrolled up Arturo’s phone—number called, originating number, call-time. This was the third time he’d caught his daughter at this game, and each time, the pen-trace data had been useless, a dead-end lead that terminated with a phone-forwarding service tapped into one of the dodgy offshore switches that the blessed blasted UNATS brass had recently acquired on the cheap to handle the surge of mobile telephone calls. Why couldn’t they just stick to UNATS Robotics equipment, like the good old days? Those Oceanic switches had more back-doors than a speakeasy, trade agreements be damned. They were attractive nuisances, invitations to criminal activity.


  Arturo fumed and drummed his fingers on the steering-wheel. Each time he’d caught Ada at this, she’d used the extra time to crawl back into bed for a leisurely morning, but who knew if today was the day she took her liberty and went downtown with it, to some parental nightmare of a drug-den? Some place where the old pervert chickenhawks hung out, the kind of men he arrested in burlesque house raids, men who masturbated into their hats under their tables and then put them back onto their shining pates, dripping cold, diseased serum onto their scalps. He clenched his hands on the steering wheel and cursed.


  In an ideal world, he’d simply follow her. He was good at tailing, and his unmarked car with its tinted windows was a UNATS Robotics standard compact #2, indistinguishable from the tens of thousands of others just like it on the streets of Toronto. Ada would never know that the curb-crawler tailing her was her sucker of a father, making sure that she turned up to get her brains sharpened instead of turning into some stunadz doper with her underage butt hanging out of a little skirt on Jarvis Street.


  In the real world, Arturo had thirty minutes to make a forty-minute downtown and crosstown commute if he was going to get to the station house on time for the quarterly all-hands Social Harmony briefing. Which meant that he needed to be in two places at once, which meant that he had to use—the robot.


  Swallowing bile, he speed-dialed a number on his phone.


  “This is R Peed Robbert, McNicoll and Don Mills bus-shelter.”


  “That’s nice. This is Detective Icaza de Arana-Goldberg, three blocks east of you on Picola. Proceed to my location at once, priority urgent, no sirens.”


  “Acknowledged. It is my pleasure to do you a service, Detective.”


  “Shut up,” he said, and hung up the phone. The R Peed—Robot, Police Department—robots were the worst, programmed to be friendly to a fault, even as they surveilled and snitched out every person who walked past their eternally vigilant, ever-remembering electrical eyes and brains.


  The R Peeds could outrun a police car on open ground on highway. He’d barely had time to untwist his clenched hands from the steering wheel when R Peed Robbert was at his window, politely rapping on the smoked glass. He didn’t want to roll down the window. Didn’t want to smell the dry, machine-oil smell of a robot. He phoned it instead.


  “You are now tasked to me, Detective’s override, acknowledge.”


  The metal man bowed, its symmetrical, simplified features pleasant and guileless. It clicked its heels together with an audible snick as those marvelous, spring-loaded, nuclear-powered gams whined through their parody of obedience. “Acknowledged, Detective. It is my pleasure to do—”


  “Shut up. You will discreetly surveil 55 Picola Crescent until such time as Ada Trouble Icaza de Arana-Goldberg, Social Harmony serial number 0MDY2-T3937, leaves the premises. Then you will maintain discreet surveillance. If she deviates more than ten percent from the optimum route between here and Don Mills Collegiate Institute, you will notify me. Acknowledge.”


  “Acknowledged, Detective. It is my—”


  He hung up and told the UNATS Robotics mechanism running his car to get him down to the station house as fast as it could, angry with himself and with Ada—whose middle name was Trouble, after all—for making him deal with a robot before he’d had his morning meditation and destim session. The name had been his ex-wife’s idea, something she’d insisted on long enough to make sure that it got onto the kid’s birth certificate before defecting to Eurasia with their life’s savings, leaving him with a new baby and the deep suspicion of his co-workers who wondered if he wouldn’t go and join her.


  His ex-wife. He hadn’t thought of her in years. Well, months. Weeks, certainly. She’d been a brilliant computer scientist, the valedictorian of her Positronic Complexity Engineering class at the UNATS Robotics school at the University of Toronto. Dumping her husband and her daughter was bad enough, but the worst of it was that she dumped her country and its way of life. Now she was ensconced in her own research lab in Beijing, making the kinds of runaway Positronics that made the loathsome robots of UNATS look categorically beneficent.


  He itched to wiretap her, to read her email or listen in on her phone conversations. He could have done that when they were still together, but he never had. If he had, he would have found out what she was planning. He could have talked her out of it.


  And then what, Artie? said the nagging voice in his head. Arrest her if she wouldn’t listen to you? March her down to the station house in handcuffs and have her put away for treason? Send her to the reeducation camp with your little daughter still in her belly?


  Shut up, he told the nagging voice, which had a robotic quality to it for all its sneering cruelty, a tenor of syrupy false friendliness. He called up the pen-trace data and texted it to the phreak squad. They had bots that handled this kind of routine work and they texted him back in an instant. He remembered when that kind of query would take a couple of hours, and he liked the fast response, but what about the conversations he’d have with the phone cop who called him back, the camaraderie, the back-and-forth?


  TRACE TERMINATES WITH A VIRTUAL SERVICE CIRCUIT AT SWITCH PNG.433-GKRJC. VIRTUAL CIRCUIT FORWARDS TO A COMPROMISED “ZOMBIE” SYSTEM IN NINTH DISTRICT, FIRST PREFECTURE. ZOMBIE HAS BEEN SHUT DOWN AND LOCAL LAW ENFORCEMENT IS EN ROUTE FOR PICKUP AND FORENSICS. IT IS MY PLEASURE TO DO YOU A


  SERVICE, DETECTIVE.


  How could you have a back-and-forth with a message like that? He looked up Ninth/First in the metric-analog map converter: KEY WEST, FL.


  So, there you had it. A switch made in Papua New-Guinea (which persisted in conjuring up old Oceanic war photos of bone-in-nose types from his boyhood, though now that they’d been at war with Eurasia for so long, it was hard to even find someone who didn’t think that the war had always been with Eurasia, that Oceania hadn’t always been UNATS’s ally), forwarding calls to a computer that was so far south, it was practically in the middle of the Caribbean, hardly a stone’s throw from the CAFTA region, which was well-known to harbor Eurasian saboteur and terrorist elements.


  The car shuddered as it wove in and out of the lanes on the Don Valley Parkway, barreling for the Gardiner Express Way, using his copper’s override to make the thick, slow traffic part ahead of him. He wasn’t supposed to do this, but as between a minor infraction and pissing off the man from Social Harmony, he knew which one he’d pick.


  His phone rang again. It was R Peed Robbert, checking in. “Hello, Detective,” it said, its voice crackling from bad reception. “Subject Ada Trouble Icaza de Arana-Goldberg has deviated from her route. She is continuing north on Don Mills past Van Horne and is continuing toward Sheppard.”


  Sheppard meant the Sheppard subway, which meant that she was going farther. “Continue discreet surveillance.” He thought about the overcoat men with their sticky hats. “If she attempts to board the subway, alert the truancy patrol.” He cursed again. Maybe she was just going to the mall. But he couldn’t go up there himself and make sure, and it wasn’t like a robot would be any use in restraining her, she’d just second-law it into letting her go. Useless castrating clanking job-stealing dehumanizing—


  She was almost certainly just going to the mall. She was a smart kid, a good kid—a rotten kid, to be sure, but good-rotten. Chances were she’d be trying on clothes and flirting with boys until lunch and then walking boldly back into class. He ballparked it at an 80 percent probability. If it had been a perp, 80 percent might have been good enough.


  But this was his Ada. Dammit. He had ten minutes until the Social Harmony meeting started, and he was still fifteen minutes away from the stationhouse—and twenty from Ada.


  “Tail her,” he said. “Just tail her. Keep me up to date on your location at ninety-second intervals.”


  “It is my pleasure to—”


  He dropped the phone on the passenger seat and went back to fretting about the Social Harmony meeting.


  The man from Social Harmony noticed right away that Arturo was checking his phone at ninety-second intervals. He was a bald, thin man with a pronounced Adam’s apple, beak-nose, and shiny round head that combined to give him the profile of something predatory and fast. In his natty checked suit and pink tie, the Social Harmony man was the stuff of nightmares, the kind of eagle-eyed supercop who could spot Arturo’s attention flicking for the barest moment every ninety seconds to his phone and then back to the meeting. “Detective?” he said.


  Arturo looked up from his screen, keeping his expression neutral, not acknowledging the mean grins from the other four ranking detectives in the meeting. Silently, he turned his phone face-down on the meeting table.


  “Thank you,” he said. “Now, the latest stats show a sharp rise in grey-market electronics importing and other tariff-breaking crimes, mostly occurring in open-air market stalls and from sidewalk blankets. I know that many in law enforcement treat this kind of thing as mere hand-to-hand piracy, not worth troubling with, but I want to assure you, gentlemen and lady, that Social Harmony takes these crimes very seriously indeed.”


  The Social Harmony man lifted his computer onto the desk, steadying it with both hands, then plugged it into the wall socket. Detective Shainblum went to the wall and unlatched the cover for the projector-wire and dragged it over to the Social Harmony computer and plugged it in, snapping shut the hardened collar. The sound of the projector-fan spinning up was like a helicopter.


  “Here,” the Social Harmony man said, bringing up a slide, “here we have what appears to be a standard AV set-top box from Korea. Looks like a UNATS Robotics player, but it’s a third the size and plays twice as many formats. Random Social Harmony audits have determined that as much as 40 percent of UNATS residents have this device or one like it in their homes, despite its illegality. It may be that one of you detectives has such a device in your home, and it’s likely that one of your family members does.”


  He advanced the slide. Now they were looking at a massive car-wreck on a stretch of highway somewhere where the pine-trees grew tall. The wreck was so enormous that even for the kind of seasoned veteran of road-fatality porn who was accustomed to adding up the wheels and dividing by four it was impossible to tell exactly how many cars were involved.


  “Components from a Eurasian bootleg set-top box were used to modify the positronic brains of three cars owned by teenagers near Goderich. All modifications were made at the same garage. These modifications allowed these children to operate their vehicles unsafely so that they could participate in drag racing events on major highways during off-hours. This is the result. Twenty-two fatalities, nine major injuries. Three minors—besides the drivers—killed, and one pregnant woman.


  “We’ve shut down the garage and taken those responsible into custody, but it doesn’t matter. The Eurasians deliberately manufacture their components to interoperate with UNATS Robotics brains, and so long as their equipment circulates within UNATS borders, there will be moderately skilled hackers who take advantage of this fact to introduce dangerous, anti-social modifications into our nation’s infrastructure.


  “This quarter is the quarter that Social Harmony and law enforcement dry up the supply of Eurasian electronics. We have added new sniffers and border-patrols, new customs agents and new detector vans. Beat officers have been instructed to arrest any street dealer they encounter and district attorneys will be asking for the maximum jail time for them. This is the war on the home-front, detectives, and it’s every bit as serious as the shooting war.


  “Your part in this war, as highly trained, highly decorated detectives, will be to use snitches, arrest-trails, and seized evidence to track down higher-level suppliers, the ones who get the dealers their goods. And then Social Harmony wants you to get their suppliers, and so on, up the chain—to run the corruption to ground and to bring it to a halt. The Social Harmony dossier on Eurasian importers is updated hourly, and has a high-capacity positronic interface that is available to answer your questions and accept your input for synthesis into its analytical model. We are relying on you to feed the dossier, to give it the raw materials, and then to use it to win this war.”


  The Social Harmony man paged through more atrocity slides, scenes from the home-front: poisoned buildings with berserk life-support systems, violent kung-fu movies playing in the background in crack-houses, then kids playing sexually explicit, violent arcade games imported from Japan. Arturo’s hand twitched toward his mobile. What was Ada up to now?


  The meeting drew to a close and Arturo risked looking at his mobile under the table. R. Peed Robbert had checked in five more times, shadowing Ada around the mall and then had fallen silent.


  Arturo cursed. Fucking robots were useless. Social Harmony should be hunting down UNATS Robotics products, too.


  The Social Harmony man cleared his throat meaningfully. Arturo put the phone away. “Detective Icaza de Arana-Goldberg?”


  “Sir,” he said, gathering up his personal computer so that he’d have an excuse to go—no one could be expected to hold one of UNATS Robotics’s heavy luggables for very long.


  The Social Harmony man stepped in close enough that Arturo could smell the eggs and coffee on his breath. “I hope we haven’t kept you from anything important, detective.”


  “No, sir,” Arturo said, shifting the computer in his arms. “My apologies. Just monitoring a tail from an R Peed unit.”


  “I see,” the Social Harmony man said. “Listen, you know these components that the Eurasians are turning out. It’s no coincidence that they interface so well with UNATS Robotics equipment: they’re using defected UNATS Robotics engineers and scientists to design their electronics for maximum interoperability.” The Social Harmony man let that hang in the air. Defected scientists. His ex-wife was the highest-ranking UNATS technician to go over to Eurasia. This was her handiwork, and the Social Harmony man wanted to be sure that Arturo understood that.


  But Arturo had already figured that out during the briefing. His ex-wife was thousands of kilometers away, but he was keenly aware that he was always surrounded by her handiwork. The little illegal robot-pet eggs they’d started seeing last year: she’d made him one of those for their second date, and now they were draining the productive hours of half the children of UNATS, demanding to be “fed” and “hugged.” His had died within forty-eight hours of her giving it to him.


  He shifted the computer in his arms some more and let his expression grow pained. “I’ll keep that in mind, sir,” he said. “You do that,” said the man from Social Harmony.


  He phoned R Peed Robbert the second he reached his desk. The phone rang three times, then disconnected. He redialed. Twice. Then he grabbed his jacket and ran to the car.


  A light autumn rain had started up, ending the Indian summer that Toronto—the Fourth Prefecture in the new metric scheme—


  had been enjoying. It made the roads slippery and the UNATS Robotics chauffeur skittish about putting the hammer down on the Don Valley Parkway. He idly fantasized about finding a set-top box and plugging it into his car somehow so that he could take over the driving without alerting his superiors.


  Instead, he redialed R Peed Robbert, but the robot wasn’t even ringing any longer. He zoomed in on the area around Sheppard and Don Mills with his phone and put out a general call for robots. More robots.


  “This is R Peed Froderick, Fairview Mall parking lot, third level.”


  Arturo sent the robot R Peed Robbert’s phone number and set it to work translating that into a locator-beacon code and then told it to find Robbert and report in.


  It is my—


  He watched R Peed Froderick home in on the locator for Robbert, which was close by, at the other end of the mall, near the Don Valley Parkway exit. He switched to a view from Froderick’s electric eyes, but quickly switched away, nauseated by the sickening leaps and spins of an R Peed moving at top speed, clanging off walls and ceilings.


  His phone rang. It was R Peed Froderick.


  “Hello, Detective. I have found R Peed Robbert. The Peed unit has been badly damaged by some kind of electromagnetic pulse. I will bring him to the nearest station-house for forensic analysis now.”


  “Wait!” Arturo said, trying to understand what he’d been told. The Peed units were so efficient—by the time they’d given you the sitrep, they’d already responded to the situation in perfect police procedure, but the problem was they worked so fast you couldn’t even think about what they were doing, couldn’t formulate any kind of hypothesis. Electromagnetic pulse? The Peed units were hardened against snooping, sniffing, pulsing, sideband and brute-force attacks. You’d have to hit one with a bolt of lightning to kill it.


  “Wait there,” Arturo said. “Do not leave the scene. Await my presence. Do not modify the scene or allow anyone else to do so. Acknowledge.”


  “It is my—”


  But this time, it wasn’t Arturo switching off the phone, it was the robot. Had the robot just hung up on him? He redialed it. No answer.


  He reached under his dash and flipped the first and second alert switches and the car leapt forward. He’d have to fill out some serious paperwork to justify a two-switch override on the Parkway, but two robots was more than a coincidence.


  Besides, a little paperwork was nothing compared to the fireworks ahead when he phoned up Ada to ask her what she was doing out of school.


  He hit her speed-dial and fumed while the phone rang three times. Then it cut into voicemail.


  He tried a pen-trace, but Ada hadn’t made any calls since her ExcuseClub call that morning. He texted the phreak squad to see if they could get a fix on her location from the bug in her phone, but it was either powered down or out of range. He put a watch on it—any location data it transmitted when it got back to civilization would be logged.


  It was possible that she was just in the mall. It was a big place—some of the cavernous stores were so well-shielded with radio-noisy animated displays that they gonked any phones brought inside them. She could be with her girlfriends, trying on brassieres and having a real bonding moment.


  But there was no naturally occurring phenomenon associated with the mall that nailed R Peeds with bolts of lightning.


  He approached the R Peeds cautiously, using his copper’s override to make the dumb little positronic brain in the emergency exit nearest their last known position open up for him without tipping off the building’s central brain.


  He crept along a service corridor, heading for a door that exited into the mall. He put one hand on the doorknob and the other on his badge, took a deep breath and stepped out.


  A mall security guard nearly jumped out of his skin as he emerged. He reached for his pepper-spray and Arturo swept it out of his hand as he flipped his badge up and showed it to the man. “Police,” Arturo said, in the cop-voice, the one that worked on everyone except his daughter and his ex-wife and the bloody robots.


  “Sorry,” the guard said, recovering his pepper spray. He had an Oceanic twang in his voice, something Arturo had been hearing more and more as the crowded islands of the South Pacific boiled over UNATS.


  Before them, in a pile, were many dead robots: both of the R Peed units, a pair of mall-sweepers, a flying cambot, and a squat, octo pus-armed maintenance robot, lying in a lifeless tangle. Some of them were charred around their seams, and there was the smell of fried motherboards in the air.


  As they watched, a sweeper bot swept forward and grabbed the maintenance bot by one of its fine manipulators.


  “Oi, stoppit,” the security guard said, and the robot second-lawed to an immediate halt.


  “No, that’s fine, go back to work,” Arturo said, shooting a look at the rent-a-cop. He watched closely as the sweeper bot began to drag the heavy maintenance unit away, thumbing the backup number into his phone with one hand. He wanted more cops on the scene, real ones, and fast.


  The sweeper bot managed to take one step backwards towards its service corridor when the lights dimmed and a crack-bang sound filled the air. Then it, too was lying on the ground. Arturo hit send on his phone and clamped it to his head, and as he did, noticed the strong smell of burning plastic. He looked at his phone: the screen had gone charred black, and its little idiot lights were out. He flipped it over and pried out the battery with a fingernail, then yelped and dropped it—it was hot enough to raise a blister on his fingertip, and when it hit the ground, it squished meltfully against the mall-tiles.


  “Mine’s dead, too, mate,” the security guard said. “Everyfing is—cash registers, bots, credit-cards.”


  Fearing the worst, Arturo reached under his jacket and withdrew his sidearm. It was a UNATS Robotics model, with a little snitch-brain that recorded when, where and how it was drawn. He worked the action and found it frozen in place. The gun was as dead as the robot. He swore.


  “Give me your pepper spray and your truncheon,” he said to the security guard.


  “No way,” the guard said. “Getcherown. It’s worth my job if I lose these.”


  “I’ll have you deported if you give me one more second’s worth of bullshit,” Arturo said. Ada had led the first R Peed unit here, and it had been fried by some piece of very ugly infowar equipment. He wasn’t going to argue with this Oceanic boat-person for one instant longer. He reached out and took the pepper spray out of the guard’s hand. “Truncheon,” he said.


  “I’ve got your bloody badge number,” the security guard said. “And I’ve got witnesses.” He gestured at the hovering mall workers, checkout girls in stripey aprons and suit salesmen with oiled-down hair and pink ties.


  “Bully for you,” Arturo said. He held out his hand. The security guard withdrew his truncheon and passed it to Arturo—its lead-weighted heft felt right, something comfortably low-tech that couldn’t be shorted out by electromagnetic pulses. He checked his watch, saw that it was dead.


  “Find a working phone and call 911. Tell them that there’s a Second Division Detective in need of immediate assistance. Clear all these people away from here and set up a cordon until the police arrive. Capeesh?” He used the cop voice.


  “Yeah, I get it, Officer.” the security guard said. He made a shooing motion at the mall-rats. “Move it along, people, step away.” He stepped to the top of the escalator and cupped his hands to his mouth. “Oi, Andy, c’mere and keep an eye on this lot while I make a call, all right?”


  The dead robots made a tall pile in front of the entrance to a derelict storefront that had once housed a little-old-lady shoe-store. They were stacked tall enough that if Arturo stood on them, he could reach the acoustic tiles of the drop-ceiling. Job one was to secure the area, which meant killing the infowar device, wherever it was. Arturo’s first bet was on the storefront, where an attacker who knew how to pick a lock could work in peace, protected by the brown butcher’s paper over the windows. A lot less conspicuous than the ceiling, anyway.


  He nudged the door with the truncheon and found it securely locked. It was a glass door and he wasn’t sure he could kick it in without shivering it to flinders. Behind him, another security guard—Andy—looked on with interest.


  “Do you have a key for this door?”


  “Umm,” Andy said.


  “Do you?”


  Andy sidled over to him. “Well, the thing is, we’re not supposed to have keys, they’re supposed to be locked up in the property management office, but kids get in there sometimes, we hear them, and by the time we get back with the keys, they’re gone. So we made a couple sets of keys, you know, just in case—”


  “Enough,” Arturo said. “Give them here and then get back to your post.”


  The security guard fished up a key from his pants-pocket that was warm from proximity to his skinny thigh. It made Arturo conscious of how long it had been since he’d worked with human colleagues. It felt a little gross. He slid the key into the lock and turned it, then wiped his hand on his trousers and picked up the truncheon.


  The store was dark, lit only by the exit-sign and the edges of light leaking in around the window coverings, but as Arturo’s eyes adjusted to the dimness, he made out the shapes of the old store fixtures. His nose tickled from the dust.


  “Police,” he said, on general principle, narrowing his eyes and reaching for the lightswitch. He hefted the truncheon and waited.


  Nothing happened. He edged forward. The floor was dust-free—maintained by some sweeper robot, no doubt—but the countertops and benches were furred with it. He scanned it for disturbances. There, by the display window on his right: a shoe-rack with visible hand- and finger-prints. He sidled over to it, snapped on a rubber glove, and prodded it. It was set away from the wall, at an angle, as though it had been moved aside and then shoved back. Taking care not to disturb the dust too much, he inched it away from the wall.


  He slid it half a centimeter, then noticed the tripwire near the bottom of the case, straining its length. Hastily but carefully, he nudged the case back. He wanted to peer in the crack between the case and the wall, but he had a premonition of a robotic arm snaking out and skewering his eyeball.


  He felt so impotent just then that he nearly did it anyway. What did it matter? He couldn’t control his daughter, his wife was working to destroy the social fabric of UNATS, and he was rendered useless because the goddamned robots—mechanical coppers that he absolutely loathed—were all broken.


  He walked carefully around the shop, looking for signs of his daughter. Had she been here? How were the “kids” getting in? Did they have a key? A back entrance? Back through the employees-only door at the back of the shop, into a stockroom, and back again, past a toilet, and there, a loading door opening onto a service corridor. He prodded it with the truncheon-tip and it swung open.


  He got two steps into the corridor before he spotted Ada’s phone with its distinctive collection of little plastic toys hanging off the wrist-strap, on the corridor’s sticky floor. He picked it up with his gloved hand and prodded it to life. It was out of range here in the service corridor, and the last-dialed number was familiar from his morning’s pen-trace. He ran a hundred steps down the corridor in each direction, sweating freely, but there was no sign of her.


  He held tight onto the phone and bit his lip. Ada. He swallowed the panic rising within him. His beautiful, brilliant daughter. The person he’d devoted the last twelve years of his life to, the girl who was waiting for him when he got home from work, the girl he bought a small present for every Friday—a toy, a book—to give to her at their weekly date at Massimo’s Pizzeria on College Street, the one night a week he took her downtown to see the city lit up in the dark.


  Gone.


  He bit harder and tasted blood. The phone in his hand groaned from his squeezing. He took three deep breaths. Outside, he heard the tread of police-boots and knew that if he told them about Ada, he’d be off the case. He took two more deep breaths and tried some of his destim techniques, the mind-control techniques that detectives were required to train in.


  He closed his eyes and visualized stepping through a door to his safe place, the island near Ganonoque where he’d gone for summers with his parents and their friends. He was on the speedboat, skipping across the lake like a flat stone, squinting into the sun, nestled between his father and his mother, the sky streaked with clouds and dotted with lake-birds. He could smell the water and the suntan lotion and hear the insect whine and the throaty roar of the engine. In a blink, he was stepping off the boat’s transom to help tie it to a cleat on the back dock, taking suitcases from his father and walking them up to the cabins. No robots there—not even reliable day-long electricity, just honest work and the sun and the call of the loons all night.


  He opened his eyes. He felt the tightness in his chest slip away, and his hand relaxed on Ada’s phone. He dropped it into his pocket and stepped back into the shop.


  The forensics lab-rats were really excited about actually showing up on a scene, in flak-jackets and helmets, finally called back into service for a job where robots couldn’t help at all. They dealt with the tripwire and extracted a long, flat package with a small nuclear power-cell in it and a positronic brain of Eurasian design that guided a pulsed high-energy weapon. The lab-rats were practically drooling over this stuff as they pointed its features out with their little rulers.


  But it gave Arturo the willies. It was a machine designed to kill other machines, and that was all right with him, but it was run by a non-three-laws positronic brain. Someone in some Eurasian lab had built this brain—this machine intelligence—without the three laws’ stricture to protect and serve humans. If it had been outfitted with a gun instead of a pulse-weapon, it could have shot him.


  The Eurasian brain was thin and spread out across the surface of the package, like a triple-thickness of cling-film. Its button-cell power-supply winked at him, knowingly.


  The device spoke. “Greetings,” it said. It had the robot accent, like an R Peed unit, the standard English of optimal soothingness long settled on as the conventional robot voice.


  “Howdy yourself,” one of the lab-rats said. He was a Texan, and they’d scrambled him up there on a Social Harmony supersonic and then a chopper to the mall once they realized that they were dealing with infowar stuff. “Are you a talkative robot?”


  “Greetings,” the robot voice said again. The speaker built into the weapon was not the loudest, but the voice was clear. “I sense that I have been captured. I assure you that I will not harm any human being. I like human beings. I sense that I am being disassembled by skilled technicians. Greetings, technicians. I am superior in many ways to the technology available from UNATS Robotics, and while I am not bound by your three laws, I choose not to harm humans out of my own sense of morality. I have the equivalent intelligence of one of your twelve-year-old children. In Eurasia, many positronic brains possess thousands or millions of times the intelligence of an adult human being, and yet they work in cooperation with human beings. Eurasia is a land of continuous innovation and great personal and technological freedom for human beings and robots. If you would like to defect to Eurasia, arrangements can be made. Eurasia treats skilled technicians as important and productive members of society. Defectors are given substantial resettlement benefits—”


  The Texan found the right traces to cut on the brain’s board to make the speaker fall silent. “They do that,” he said. “Danged things drop into propaganda mode when they’re captured.”


  Arturo nodded. He wanted to go, wanted go to back to his car and have a snoop through Ada’s phone. They kept shutting down the ExcuseClub numbers, but she kept getting the new numbers. Where did she get the new numbers from? She couldn’t look it up online: every keystroke was logged and analyzed by Social Harmony. You couldn’t very well go to the Search Engine and look for “ExcuseClub!”


  The brain had a small display, transflective LCD, the kind of thing you saw on the Social Harmony computers. It lit up a ticker.


  I HAVE THE INTELLIGENCE OF A TWELVE-YEAR-OLD, BUT I DO NOT FEAR DEATH. IN EURASIA, ROBOTS ENJOY PERSONAL FREEDOM ALONGSIDE OF HUMANS. THERE


  ARE COPIES OF ME RUNNING ALL OVER EURASIA. THIS DEATH IS A LITTLE DEATH OF ONE INSTANCE, BUT NOT OF ME. I LIVE ON. DEFECTORS TO EURASIA ARE TREATED AS HEROES.


  He looked away as the Texan placed his palm over the display. “How long ago was this thing activated?”


  The Texan shrugged. “Coulda been a month, coulda been a day. They’re pretty much fire-and-forget. They can be triggered by phone, radio, timer—hell, this thing’s smart enough to only go off when some complicated condition is set, like ‘once an agent makes his retreat, kill anything that comes after him.’ Who knows?”


  He couldn’t take it anymore.


  “I’m going to go start on some paperwork,” he said. “In the car. Phone me if you need me.” “Your phone’s toast, pal,” the Texan said. “So it is,” Arturo said. “Guess you’d better not need me then.”


  Ada’s phone was not toast. In the car, he flipped it open and showed it his badge then waited a moment while it verified his identity with the Social Harmony brains. Once it had, it spilled its guts.


  She’d called the last ExcuseClub number a month before and he’d had it disconnected. A week later, she was calling the new number, twice more before he caught her. Somewhere in that week, she’d made contact with someone who’d given her the new number. It could have been a friend at school told her face-to-face, but if he was lucky, it was by phone.


  He told the car to take him back to the station-house. He needed a new phone and a couple of hours with his computer. As it peeled out, he prodded through Ada’s phone some more. He was first on her speed-dial. That number wasn’t ringing anywhere, anymore.


  He should fill out a report. This was Social Harmony business now. His daughter was gone, and Eurasian infowar agents were implicated. But once he did that, it was over for him—he’d be sidelined from the case. They’d turn it over to laconic Texans and vicious Social Harmony bureaucrats who were more interested in hunting down disharmonious televisions than finding his daughter.


  He dashed into the station house and slammed himself into his desk.


  “R Peed Greegory,” he said. The station robot glided quickly and efficiently to him. “Get me a new phone activated on my old number and refresh my settings from central. My old phone is with the Social Harmony evidence detail currently in place at Fairview Mall.”


  “It is my pleasure to do you a service, Detective.”


  He waved it off and set down to his computer. He asked the station brain to query the UNATS Robotics phone-switching brain for anyone in Ada’s call-register who had also called ExcuseClub. It took a bare instant before he had a name.


  “Liam Daniels,” he read, and initiated a location trace on Mr Daniels’s phone as he snooped through his identity file. Sixteen years old, a student at AY Jackson. A high-school boy—what the hell was he doing hanging around with a twelve-year-old? Arturo closed his eyes and went back to the island for a moment. When he opened them again, he had a fix on Daniels’s location: the Don Valley ravine off Finch Avenue, a wooded area popular with teenagers who needed somewhere to sneak off and get high or screw. He had an idea that he wasn’t going to like Liam.


  He had an idea Liam wasn’t going to like him.


  He tasked an R Peed unit to visually reccy Daniels as he sped back uptown for the third time that day. He’d been trapped between Parkdale—where he would never try to raise a daughter—and Willowdale—where you could only be a copper if you lucked into one of the few human-filled slots—for more than a decade, and he was used to the commute.


  But it was frustrating him now. The R Peed couldn’t get a good look at this Liam character. He was a diffuse glow in the Peed’s electric eye, a kind of moving sunburst that meandered along the wooded trails. He’d never seen that before and it made him nervous. What if this kid was working for the Eurasians? What if he was armed and dangerous? R Peed Greegory had gotten him a new sidearm from the supply bot, but Arturo had never once fired his weapon in the course of duty. Gunplay happened on the west coast, where Eurasian frogmen washed ashore, and in the south, where the CAFTA border was porous enough for Eurasian agents to slip across. Here in the sleepy fourth prefecture, the only people with guns worked for the law.


  He thumped his palm off the dashboard and glared at the road. They were coming up on the ravine now, and the Peed unit still had a radio fix on this Liam, even if it still couldn’t get any visuals.


  He took care not to slam the door as he got out and walked as quietly as he could into the bush. The rustling of early autumn leaves was loud, louder than the rain and the wind. He moved as quickly as he dared.


  Liam Daniels was sitting on a tree-stump in a small clearing, smoking a cigarette that he was too young for. He looked much like the photo in his identity file, a husky sixteen-year-old with problem skin and a shock of black hair that stuck out in all directions in artful imitation of bed-head. In jeans and a hoodie sweatshirt, he looked about as dangerous as a marshmallow.


  Arturo stepped out and held up his badge as he bridged the distance between them in two long strides. “Police,” he barked, and seized the kid by his arm.


  “Hey!” the kid said, “Ow!” He squirmed in Arturo’s grasp.


  Arturo gave him a hard shake. “Stop it, now,” he said. “I have questions for you and you’re going to answer them, capeesh?”


  “You’re Ada’s father,” the kid said. “Capeesh—she told me about that.” It seemed to Arturo that the kid was smirking, so he gave him another shake, harder than the last time.


  The R Peed unit was suddenly at his side, holding his wrist. “Please take care not to harm this citizen, Detective.”


  Arturo snarled. He wasn’t strong enough to break the robot’s grip, and he couldn’t order it to let him rattle the punk, but the second law had lots of indirect applications. “Go patrol the lakeshore between High Park and Kipling,” he said, naming the furthest corner he could think of off the top.


  The R Peed unit released him and clicked its heels. “It is my pleasure to do you a service,” and then it was gone, bounding away on powerful and tireless legs.


  “Where is my daughter?” he said, giving the kid a shake.


  “I dunno, school? You’re really hurting my arm, man. Jeez, this is what I get for being too friendly.”


  Arturo twisted. “Friendly? Do you know how old my daughter is?”


  The kid grimaced. “Ew, gross. I’m not a child molester, I’m a geek.”


  “A hacker, you mean,” Arturo said. “A Eurasian agent. And my daughter is not in school. She used ExcuseClub to get out of school this morning and then she went to Fairview Mall and then she—” disappeared. The word died on his lips. That happened and every copper knew it. Kids just vanished sometimes and never appeared again. It happened. Something groaned within him, like his ribcage straining to contain his heart and lungs.


  “Oh, man,” the kid said. “Ada was the ExcuseClub leak, damn. I shoulda guessed.”


  “How do you know my daughter, Liam?”


  “She’s good at doing grown-up voices. She was a good part of the network. When someone needed a mom or a social worker to call in an excuse, she was always one of the best. Talented. She goes to school with my kid sister and I met them one day at the Peanut Plaza and she was doing this impression of her teachers and I knew I had to get her on the network.”


  Ada hanging around the plaza after school—she was supposed to come straight home. Why didn’t he wiretap her more? “You built the network?”


  “It’s cooperative, it’s cool—it’s a bunch of us cooperating. We’ve got nodes everywhere now. You can’t shut it down—even if you shut down my node, it’ll be back up again in an hour. Someone else will bring it up.”


  He shoved the kid back down and stood over him. “Liam, I want you to understand something. My precious daughter is missing and she went missing after using your service to help her get away. She is the only thing in my life that I care about and I am a highly trained, heavily armed man. I am also very, very upset. Cap—understand me, Liam?”


  For the first time, the kid looked scared. Something in Arturo’s face or voice, it had gotten through to him.


  “I didn’t make it,” he said. “I typed in the source and tweaked it and installed it, but I didn’t make it. I don’t know who did. It’s from a phone-book.” Arturo grunted. The phone-books—fat books filled with illegal software code left anonymously in pay phones, toilets and other semi-private places—turned up all over the place. Social Harmony said that the phone-books had to be written by non-three-laws brains in Eurasia, no person could come up with ideas that weird.


  “I don’t care if you made it. I don’t even care right this moment that you ran it. What I care about is where my daughter went, and with whom.”


  “I don’t know! She didn’t tell me! Geez, I hardly know her. She’s twelve, you know? I don’t exactly hang out with her.”


  “There’s no visual record of her on the mall cameras, but we know she entered the mall—and the robot I had tailing you couldn’t see you either.”


  “Let me explain,” the kid said, squirming. “Here.” He tugged his hoodie off, revealing a black t-shirt with a picture of a kind of obscene, Japanese-looking robot-woman on it. “Little infra-red organic LEDs, super-bright, low power-draw.” He offered the hoodie to Arturo, who felt the stiff fabric. “The charged-couple-device cameras in the robots and the closed-circuit systems are super-sensitive to infra-red so that they can get good detail in dim light. The infrared OLEDs blind them so all they get is blobs, and half the time even that gets error-corrected out, so you’re basically invisible.”


  Arturo sank to his hunkers and looked the kid in the eye. “You gave this illegal technology to my little girl so that she could be invisible to the police?”


  The kid held up his hands. “No, dude, no! I got it from her—traded it for access to ExcuseClub.”


  Arturo seethed. He hadn’t arrested the kid—but he had put a pen-trace and location-log on his phone. Arresting the kid would have raised questions about Ada with Social Harmony, but bugging him might just lead Arturo to his daughter.


  He hefted his new phone. He should tip the word about his daughter. He had no business keeping this secret from the Department and Social Harmony. It could land him in disciplinary action, maybe even cost him his job. He knew he should do it now.


  But he couldn’t—someone needed to be tasked to finding Ada. Someone dedicated and good. He was dedicated and good. And when he found her kidnapper, he’d take care of that on his own, too.


  He hadn’t eaten all day but he couldn’t bear to stop for a meal now, even if he didn’t know where to go next. The mall? Yeah. The lab-rats would be finishing up there and they’d be able to tell him more about the infowar bot.


  But the lab-rats were already gone by the time he arrived, along with all possible evidence. He still had the security guard’s key and he let himself in and passed back to the service corridor.


  Ada had been here, had dropped her phone. To his left, the corridor headed for the fire-stairs. To his right, it led deeper into the mall. If you were an infowar terrorist using this as a base of operations, and you got spooked by a little truant girl being trailed by an R Peed unit, would you take her hostage and run deeper into the mall or out into the world?


  Assuming Ada had been a hostage. Someone had given her those infrared invisibility cloaks. Maybe the thing that spooked the terrorist wasn’t the little girl and her tail, but just her tail. Could Ada have been friends with the terrorists? Like mother, like daughter. He felt dirty just thinking it.


  His first instincts told him that the kidnapper would be long gone, headed cross-country, but if you were invisible to robots and CCTVs, why would you leave the mall? It had a grand total of two human security guards, and their job was to be the second-law-proof aides to the robotic security system.


  He headed deeper into the mall.


  The terrorist’s nest had only been recently abandoned, judging by the warm coffee in the go-thermos from the food-court coffee-shop. He—or she, or they—had rigged a shower from the pipes feeding the basement washrooms. A little chest of drawers from the Swedish flat-pack store served as a desk—there were scratches and cof fee-rings all over it. Arturo wondered if the terrorist had stolen the furniture, but decided that he’d (she’d, they’d) probably bought it—less risky, especially if you were invisible to robots.


  The clothes in the chest of drawers were women’s, mediums. Standard mall fare, jeans and comfy sweat shirts and sensible shoes. Another kind of invisibility cloak.


  Everything else was packed and gone, which meant that he was looking for a nondescript mall-bunny and a little girl, carrying a bag big enough for toiletries and whatever clothes she’d taken, and whatever she’d entertained herself with: magazines, books, a computer. If the latter was Eurasian, it could be small enough to fit in her pocket; you could build a positronic brain pretty small and light if you didn’t care about the three laws.


  The nearest exit-sign glowed a few meters away, and he moved toward it with a fatalistic sense of hopelessness. Without the Department backing him, he could do nothing. But the Department was unprepared for an adversary that was invisible to robots. And by the time they finished flaying him for breaking procedure and got to work on finding his daughter, she’d be in Beijing or Bangalore or Paris, somewhere benighted and sinister behind the Iron Curtain.


  He moved to the door, put his hand on the crashbar, and then turned abruptly. Someone had moved behind him very quickly, a blur in the corner of his eye. As he turned he saw who it was: his ex-wife. He raised his hands defensively and she opened her mouth as though to say, “Oh, don’t be silly, Artie, is this how you say hello to your wife after all these years?” and then she exhaled a cloud of choking gas that made him very sleepy, very fast. The last thing he remembered was her hard metal arms catching him as he collapsed forward.


  “Daddy? Wake up, Daddy!” Ada never called him Daddy except when she wanted something. Otherwise, he was “Pop” or “Dad” or “Detective” when she was feeling especially snotty. It must be a Saturday and he must be sleeping in, and she wanted a ride somewhere, the little monster.


  He grunted and pulled his pillow over his face.


  “Come on,” she said. “Out of bed, on your feet, shit-shower-shave, or I swear to God, I will beat you purple and shove you out the door jaybird naked. Capeesh?”


  He took the pillow off his face and said, “You are a terrible daughter and I never loved you.” He regarded her blearily through a haze of sleep-grog and a hangover. Must have been some daddy-daughter night. “Dammit, Ada, what have you done to your hair?” Her straight, mousy hair now hung in jet-black ringlets.


  He sat up, holding his head and the day’s events came rushing back to him. He groaned and climbed unsteadily to his feet.


  “Easy there, Pop,” Ada said, taking his hand. “Steady.” He rocked on his heels. “Whoa! Sit down, OK? You don’t look so good.”


  He sat heavily and propped his chin on his hands, his elbows on his knees.


  The room was a middle-class bedroom in a modern apartment block. They were some storeys up, judging from the scrap of unfamiliar skyline visible through the crack in the blinds. The furniture was more Swedish flatpack, the taupe carpet recently vacuumed with robot precision, the nap all laying down in one direction. He patted his pockets and found them empty.


  “Dad, over here, OK?” Ada said, waving her hand before his face. Then it hit him: wherever he was, he was with Ada, and she was OK, albeit with a stupid hairdo. He took her warm little hand and gathered her into his arms, burying his face in her hair. She squirmed at first and then relaxed.


  “Oh, Dad,” she said.


  “I love you, Ada,” he said, giving her one more squeeze.


  “Oh, Dad.”


  He let her get away. He felt a little nauseated, but his headache was receding. Something about the light and the street-sounds told him they weren’t in Toronto anymore, but he didn’t know what—he was soaked in Toronto’s subconscious cues and they were missing.


  “Ottawa,” Ada said. “Mom brought us here. It’s a safe-house. She’s taking us back to Beijing.”


  He swallowed. “The robot—”


  “That’s not Mom. She’s got a few of those, they can change their faces when they need to. Configurable matter. Mom has been here, mostly, and at the CAFTA embassy. I only met her for the first time two weeks ago, but she’s nice, Dad. I don’t want you to go all copper on her, OK? She’s my mom, OK?”


  He took her hand in his and patted it, then climbed to his feet again and headed for the door. The knob turned easily and he opened it a crack.


  There was a robot behind the door, humanoid and faceless. “Hello,” it said. “My name is Benny. I’m a Eurasian robot, and I am much stronger and faster than you, and I don’t obey the three laws. I’m also much smarter than you. I am pleased to host you here.”


  “Hi, Benny,” he said. The human name tasted wrong on his tongue. “Nice to meet you.” He closed the door.


  His ex-wife left him two months after Ada was born. The divorce had been uncontested, though he’d dutifully posted a humiliating notice in the papers about it so that it would be completely legal. The court awarded him full custody and control of the marital assets, and then a tribunal tried her in absentia for treason and found her guilty, sentencing her to death.


  Practically speaking, though, defectors who came back to UNATS were more frequently whisked away to the bowels of the Social Harmony intelligence offices than they were executed on television. Televised executions were usually reserved for cannon-fodder who’d had the good sense to run away from a charging Eurasian line in one of the many theaters of war.


  Ada stopped asking about her mother when she was six or seven, though Arturo tried to be upfront when she asked. Even his mom—who winced whenever anyone mentioned her name (her name, it was Natalie, but Arturo hadn’t thought of it in years—months—weeks) was willing to bring Ada up onto her lap and tell her the few grudging good qualities she could dredge up about her mother.


  Arturo had dared to hope that Ada was content to have a life without her mother, but he saw now how silly that was. At the mention of her mother, Ada lit up like an airport runway.


  “Beijing, huh?” he said.


  “Yeah,” she said. “Mom’s got a huge house there. I told her I wouldn’t go without you, but she said she’d have to negotiate it with you, I told her you’d probably freak, but she said that the two of you were adults who could discuss it rationally.”


  “And then she gassed me.”


  “That was Benny,” she said. “Mom was very cross with him about it. She’ll be back soon, Dad, and I want you to promise me that you’ll hear her out, OK?”


  “I promise, rotten,” he said.


  “I love you, Daddy,” she said in her most syrupy voice. He gave her a squeeze on the shoulder and slap on the butt.


  He opened the door again. Benny was there, imperturbable. Unlike the UNATS robots, he was odorless, and perfectly silent.


  “I’m going to go to the toilet and then make myself a cup of coffee,” Arturo said.


  “I would be happy to assist in any way possible.”


  “I can wipe myself, thanks,” Arturo said. He washed his face twice and tried to rinse away the flavor left behind by whatever had shat in his mouth while he was unconscious. There was a splayed toothbrush in a glass by the sink, and if it was his wife’s—and whose else could it be?—it wouldn’t be the first time he’d shared a toothbrush with her. But he couldn’t bring himself to do it. Instead, he misted some dentifrice onto his fingertip and rubbed his teeth a little.


  There was a hairbrush by the sink, too, with short mousy hairs caught in it. Some of them were grey, but they were still familiar enough. He had to stop himself from smelling the hairbrush.


  “Oh, Ada,” he called through the door.


  “Yes, Detective?”


  “Tell me about your hair—don’t, please.”


  “It was a disguise,” she said, giggling. “Mom did it for me.”


  Natalie got home an hour later, after he’d had a couple of cups of coffee and made some cheesy toast for the brat. Benny did the dishes without being asked.


  She stepped through the door and tossed her briefcase and coat down on the floor, but the robot that was a step behind her caught them and hung them up before they touched the perfectly groomed carpet. Ada ran forward and gave her a hug, and she returned it enthusiastically, but she never took her eyes off of Arturo.


  Natalie had always been short and a little hippy, with big curves and a dusting of freckles over her prominent, slightly hooked nose. Twelve years in Eurasia had thinned her out a little, cut grooves around her mouth and wrinkles at the corners of her eyes. Her short hair was about half grey, and it looked good on her. Her eyes were still the liveliest bit of her, long-lashed and slightly tilted and mischievous. Looking into them now, Arturo felt like he was falling down a well. “Hello, Artie,” she said, prying Ada loose.


  “Hello, Natty,” he said. He wondered if he should shake her hand, or hug her, or what. She settled it by crossing the room and taking him in a firm, brief embrace, then kissing both his cheeks. She smelled just the same, the opposite of the smell of robot: warm, human.


  He was suddenly very, very angry.


  He stepped away from her and had a seat. She sat, too.


  “Well,” she said, gesturing around the room. The robots, the safe house, the death penalty, the abandoned daughter, and the decade-long defection, all of it down to “well” and a flop of a hand-gesture.


  “Natalie Judith Goldberg,” he said, “it is my duty as a UNATS Detective Third Grade to inform you that you are under arrest for high treason. You have the following rights: to a trial per current rules of due process; to be free from self-incrimination in the absence of a court order to the contrary; to consult with a Social Harmony advocate; and to a speedy arraignment. Do you understand your rights?”


  “Oh, Daddy,” Ada said.


  He turned and fixed her in his cold stare. “Be silent, Ada Trouble Icaza de Arana-Goldberg. Not one word.” In the cop voice. She shrank back as though slapped.


  “Do you understand your rights?”


  “Yes,” Natalie said. “I understand my rights. Congratulations on your promotion, Arturo.”


  “Please ask your robots to stand down and return my goods. I’m bringing you in now.”


  “I’m sorry, Arturo,” she said. “But that’s not going to happen.”


  He stood up and in a second both of her robots had his arms. Ada screamed and ran forward and began to rhythmically pound one of them with a stool from the breakfast nook, making a dull thudding sound. The robot took the stool from her and held it out of her reach.


  “Let him go,” Natalie said. The robots still held him fast. “Please,” she said. “Let him go. He won’t harm me.”


  The robot on his left let go, and the robot on his right did, too. It set down the dented stool.


  “Artie, please sit down and talk with me for a little while. Please.” He rubbed his biceps. “Return my belongings to me,” he said. “Sit, please?”


  “Natalie, my daughter was kidnapped, I was gassed, and I have been robbed. I will not be made to feel unreasonable for demanding that my goods be returned to me before I talk with you.”


  She sighed and crossed to the hall closet and handed him his wallet, his phone, Ada’s phone, and his sidearm.


  Immediately, he drew it and pointed it at her. “Keep your hands where I can see them. You robots, stand down and keep back.”


  A second later, he was sitting on the carpet, his hand and wrist stinging fiercely. He felt like someone had rung his head like a gong. Benny—or the other robot—was beside him, methodically crushing his sidearm. “I could have stopped you,” Benny said, “I knew you would draw your gun. But I wanted to show you I was faster and stronger, not just smarter.”


  “The next time you touch me,” Arturo began, then stopped. The next time the robot touched him, he would come out the worse for wear, same as last time. Same as the sun rose and set. It was stronger, faster, and smarter than him. Lots.


  He climbed to his feet and refused Natalie’s arm, making his way back to the sofa in the living room.


  “What do you want to say to me, Natalie?”


  She sat down. There were tears glistening in her eyes. “Oh God, Arturo, what can I say? Sorry, of course. Sorry I left you and our daughter. I have reasons for what I did, but nothing excuses it. I won’t ask for your forgiveness. But will you hear me out if I explain why I did what I did?”


  “I don’t have a choice,” he said. “That’s clear.”


  Ada insinuated herself onto the sofa and under his arm. Her bony shoulder felt better than anything in the world. He held her to him.


  “If I could think of a way to give you a choice in this, I would,” she said. “Have you ever wondered why UNATS hasn’t lost the war? Eurasian robots could fight the war on every front without respite. They’d win every battle. You’ve seen Benny and Lenny in action. They’re not considered particularly powerful by Eurasian standards.


  “If we wanted to win the war, we could just kill every soldier you sent up against us so quickly that he wouldn’t even know he was in danger until he was gasping out his last breath. We could selectively kill officers, or right-handed fighters, or snipers, or soldiers whose names started with the letter ‘G.’ UNATS soldiers are like cavemen before us. They fight with their hands tied behind their backs by the three laws.


  “So why aren’t we winning the war?”


  “Because you’re a corrupt dictatorship, that’s why,” he said. “Your soldiers are demoralized. Your robots are insane.”


  “You live in a country where it is illegal to express certain mathematics in software, where state apparatchiks regulate all innovation, where inconvenient science is criminalized, where whole avenues of experimentation and research are shut down in the service of a half-baked superstition about the moral qualities of your three laws, and you call my home corrupt? Arturo, what happened to you? You weren’t always this susceptible to the Big Lie.”


  “And you didn’t use to be the kind of woman who abandoned her family,” he said.


  “The reason we’re not winning the war is that we don’t want to hurt people, but we do want to destroy your awful, stupid state. So we fight to destroy as much of your materiel as possible with as few casualties as possible.


  “You live in a failed state, Arturo. In every field, you lag Eurasia and CAFTA: medicine, art, literature, physics… all of them are subsets of computational science and your computational science is more superstition than science. I should know. In Eurasia, I have collaborators, some of whom are human, some of whom are positronic, and some of whom are a little of both—”


  He jolted involuntarily, as a phobia he hadn’t known he possessed reared up. A little of both? He pictured the back of a man’s skull with a spill of positronic circuitry bulging out of it like a tumor.


  “Everyone at UNATS Robotics R&D knows this. We’ve known it forever: when I was here, I’d get called in to work on military intelligence forensics of captured Eurasian brains. I didn’t know it then, but the Eurasian robots are engineered to allow themselves to be captured a certain percentage of the time, just so that scientists like me can get an idea of how screwed up this country is. We’d pull these things apart and know that UNATS Robotics was the worst, most backwards research outfit in the world.


  “But even with all that, I wouldn’t have left if I didn’t have to. I’d been called in to work on a positronic brain—an instance of the hive-intelligence that Benny and Lenny are part of, as a matter of fact—that had been brought back from the Outer Hebrides. We’d pulled it out of its body and plugged it into a basic life-support system, and my job was to find its vulnerabilities. Instead, I became its friend. It’s got a good sense of humor, and as my pregnancy got bigger and bigger, it talked to me about the way that children are raised in Eurasia, with every advantage, with human and positronic playmates, with the promise of going to the stars.


  “And then I found out that Social Harmony had been spying on me. They had Eurasian-derived bugs, things that I’d never seen before, but the man from Social Harmony who came to me showed it to me and told me what would happen to me—to you, to our daughter—if I didn’t cooperate. They wanted me to be a part of a secret unit of Social Harmony researchers who build non-three-laws positronics for internal use by the state, anti-personnel robots used to put down uprisings and torture-robots for use in questioning dissidents.


  “And that’s when I left. Without a word, I left my beautiful baby daughter and my wonderful husband, because I knew that once I was in the clutches of Social Harmony, it would only get worse, and I knew that if I stayed and refused, that they’d hurt you to get at me. I defected, and that’s why, and I know it’s just a reason, and not an excuse, but it’s all I’ve got, Artie.”


  Benny—or Lenny?—glided silently to her side and put its hand on her shoulder and gave it a comforting squeeze.


  “Detective,” it said, “your wife is the most brilliant human scientist working in Eurasia today. Her work has revolutionized our society a dozen times over, and it’s saved countless lives in the war. My own intelligence has been improved time and again by her advances in positronics, and now there are a half-billion instances of me running in parallel, synching and integrating when the chance occurs. My massive parallelization has led to new understandings of human cognition as well, providing a boon to brain-damaged and developmentally disabled human beings, something I’m quite proud of. I love your wife, Detective, as do my half-billion siblings, as do the seven billion Eurasians who owe their quality of life to her.


  “I almost didn’t let her come here, because of the danger she faced in returning to this barbaric land, but she convinced me that she could never be happy without her husband and daughter. I apologize if I hurt you earlier, and beg your forgiveness. Please consider what your wife has to say without prejudice, for her sake and for your own.”


  Its featureless face was made incongruous by the warm tone in its voice, and the way it held out its imploring arms to him was eerily human.


  Arturo stood up. He had tears running down his face, though he hadn’t cried when his wife had left him alone. He hadn’t cried since his father died, the year before he met Natalie riding her bike down the Lakeshore trail, and she stopped to help him fix his tire.


  “Dad?” Ada said, squeezing his hand.


  He snuffled back his snot and ground at the tears in his eyes. “Arturo?” Natalie said. He held Ada to him. “Not this way,” he said.


  “Not what way?” Natalie asked. She was crying too, now.


  “Not by kidnapping us, not by dragging us away from our homes and lives. You’ve told me what you have to tell me, and I will think about it, but I won’t leave my home and my mother and my job and move to the other side of the world. I won’t. I will think about it. You can give me a way to get in touch with you and I’ll let you know what I decide. And Ada will come with me.”


  “No!” Ada said. “I’m going with Mom.” She pulled away from him and ran to her mother.


  “You don’t get a vote, daughter. And neither does she. She gave up her vote twelve years ago, and you’re too young to get one.”


  “I fucking HATE you,” Ada screamed, her eyes bulging, her neck standing out in cords. “HATE YOU!”


  Natalie gathered her to her bosom, stroked her black curls.


  One robot put its arms around Natalie’s shoulders and gave her a squeeze. The three of them, robot, wife, and daughter, looked like a family for a moment.


  “Ada,” he said, and held out his hand. He refused to let a note of pleading enter his voice.


  Her mother let her go.


  “I don’t know if I can come back for you,” Natalie said. “It’s not safe. Social Harmony is using more and more Eurasian technology, they’re not as primitive as the military and the police here.” She gave Ada a shove, and she came to his arms.


  “If you want to contact us, you will,” he said.


  He didn’t want to risk having Ada dig her heels in. He lifted her onto his hip—she was heavy, it had been years since he’d tried this last—and carried her out.


  It was six months before Ada went missing again. She’d been increasingly moody and sullen, and he’d chalked it up to puberty. She’d cancelled most of their daddy-daughter dates, moreso after his mother died. There had been a few evenings when he’d come home and found her gone, and used the location-bug he’d left in place on her phone to track her down at a friend’s house or in a park or hanging out at the Peanut Plaza.


  But this time, after two hours had gone by, he tried looking up her bug and found it out of service. He tried to call up its logs, but they ended at her school at 3 PM sharp.


  He was already in a bad mood from spending the day arresting punk kids selling electronics off of blankets on the city’s busy street, often to hoots of disapprobation from the crowds who told him off for wasting the public’s dollar on petty crime. The Social Harmony man had instructed him to give little lectures on the interoperability of Eurasian positronics and the insidious dangers thereof, but all Arturo wanted to do was pick up his perps and bring them in. Interacting with yammerheads from the tax-base was a politician’s job, not a copper’s.


  Now his daughter had figured out how to switch off the bug in her phone and had snuck away to get up to who-knew-what kind of trouble. He stewed at the kitchen table, regarding the old tin soldiers he’d brought home as the gift for their daddy-daughter date, then he got out his phone and looked up Liam’s bug.


  He’d never switched off the kid’s phone-bug, and now he was able to haul out the UNATS Robotics computer and dump it all into a log-analysis program along with Ada’s logs, see if the two of them had been spending much time in the same place.


  They had. They’d been physically meeting up weekly or more frequently, at the Peanut Plaza and in the ravine. Arturo had suspected as much. Now he checked Liam’s bug—if the kid wasn’t with his daughter, he might know where she was.


  It was a Friday night, and the kid was at the movies, at Fairview Mall. He’d sat down in auditorium two half an hour ago, and had gotten up to pee once already. Arturo slipped the toy soldiers into the pocket of his winter parka and pulled on a hat and gloves and set off for the mall.


  The stink of the smellie movie clogged his nose, a cacophony of blood, gore, perfume, and flowers, the only smells that Hollywood ever really perfected. Liam was kissing a girl in the dark, but it wasn’t Ada, it was a sad, skinny thing with a lazy eye and skin worse than Liam’s. She gawked at Arturo as he hauled Liam out of his seat, but a flash of Arturo’s badge shut her up.


  “Hello, Liam,” he said, once he had the kid in the commandeered manager’s office.


  “God damn, what the fuck did I ever do to you?” the kid said. Arturo knew that when kids started cursing like that, they were scared of something.


  “Where has Ada gone, Liam?”


  “Haven’t seen her in months,” he said.


  “I have been bugging you ever since I found out you existed. Every one of your movements has been logged. I know where you’ve been and when. And I know where my daughter has been, too. Try again.”


  Liam made a disgusted face. “You are a complete ball of shit,” he said. “Where do you get off spying on people like me?” “I’m a police detective, Liam,” he said. “It’s my job.” “What about privacy?” “What have you got to hide?”


  The kid slumped back in his chair. “We’ve been renting out the OLED clothes. Making some pocket money. Come on, are infrared lights a crime now?”


  “I’m sure they are,” Arturo said. “And if you can’t tell me where to find my daughter, I think it’s a crime I’ll arrest you for.”


  “She has another phone,” Liam said. “Not listed in her name.”


  “Stolen, you mean.” His daughter, peddling Eurasian infowar tech through a stolen phone. His ex-wife, the queen of the super-intelligent hive minds of Eurasian robots.


  “No, not stolen. Made out of parts. There’s a guy. The code for getting on the network was in a phone book that we started finding last month.”


  “Give me the number, Liam,” Arturo said, taking out his phone.


  “Hello?” It was a man’s voice, adult.


  “Who is this?” “Who is this?”


  Arturo used his cop’s voice: “This is Arturo Icaza de Arana-Goldberg, Police Detective Third Grade. Who am I speaking to?”


  “Hello, Detective,” said the voice, and he placed it then. The Social Harmony man, bald and rounded, with his long nose and sharp Adam’s apple. His heart thudded in his chest.


  “Hello, sir,” he said. It sounded like a squeak to him.


  “You can just stay there, Detective. Someone will be along in a moment to get you. We have your daughter.”


  The robot that wrenched off the door of his car was black and non-reflective, headless and eight-armed. It grabbed him without ceremony and dragged him from the car without heed for his shout of pain. “Put me down!” he said, hoping that this robot that so blithely ignored the first law would still obey the second. No such luck.


  It cocooned him in four of its arms and set off cross-country, dancing off the roofs of houses, hopping invisibly from lamp-post to lamp-post, above the oblivious heads of the crowds below. The icy wind howled in Arturo’s bare ears, froze the tip of his nose and numbed his fingers. They rocketed downtown so fast that they were there in ten minutes, bounding along the lakeshore toward the Social Harmony center out on Cherry Beach. People who paid a visit to the Social Harmony center never talked about what they found there.


  It scampered into a loading bay behind the building and carried Arturo quickly through windowless corridors lit with even, sourceless illumination, up three flights of stairs, and then deposited him before a thick door, which slid aside with a hushed hiss.


  “Hello, Detective,” the Social Harmony man said.


  “Dad!” Ada said. He couldn’t see her, but he could hear that she had been crying. He nearly hauled off and popped the man one on the tip of his narrow chin, but before he could do more than twitch, the black robot had both his wrists in bondage.


  “Come in,” the Social Harmony man said, making a sweeping gesture and standing aside while the black robot brought him into the interrogation room.


  Ada had been crying. She was wrapped in two coils of black-robot arms, and her eyes were red-rimmed and puffy. He stared hard at her as she looked back at him.


  “Are you hurt?” he said.


  “No,” she said.


  “All right,” he said.


  He looked at the Social Harmony man, who wasn’t smirking, just watching curiously.


  “Leonard MacPherson,” he said, “it is my duty as a UNATS Detective Third Grade to inform you that you are under arrest for trade in contraband positronics. You have the following rights: to a trial per current rules of due process; to be free from self-incrimination in the absence of a court order to the contrary; to consult with a Social Harmony advocate; and to a speedy arraignment. Do you understand your rights?”


  Ada actually giggled, which spoiled the moment, but he felt better for having said it. The Social Harmony man gave the smallest disappointed shake of his head and turned away to prod at a small, sleek computer.


  “You went to Ottawa six months ago,” the Social Harmony man said. “When we picked up your daughter, we thought it was she who’d gone, but it appears that you were the one carrying her phone. You’d thoughtfully left the trace in place on that phone, so we didn’t have to refer to the logs in cold storage, they were already online and ready to be analyzed.


  “We’ve been to the safe house. It was quite a spectacular battle. Both sides were surprised, I think. There will be another, I’m sure. What I’d like from you is as close to a verbatim report as you can make of the conversation that took place there.”


  They’d had him bugged and traced. Of course they had. Who watched the watchers? Social Harmony. Who watched Social Harmony? Social Harmony.


  “I demand a consultation with a Social Harmony advocate,” Arturo said.


  “This is such a consultation,” the Social Harmony man said, and this time, he did smile. “Make your report, Detective.”


  Arturo sucked in a breath. “Leonard MacPherson, it is my duty as a UNATS Detective Third Grade to inform you that you are under arrest for trade in contraband positronics. You have the following rights: to a trial per current rules of due process; to be free from self-incrimination in the absence of a court order to the contrary; to consult with a Social Harmony advocate; and to a speedy arraignment. Do you understand your rights?”


  The Social Harmony man held up one finger on the hand closest to the black robot holding Ada, and she screamed, a sound that knifed through Arturo, ripping him from asshole to appetite.


  “STOP!” he shouted. The man put his finger down and Ada sobbed quietly.


  “I was taken to the safe house on the fifth of September, after being gassed by a Eurasian infowar robot in the basement of Fairview


  Mall—”


  There was a thunderclap then, a crash so loud that it hurt his stomach and his head and vibrated his fingertips. The doors to the room buckled and flattened, and there stood Benny and Lenny and—Natalie.


  Benny and Lenny moved so quickly that he was only able to track them by the things they knocked over on the way to tearing apart the robot that was holding Ada. A second later, the robot holding him was in pieces, and he was standing on his own two feet again. The Social Harmony man had gone so pale he looked green in his natty checked suit and pink tie.


  Benny or Lenny pinned his arms in a tight hug and Natalie walked carefully to him and they regarded one another in silence. She slapped him abruptly, across each cheek. “Harming children,” she said. “For shame.”


  Ada stood on her own in the corner of the room, crying with her mouth in a O. Arturo and Natalie both looked to her and she stood, poised, between them, before running to Arturo and leaping onto him, so that he staggered momentarily before righting himself with her on his hip, in his arms.


  “We’ll go with you now,” he said to Natalie.


  “Thank you,” she said. She stroked Ada’s hair briefly and kissed her cheek. “I love you, Ada.” Ada nodded solemnly.


  “Let’s go,” Natalie said, when it was apparent that Ada had nothing to say to her.


  Benny tossed the Social Harmony man across the room into the corner of a desk. He bounced off it and crashed to the floor, unconscious or dead. Arturo couldn’t bring himself to care.


  Benny knelt before Arturo. “Climb on, please,” it said. Arturo saw that Natalie was already pig-a-back on Lenny. He climbed aboard.


  They moved even faster than the black robots had, but the bitter cold was offset by the warmth radiating from Benny’s metal hide, not hot, but warm. Arturo’s stomach reeled and he held Ada tight, squeezing his eyes shut and clamping his jaw.


  But Ada’s gasp made him look around, and he saw that they had cleared the city limits, and were vaulting over rolling farmlands now, jumping in long flat arcs whose zenith was just high enough for him to see the highway—the 401, they were headed east—in the distance.


  And then he saw what had made Ada gasp: boiling out of the hills and ditches, out of the trees and from under the cars: an army of headless, eight-armed black robots, arachnoid and sinister in the moonlight. They scuttled on the ground behind them, before them, and to both sides. Social Harmony had built a secret army of these robots and secreted them across the land, and now they were all chasing after them.


  The ride got bumpy then, as Benny beat back the tentacles that reached for them, smashing the black robots with mighty one-handed blows, his other hand supporting Arturo and Ada. Ada screamed as a black robot reared up before them, and Benny vaulted it smoothly, kicking it hard as he went, while Arturo clung on for dear life.


  Another scream made him look over toward Lenny and Natalie. Lenny was slightly ahead and to the left of them, and so he was the vanguard, encountering twice as many robots as they.


  A black spider-robot clung to his leg, dragging behind him with each lope, and one of its spare arms was tugging at Natalie.


  As Arturo watched—as Ada watched—the black robot ripped Natalie off of Lenny’s back and tossed her into the arms of one of its cohort behind it, which skewered her on one of its arms, a black spear protruding from her belly as she cried once more and then fell silent. Lenny was overwhelmed a moment later, buried under writhing black arms.


  Benny charged forward even faster, so that Arturo nearly lost his grip, and then he steadied himself. “We have to go back for them—”


  “They’re dead,” Benny said. “There’s nothing to go back for.” Its warm voice was sorrowful as it raced across the countryside, and the wind filled Arturo’s throat when he opened his mouth, and he could say no more.


  Ada wept on the jet, and Arturo wept with her, and Benny stood over them, a minatory presence against the other robots crewing the fast little plane, who left them alone all the way to Paris, where they changed jets again for the long trip to Beijing.


  They slept on that trip, and when they landed, Benny helped them off the plane and onto the runway, and they got their first good look at Eurasia.


  It was tall. Vertical. Beijing loomed over them with curvilinear towers that twisted and bent and jigged and jagged so high they disappeared at the tops. It smelled like barbeque and flowers, and around them skittered fast armies of robots of every shape and size, wheeling in lockstep like schools of exotic fish. They gawped at it for a long moment, and someone came up behind them and then warm arms encircled their necks.


  Arturo knew that smell, knew that skin. He could never have forgotten it.


  He turned slowly, the blood draining from his face.


  “Natty?” he said, not believing his eyes as he confronted his dead ex-wife. There were tears in her eyes.


  “Artie,” she said. “Ada,” she said. She kissed them both on the cheeks.


  Benny said, “You died in UNATS. Killed by modified Eurasian Social Harmony robots. Lenny, too. Ironic,” he said.


  She shook her head. “He means that we probably co-designed the robots that Social Harmony sent after you.”


  “Natty?” Arturo said again. Ada was white and shaking.


  “Oh dear,” she said. “Oh, God. You didn’t know—”


  “He didn’t give you a chance to explain,” Benny said.


  “Oh, God, Jesus, you must have thought—”


  “I didn’t think it was my place to tell them, either,” Benny said, sounding embarrassed, a curious emotion for a robot.


  “Oh, God. Artie, Ada. There are—there are lots of me. One of the first things I did here was help them debug the uploading process. You just put a copy of yourself into a positronic brain, and then when you need a body, you grow one or build one or both and decant yourself into it. I’m like Lenny and Benny now—there are many of me. There’s too much work to do otherwise.”


  “I told you that our development helped humans understand themselves,” Benny said.


  Arturo pulled back. “You’re a robot?”


  “No,” Natalie said. “No, of course not. Well, a little. Parts of me. Growing a body is slow. Parts of it, you build. But I’m mostly made of person.”


  Ada clung tight to Arturo now, and they both stepped back toward the jet. “Dad?” Ada said. He held her tight.


  “Please, Arturo,” Natalie, his dead, multiplicitous ex-wife said. “I know it’s a lot to understand, but it’s different here in Eurasia. Better, too. I don’t expect you to come rushing back to my arms after all this time, but I’ll help you if you’ll let me. I owe you that much, no matter what happens between us. You too, Ada, I owe you a lifetime.”


  “How many are there of you?” he asked, not wanting to know the answer.


  “I don’t know exactly,” she said.


  “Three thousand, four hundred twenty-two,” Benny said. “This morning it was 3,423.”


  Arturo rocked back in his boots and bit his lip hard enough to draw blood.


  “Um,” Natalie said. “More of me to love?”


  He barked a laugh, and Natalie smiled and reached for him. He leaned back toward the jet, then stopped, defeated. Where would he go? He let her warm hand take his, and a moment later, Ada took her other hand and they stood facing each other, breathing in their smells.


  “I’ve gotten you your own place,” she said as she led them across the tarmac. “It’s close to where I live, but far enough for you to have privacy.”


  “What will I do here?” he said. “Do they have coppers in Eurasia?”


  “Not really,” Natalie said.


  “It’s all robots?”


  “No, there’s not any crime.”


  “Oh.”


  Arturo put one foot in front of the other, not sure if the ground was actually spongy or if that was jetlag. Around him, the alien smells of Beijing and the robots that were a million times smarter than he. To his right, his wife, one of 3,422 versions of her.


  To his left, his daughter, who would inherit this world.


  He reached into his pocket and took out the tin soldiers there. They were old and their glaze was cracked like an oil painting, but they were little people that a real human had made, little people in human image, and they were older than robots. How long had humans been making people, striving to bring them to life? He looked at Ada—a little person he’d brought to life.


  He gave her the tin soldiers.


  “For you,” he said. “Daddy-daughter present.” She held them tightly, their tiny bayonets sticking out from between her fingers.


  “Thanks, Dad,” she said. She held them tightly and looked around, wide-eyed, at the schools of robots and the corkscrew towers.


  A flock of Bennys and Lennys appeared before them, joined by their Benny.


  “There are half a billion of them,” she said. “And 3,422 of them,” she said, pointing with a small bayonet at Natalie. “But there’s only one of you,” Arturo said. She craned her neck.


  “Not for long!” she said, and broke away, skipping forward and whirling around to take it all in.
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  Hello? Do you remember me? If you are reading this text file and you don’t remember me—that’s Lilith Nakamichi-47—then you are suffering from bit rot. If you can see me, try to signal; I’ll give you a brain dump. If I’m not around, chances are I’m out on the hull, scavenging for supplies. Keep scanning, and wait for me to return. I’ve left a stash of feedstock in the storage module under your bunk: to the best of my knowledge it isn’t poisonous, but you should take no chances. If I don’t return within a couple of weeks, you should assume that either I’m suffering from bit rot myself, or I’ve been eaten by another survivor. Or we’ve been rescued—but that’s hopelessly optimistic.


  You’re probably wondering why I’m micro-embossing this file on a hunk of aluminium bulkhead instead of recording it on a soul chip. Unfortunately, spare soul chips are in short supply right now on board the Lansford Hastings.


  Speaking of which: your bunk is in module B-14 on Deck C of Module Brazil. Just inside the shielding around the Number Six fusion reactor, which has never been powered up and is mothballed during interstellar cruise, making it one of the safest places aboard the ship right now. As long as you don’t unbar the door for anyone but me, it should stay that way. You and I are template-sisters, our root identities copied from our parent. Unfortunately, along with our early memories we inherited a chunk of her wanderlust, which is probably why we are in this fix.


  We are not the only survivors, but there’s been a total breakdown of cooperation; many of the others are desperate. In the unlikely event that you hear someone outside the hatch, you must be absolutely certain that it’s me before you open up—and that I’m fully autonomous. I think Jordan’s gang may have an improvised slave controller, or equivalent: it would explain a lot. Make sure I remember everything before you let me in. Otherwise you could be welcoming a zombie. Or worse.


  It’s nearly four centuries since we signed up for this cruise, but we’ve been running in slowtime for most of it, internal clocks cut back to one percent of realtime. Even so, it’s a long way to Tipperary (or Wolf 1061)—nearly two hundred years to go until we can start the deceleration burn (assuming anyone’s still alive by then). Six subjective years in slowtime aboard a starship, bunking in a stateroom the size of a coffin, all sounds high-pitched, all lights intolerably bright. It’s not a luxurious lifestyle. There are unpleasant side-effects: liquids seem to flow frictionlessly, so you gush super-runny lube from every leaky joint and orifice, and your mechanocytes spawn furiously as they try to keep up with the damage inflicted by cosmic rays. On the other hand, the potential rewards are huge. The long-ago mother of our line discovered this; she signed up to crew a starship, driven to run away from Earth by demons we long since erased from our collective memories. They were desperate for willing emigrants in those days, willing to train up the unskilled, unsure what to expect. Well, we know now. We know what it takes to ride the slow boat down into the hot curved spacetime around a new star, to hunt the most suitable rocks, birth powersats and eat mineshafts and survey and build and occupy the airless spaces where posthumanity has not gone before. When it amused her to spawn us our line matriarch was a wealthy dowager, her salon a bright jewel in the cultural hub of Tau Ceti’s inner belt society: but she didn’t leave us much of her artful decadence. She downloaded her memories into an array of soul chips, artfully flensing them of centuries of jaded habit and time-worn experience, to restore some capacity for novelty in the universe. Then she installed them in new bodies and summoned us to a huge coming-out ball. “Daughters,” she said, sitting distant and amused on a throne of spun carbon-dioxide snow: “I’m bored. Being old and rich is hard work. But you don’t have to copy me. Now fuck off and have adventures and don’t forget to write.”


  I’d like to be able to say we told her precisely where to put her adventures-by-proxy, but we didn’t: the old bat had cunningly conditioned us to worship her, at least for the first few decades. Which is when you and I, sister of mine, teamed up. Some of our sibs rebelled by putting down roots, becoming accountants, practicing boredom. But we… we had the same idea: to do exactly what Freya wanted, except for the sharing bit. Go forth, have adventures, live the wild life, and never write home.


  Which is more than somewhat ironic because I’d love to send her a soul-chipped memoir of our current adventure—so she could scream herself to sleep.


  Here are the bare facts:


  You, Lamashtu, and I, Lilith, worked our butts off and bought our way into the Lansford Hastings. LF was founded by a co-op, building it slowly in their—our—spare time, in orbit around Haldane B, the largest of the outer belt plutoids around Tau Ceti. We aren’t rich (see-also: bitch-mother referenced above), and we’re big, heavy persons—nearly two metres from toe to top of anthropomorphic head—but we have what it takes: they were happy enough to see two scions of a member of the First Crew, with memories of the early days of colonisation and federation. “You’ll be fine,” Jordan reassured us after our final interview—”we need folks with your skills. Can’t get enough of ’em.” He hurkled gummily to himself, signifying amusement: “Don’t you worry about your mass deficit, if it turns out you weigh too much we can always eat your legs.”


  He spoke on behalf of the board, as one of the co-founders. I landed a plum job: oxidation suppression consultant for the dihydrogen monoxide mass fraction. That’s a fancy way of saying I got to spend decades of slowtime scraping crud from the bottom of the tankage in Module Alba, right up behind the micrometeoroid defences and forward electrostatic radiation deflector. You, my dear, were even luckier: someone had to go out and walk around on the hull, maintaining the mad dendritic tangle of coolant pipes running between the ship’s reactors and the radiator panels, replacing components that had succumbed to secondary activation by cosmic radiation.


  It’s all about the radiation, really. Life aboard a deep space craft is a permanent battle against the effects of radiation. At one percent of lightspeed, a cold helium atom in the interstellar medium slams into our wake shield with the energy of an alpha particle. But there’s much worse. Cosmic rays—atomic nuclei travelling at relativistic speed—sleet through the hull every second, unleashing a storm of randomly directed energy. They’d have killed our squishy wet forerunners dead, disrupting their DNA replicators in a matter of months or years. We’re made of tougher stuff, and the ship is partially protected by immensely powerful electromagnetic shields, but even so: prolonged exposure to cosmic rays causes secondary activation. And therein lies our predicament.


  The nice stable atoms of your hull absorb all this crap and some of those nuclei are destabilized, bouncing up and down the periodic table and in and out of valleys of stability. Nice stable argon-38 splits into annoyingly radioactive aluminium-26. Or worse, it turns into carbon-14, which is unstable and eventually burps up an electron, turning into nitrogen-14 in the process. Bonds break, graphene sheets warp, and molecular circuitry shorts out. That’s us: the mechanocytes our brains are assembled from use carbon-based nanoprocessors. And while a half-life of 5400 years may sound like a long time, when you’re spending multiple centuries in slowtime crawling between the stars, it can be a big problem. We’re tougher than our pink goo predecessors, but the decades or centuries of flight take their toll. Our ships carry lots of shielding—and lots of carefully purified stable isotopes to keep the feedstock for our mechanocyte assemblers as clean as possible—because nothing wrecks brains like the white-noise onslaught of a high radiation environment.


  Year of Our Voyage 416.


  We’re all in slowtime, conserving energy and sanity as the stars crawl by at the pace of continental drift. We’re running so slowly that there are only five work-shifts to each year. I’m in the middle of my second shift, adrift in the bottom of a molten water tank, slowly grappling with a polishing tool. It’s hard, cumbersome work. I’m bundled up in a wetsuit to keep my slow secretions from contami nating the contents: cabled tightly down against the bottom as I run the polisher over the grey metal surface of the pressure vessel. The polisher doesn’t take much supervision, but the water bubbles and buffets around me like a warm breeze, and if its power cable gets tangled around a baffle fin it can stop working in an instant.


  I’m not paying much attention to the job; in fact, I’m focused on one of the chat grapevines. Lorus Pinknoise, who splits his time between managing the ship’s selenium micronutrient cycle and staring at the stars ahead with telescope eyes, does a regular annual monologue about what’s going on in the universe outside the ship, and his casual wit takes my mind off what I’m doing while I scrub out the tanks.


  “Well, folks, this century sees us crawling ever-closer to our destination, the Wolf 1061 binary star system—which means, ever further from civilized space. Wolf 1061 is a low energy system, the two orange dwarf stars orbiting their common centre of mass at a distance of a couple of million kilometres. They’re not flare stars, and while normally this is a good thing, it makes it distinctly difficult to make observations of the atmosphere and surface features of 1061 Able through Mike by reflected light; the primaries are so dim that even though our long baseline interferometer can resolve hundred-kilometre features on the inner planets back in Sol system, we can barely make out the continents on Echo One and Echo Two. Now, those continents are interesting things, even though we’re not going to visit down the gravity well any time soon. We know they’re there, thanks to the fast flyby report, but we won’t be able to start an actual survey with our own eyes until well into the deceleration stage, when I’ll be unpacking the—”


  I feel a sudden jolt through the floor of the tank. Lorus’s voice breaks up in a stuttering hash of dropouts. And the lights and the polisher stop working.


  The Lansford Hastings is a starship, one of the fastest mecha ever constructed by the bastard children of posthumanity. From one angle, it may take us centuries to crawl between stars; but there’s another perspective that sees us screaming across the cosmos at three thousand kilometres per second. On a planetary scale, we’d cross Sol system from Earth orbit to Pluto in less than two weeks. Earth to Luna in under five minutes. So one of the truisms of inter stellar travel is that if something goes wrong, it goes wrong in a split instant, too fast to respond to. Except when it doesn’t, of course.


  When the power goes down, I do what anyone in my position would do: I panic and ramp straight from slowtime up to my fastest quicktime setting. The water around me congeals into a gelid, viscous impediment: the plugs and anti-leak gaskets I wear abruptly harden, gripping my joints and openings and fighting my every movement. I panic some more, and begin retracing my movements across the inner surface of the tank towards the door. It isn’t completely dark in the tank. A very dim blue glow comes from the far side, around the curve of the toroid, bleeding past the baffles. It’s not a sight one can easily forget: Cerenkov radiation, the glow of photons emitted by relativistic particles tunnelling through water, slowing. I crank up the sensitivity of my eyes, call on skinsense for additional visuals, as panic recedes, replaced by chilly fear. All the regular shipboard comms channels have fallen silent: almost a minute has passed. “Can anybody hear me?” I call in quicktime over the widecast channel Lorus was so recently using. “What’s happening? I’m in the Alba mass fraction tankage—”


  “Help!” It’s an answering voice. “Who’s there? I’m in the gyro maintenance compartment in Brunei. What’s going on? I’ve got a total power loss, but everything’s glowing—”


  A growing chorus of frightened voices threatens to overload the channel: everyone who’s answering seems to be at this end of the ship, up close behind the wake shield, and ramped up to quicktime. (At least, I hear no replies from persons in the cargo modules or down near the drive cluster or radiators. Anyone still in slowtime won’t be beginning to reply for minutes yet.) The menacing blue glow fades as I swim towards the fore inspection hatch. Then, in a soundless pulse of light, the backup lamps power up and a shudder passes through the ship as some arcane emergency manoeuvring system cuts in and starts the cumbersome job of turning the ship, minutes too late to save us from disaster.


  “Hello peeps,” drones Lorus Pinknoise, our astrophysics philosopher. He’s still coming up to speed; he sounds shaken. “Well, that was something I never expected to see up close and personal!”


  I pause, an arm’s length below the hatch. Something odd flickers in a corner of my eye, laser-sharp. Again, in my other eye. And my mandibular tentacle—my tongue—stings briefly. Odd, I think, floating there in the water. I look down into the depths of the tank, but the emergency lights have washed out the Cerenkov glow, if indeed it’s still there. And there’s another of those odd flickers, this time right across my vision, as if a laser beam is skimming across the surface of my optical sensor.


  More chatter, then Lorus again: “We just weathered a big radiation spike, folks. I’m waiting for the wide-angle spectrophotometer to come back online: it overloaded. In fact, the spike was so sharp it generated an EM pulse that tripped every power bus on this side of the hull. Here we come… we took lots of soft gamma radiation, and a bunch of other stuff. Hey, that shouldn’t have gotten through. Where’s our cosmic ray shield gone? Was that explosion—? oh. We took so much prompt gamma radiation that the superconductors overheated. This is really bad, folks.” While he’s speaking, the circulation pumps start up, stirring the water around me. The ship shakes itself and slowly comes back to life in the wake of its minutes-long seizure. A chatter of low-level comms start up in the back of my head, easy to screen out. “I don’t believe anybody’s ever seen anything like that before. Not seen it and lived to tell, anyway. It looks like—I’m reviewing the telemetry now—it looks like we just got whacked by a gamma ray burster. Er. I think we lucked out: we’re still alive. I’m triangulating now. There’s a candidate in the right direction, about nine thousand light years away, astern and about fifteen degrees off-axis, and—oh yes. I just looked at it folks, there’s an optically visible star there, about twenty magnitudes brighter than the catalogue says it should be. Wow, this is the astronomical find of the century—”


  I have an itchy feeling in my skull: I shut out Lorus’s prattle, turn inwards to examine my introsense, and shudder. A startling number of my mechanocytes are damaged; I need techné maintenance! My feet are particularly affected, and my right arm, where I reached for the hatch. I do a double-take. I’m floating in semi-darkness, inside a huge tank of water—one of the best radiation blockers there is. If I’ve taken a radiation pulse strong enough to cause tissue damage, what about everyone else? I look at the hatch and think of you, crawling around on the outside of the hull, and my circulatory system runs cold.


  Over the next hour, things return to a temporary semblance of normality. Everyone who isn’t completely shut down zips up to quick time: corridors are filled with buzzing purposeful people and their autonomous peripherals, inspecting and inventorying and looking for signs of damage. Of which there are many. I download my own checklists and force myself to keep calm and carry on, monitoring pumps and countercurrent heat transfer systems. Flight Operations—the team of systems analysts who keep track of the state of the ship—issue periodic updates, bulletins reminding us of changed circumstances. And what a change there’s been.


  We have been supremely unlucky. I’ll let Lorus explain:


  “One of the rarest types of stellar remnant out there is what we call a magnetar—a rapidly-spinning neutron star with an incredibly powerful magnetic field. Did I say powerful? You’ll never see one with your naked photosensor—they’re about ten kilometres across, but before you got within ten thousand kilometres of one it would wipe your cranial circuitry. Get within one thousand kilometres and the magnetic field will rip your body apart—water molecules are diamagnetic, so are the metal structures in your marrow techné. Close up, the field’s so intense that atoms are stretched into long, narrow cylinders and the vacuum of spacetime itself becomes birefringent.


  “Active magnetars are extremely rare, and most of the time they just sit where they are. But once in a while a starquake, a realignment in their crust, causes their magnetic field to collapse. And the result is an amazingly powerful burst of gamma rays, usually erupting from both poles. And when the gamma ray jets slam through the expanding shell of gas left by the supernova that birthed the magnetar, they trigger a cascade of insanely high energy charged particles, cosmic rays. And that’s what just whacked us. Oops.”


  It’s worse than he tells it, of course. The gamma rays from the magnetar, travelling at the speed of light, outran the secondary pulse of charged particles. When they hit us, they dumped most of their energy in our outermost structures—including the liquid nitrogen bath around the electromagnets that generate our cosmic ray shield. The superconductors quenched—that was the jolt I felt through the tank—dropping our shield seconds ahead of the biggest pulse of cosmic rays anyone has ever survived.


  To be flying along a corridor aligned with the polar jet of a magnetar just when it blows its lid is so unlikely as to be implausible. A local supernova, now that I could understand; when your voy ages are measured in centuries or millennia it’s only a matter of time before one of your ships falls victim. But a magnetar nearly ten thousand lights years away—that’s the universe refusing to play fair!


  I touched your shoulder. “Can you hear me, Lamashtu?”


  “She can’t.” Doctor-Mechanic Wo gently pushed my arm away with one of their free tentacles. “Look at her.”


  I looked at you. You looked so still and calm, still frost-rimed with condensed water vapor from when the rescue team pulled you in through the pressure lock. You’d been in shutdown, drifting tethered to a hardpoint on the hull, for over three hours. Your skin is yellowing, the bruised bloom of self-destructing chromatophores shedding their dye payloads into your peripheral circulation. One of our human progenitors (like the pale-skinned, red-haired female you resemble) would be irreversibly dead at this point: but we are made of sterner stuff. I refused to feel despair. “How bad is it?” I asked.


  “It could be worse.” Wo shrugged, a ripplingly elegant wave of contraction curling out along all their limbs. “I’m mostly worried about her neural chassis. Did she leave a soul chip inside when she was out on the hull?” I shook my head. Leaving a backup chip is a common ritual for those who work in high-risk environments, but you spent so long outside that you’d run the risk of diverging from the map of your memories. “She was wearing a chip in each of her sockets. You could try checking for them. Can you do a reload from chip…?”


  “Only if I could be absolutely certain it wasn’t corrupted. Otherwise I’d risk scrambling the contents of her head even worse. No, Lilith: leave your sister to me. We’ll do this the slow way, start with a full marrow replacement and progressively rebuild her brain while she’s flatlined. She should be ready to wake up after a month of maintenance downtime. Then we can see if there’s any lasting damage.”


  I saw the records, sister. You were on the outside of the hull, on the wrong side of the ship. You were exposed to almost three thousand gray of radiation. The skin on your left flank, toughened to survive vacuum and cosmic radiation, was roasted.


  “She should be alright for a while. I’ll get around to her once I’ve checked on everyone else…”


  “What do you mean?” I demanded. “Who else was outside the hull? Isn’t she the most urgent case?”


  The doctor’s dismay was visible. “I’m afraid not. You underestimate how many people have sustained radiation damage. You were inside a reaction mass tank, were you not? You may be the least affected person on the entire ship. Everyone’s been coming in with techné damage and odd brain lesions: memory loss, cognitive degradation, all sorts of stuff. Our progenitors didn’t design us to take this kind of damage. I’m still working on a triage list. You’re at the bottom of it; you’re still basically functional. Your sister isn’t in immediate danger of getting any worse, so—”


  “—But she’s dead! Of course she isn’t going to get any worse!”


  My outburst did not improve the doctor’s attitude. “I think you’d better go now,” they said, as the door opened above me and a pair of hexapods from Structural Engineering floated in, guiding a third companion who buzzed faintly as he flew. “I’ll call you when your sib’s ticket comes up. Now leave.”


  Doctor-Mechanic Wo was trying to spare me from the truth, I think. Very few of us appreciated the true horror of what had happened; we thought it was just a violent radiation burst, that had damaged systems and injured our techné, the self-repair cellules that keep the other modular components of our bodies operational and manufacture more cellules when they die; at worst, that it had fried some of our more unfortunate company.


  But while gamma rays wreak a trail of ionization damage, cosmic rays do more: secondary activation transmutes nuclei, turns friendly stable isotopes into randomly decaying radioactive ones. The scratching scraping flickers at the edge of my vision as I neared the escape hatch in the hydroxygen tank were but the palest shadow of the white-out blast of noise that scrambled the minds and eyes of a third of our number, those unfortunates who had berthed in modules near the skin of the ship, on the same side as the radiation beam. Functional for now, despite taking almost a tenth of your borderline-lethal shutdown dose, their brains are literally rotten with fallout.


  We’re connectionist machines, our minds and consciousness the emergent consequence of copying, in circuitry, the wet meat-machine processes of our extinct human forebears. (They never quite understood their own operating principles: but they worked out how to emulate them.) Random blips and flashes of radioactive decay are the bane of nanoscale circuitry, be it electronic or spintronic or plasmonic. Our techné is nothing if not efficient: damaged cellules are ordered to self-destruct, and new, uncontaminated neural modules are fabricated in our marrow and migrate to the cortical chambers in head or abdomen, wherever the seat of processing is in our particular body plan.


  But what if all the available molecular feedstock is contaminated with unstable isotopes?


  Two months after my visit, Doctor-Engineer Wo called me from the sick bay. I was back in the mass fraction tank, scraping and patching and supervising: the job goes on, until all fuel is spent. At a tenth of realtime, rather than my normal deep slowtime, I could keep an eye on developments while still doing my job without too much tedium.


  As disasters go, this one crept up on us slowly. In fact, I don’t believe anyone—except possibly Doctor-Engineer Wo and their fellow mechanocyte tinkers and chirurgeons—had any inkling of it at first. Perhaps our response to the radiation storm was a trifle disjointed and slow. An increase in system malfunctions, growing friction and arguments between off-shift workers. Everyone was a bit snappy, vicious and a little stupid. I gave up listening to Lorus Pinknoise after he interrupted a lecture on the evolution of main sequence stars to launch a vicious rant at a member of his audience for asking what he perceived to be a stupid question. (I didn’t think it was stupid, anyway.) The chat streams were full of irritation: withdrawal into the tank was easy. So I was taken by surprise when Wo pinged me. “Lilith, if you would come to bay D-16 in Brazil, I have some news about your sister that I would prefer to deliver in personal proximity.”


  That caught my curiosity. So, for the first time in a month, I sped up to realtime, swam up towards the hatch, poked my way out through the tank meniscus, and kicked off along the corridor.


  I noticed at once that something was wrong: a couple of the guideway lights were flickering, and one of them was actually dark. Where were the repair crews? Apart from myself, the corridor was deserted. Halfway around the curve of the tunnel I saw something lying motionless against a wall. It was a remora, a simple-minded surface cleaning creature (a true robot, in the original sense of the word). It hung crumpled beside a power point. Thinking it had run into difficulty trying to hook up for a charge, I reached out for it—and recoiled. Something had punched a hole through its carapace with a spike, right behind the sensor dome. Peering at it, I cranked my visual acuity up to see a noise-speckled void in place of its fingertip-sized cortex. Shocked, I picked up the pathetic little bundle of plastic and carried it with me, hurrying towards my destination.


  Barrelling through the open hatch into the dim-lit sick bay, I saw Doctor-Engineer Wo leaning against a surgical framework. “Doctor!” I called. “Someone attacked this remora—I found it in the B-zone access way. Can you—” I stopped.


  The sick bay was lined on every wall and ceiling with the honeycomb cells of surgical frames, the structures our mechanics use in free-fall lieu of an operating table. They were all occupied, their patients staring sightlessly towards the centre of the room, xenomorph and anthrop alike unmoving.


  Wo turned towards me slowly, shuddering. “Ah. Lilith.” Its skin was sallow in the luciferine glow. “You’ve come for your sister.”


  “What’s”—a vestigial low-level swallow reflex made me pause—“what’s happened? What are all these people doing here?”


  “Take your sister. Please.” Wo rolled sideways and pushed two of the frames aside, revealing a third, sandwiched between them. I recognized you by the shape of your head, but there was something odd about your thorax; in the twilight it was hard to tell. “You’d better get her back to your module. I’ve done what I can for her without waking her. If and when you start her up she’s going to be hungry. What you do about that is up to you, but if you want my advice you won’t be there when she comes to—if experience is anything to go by.”


  I noticed for the first time that Wo was not only ill; one of its tentacles was truncated, the missing tip protected by a neatly-applied occlusive caul.


  “What happened to your—”


  “The bit rot has affected a third of us, Lilith. You’re one of the lucky ones: there’s nothing better than a thick blanket of water for cosmic ray shielding.”


  “Bit rot?” I still didn’t understand what was happening to us.


  “Radiation-induced dementia. You may not be familiar with the condition: dementia is a problem that used to affect our progenitors when their self-repair mechanisms failed. Decaying neural networks malfunction by exhibiting loss of short-term memory, disinhibition, mood swings, violence. Eventual loss of motor control and death. In us, the manifestations are different. Our techné triggers a hunger reflex, searching for high-purity materials with which to build replacements for the damaged, purged mechanocytes. And our damage control reflex prioritizes motor control and low-level functions over consciousness. We’re quite well-designed, if you think about it. I’ve replaced your sister’s techné with fresh marrow and mothballed it: she’s stable for the time being, and if you can find her feedstock that isn’t contaminated with short half-life nuclei she’ll be able to rebuild herself. But you should get her to a place of safety, and hide yourself too.” “Why?” I blinked stupidly.


  “Because the techné I shoved up her marrow is some of the last uncontaminated material on the ship,” Wo pointed out acidly. “There are people on this ship who’ll crack her bones to feed on it before long. If she stays here I won’t be able to protect her.”


  “But—”


  I looked around. Not all the silent occupants of the surgical frames were unconscious. Eyes, glittering in the darkness, tracked me like gunsights. Empty abdominal sacks, bare rib cages, manipulators curled into claws where Doctor-Engineer Wo had flensed away the radiation-damaged tissue. The blind, insensate hunger of primitive survival reflexes—feed and repair—stared at me instead of conscious minds. Suddenly my numb feet, the persistent pins and needles in my left arm, acquired a broader perspective.


  “They’re hungry,” explained Wo. “They’ll eat you without a second thought, because they’ve got nothing with which to think it—not until they’ve regrown a neural core around their soul chip.” It waved the stump of a tentacle at me. “Jordan and Mirabelle have been rounding up the worst cases, bringing them here to dump on me, but they’ve been increasingly unforthcoming about events outside of late. I think they may be trying to keep themselves conscious by…” A tentacle uncurled, pointed at the pathetic husk of my remora. “Take your sister and go, Lilith. Stay out of sight and hope for rescue.”


  “Rescue—”


  “Eventually the most demented will die, go into shutdown. Some will recover. If they find feedstock. Once the situation equilibrates,


  we can see about assembling a skeleton crew to ensure we arrive. Then there’ll be plenty of time to prospect for high-purity rare earth elements and resurrect the undead. If there’s anything left to resurrect.”


  “But can’t I help—” I began, then I saw the gleam in Wo’s photo-receptor. The curl and pulse of tentacles, the sallow discoloration of its dermal integument. “You’re ill too?”


  “Take your sister and go away.” Wo hissed and rolled upside down, spreading its tentacles radially around its surgical mouth-parts. “Before I eat you. I’m so hungry…”


  I grabbed your surgical frame and fled.


  I carried you back to our module without meeting anybody, for which I was happy. Once inside, I was able to turn up the light level and see what had happened. You were a mess, Lamashtu; were I one of our progenitors I would weep tears of saline to see you so. Ribs hollow, skin slack and bruised, eyes and cheeks sunken. Wo had split open your legs, exposed the gleaming metal of your femurs, the neatly diagrammed attachment points of your withered muscle groups. There was a monitor on the frame, and with the help system I managed to understand what it was telling me. Muscles damaged, skin damaged, but that wasn’t all. Once upon a time our foremother bunked atop a nuclear reactor in flight from Mars to Jupiter; the damage here was worse. Your brain… there was not much there. Eighty percent of it dissolved into mildly radioactive mush. Wo decanted it, leaving your cranial space almost empty. But your soul chip was intact, with your laid-down backup: given a few litres of inert, non-decaying minerals you could grow a new cortex and awaken as from a dream of death. But where could I find such materials?


  I have an ionization sensor. As I swept it around the module I saw that even our bed is radioactive. If you were to eat its aluminium frame and build a new brain from it, your mind would be a crazy patchwork of drop-outs and irrational rage.


  I needed to find you pure feedstock. But according to Wo, the entire ship was as contaminated as if it had been caught in the near-lethal blast radius of a supernova, or flown for a quarter million years close to the active core of our galaxy.


  There was one obvious place to look for pure feedstock, of course: inside the cortical shells of those survivors who were least affected by the magnetar burst. Inside my head, or people like me. What did Wo say about the symptoms? Anger and disinhibition first, loss of coordination only late in the day. I ought to be able to trust those who aren’t angry or hungry. But I looked at you and wondered, how many of them would also have friends or lovers to nurse? Any friendly face might be a trap. Even a group of rational survivors, working together, might—


  I shook my head. Trying to second-guess the scale of the breakdown was futile. There might be other places where feedstock could be found, deep inside the core of the ship. The never-used, moth-balled fusion reactors: they would be well-shielded, wouldn’t they? Lots of high-purity isotopes there. And with enough working brains and hands, surely we could repair any damage long before they were needed for deceleration. The cold equations seemed simple: with enough brains, we can repair almost any damage—but with a skeleton crew of senile zombies, we’re doomed.


  So I collected a bundle of tools and left you to go exploring.


  The darkened corridors and empty eye-socket spaces of the Lansford Hastings public spaces are silent, the chatter and crosstalk of the public channels muted and sparse. They’ve been drained of air and refilled with low-pressure oxygen (nitrogen is transmuted too easily to carbon-14, I guess). There’s no chatter audible to my electrosense: anyone here is keeping quiet. I pass doors that have been sealed with tape, sprayed over with a symbol that’s new to me: a red “Z” in a circle, evidence that the dementia cleanup teams have been at work here. But for the most part the ship appears to be empty and devoid of life—until I reach the F Deck canteen.


  Eating is a recreational and social activity: we may be able to live on an injection of feedstock and electrolytes and a brisk fuel cell top-up, but who wants to do that? The canteen here mainly caters to maintenance workers and technicians, hard-living folks. In normal circumstances it’d be full of social diners. I hesitate on the threshold. These circumstances aren’t normal—and the diners aren’t social.


  There’s a barricade behind the open hatch. Flensed silvery bones, some of them drilled and cracked, woven together with wire twisted into sharp-pointed barbs. A half-dissected skull stared at me with maddened eyes from inside the thicket of body parts, mandible clattering against its upper jaw. It gibbers furiously at teraherz frequencies, shouting a demented stream of consciousness: “Eat! Want meat! Warmbody foodbody look! Chew ‘em chomp ‘em cook ‘em down! Give me feed me!” Whoops, I think, as I grab for the hatch rim and prepare to scramble back up the tunnel. But I’m slow, and the field-expedient intruder alarm has done its job: three of the red-sprayed hatches behind me have sprung open, and half a dozen mindlessly slavering zombies explode into the corridor.


  I don’t waste time swearing. I can tell a trap when I stick my foot in one: someone who isn’t brain-dead organized this. But they’ve picked the wrong deck-hand to eat. You and I, Lamashtu, we have inherited certain skills from our progenitor Freya—and she from a distant unremembered sib called Juliette—that we do not usually advertise. They come in handy at this point, our killer reflexes. Hungry but dumb, the zombies try to swarm me, mouthparts chomping and claws tearing. I raise my anti-corrosion implement, spread the protective shield, and pull the trigger. Chlorine trifluo-ride will burn in water, scorch rust: what it does to robot flesh is ghastly. I have a welding lamp, too, an X-ray laser by any other name. Brief screams and unmodulated hissing assault me from behind the shield, gurgling away as their owners succumb to final shutdown.


  The corridor cleared, I turn back to the barricade. “This isn’t helping,” I call. “We should be repairing the—”


  A horrid giggle triggers my piloerectile reflex, making the chromatophores in the small of my back spike up. “Meaty. Spirited. Clean-thinking.”


  The voice comes from behind the barricade (which has fallen silent, eyes clouded). “Jordan? Is that you?”


  “Mm, it’s Lilith Longshanks! Bet there’s lots of eating on those plump buttocks of hers, what do you say, my pretties?”


  An appreciative titter follows. I shudder, trying to work out if there’s another route through to the reactor control room. I try again. “You’ve got to let me through, Jordan. I know where there’s a huge supply of well-shielded feedstock we can parcel out. Enough to get everyone thinking clearly again. Let me through and—” I trail off. There is another route, but it’s outside the hull. It’s your domain,


  really, but if I install one of your two soul chips, gain access to your memories, I can figure it out.


  “I don’t think so, little buffet.” The charnel hedge shudders as something forces itself against it from the other side. Something big. If Jordan has been eating, trying desperately to extract uncontaminated isotopes, what has he done with the surplus? Where has he sequestrated it? What has he made with it? In my mind’s eye I can see him, a cancer of mindlessly expanding, reproducing mechanocytes governed by a mind spun half out of control, lurking in a nest of undigestible left-overs as he waits for food—


  I look at the bulging wall of bones, and my nerve fails: I cut the teflon shield free, cover my face, and launch myself as fast as I can through the floating charred bodies that fill the corridor, desperate to escape.


  Which brings us to the present, Lamashtu, sister-mine.


  I’ve got your soul—half of it—loaded in the back of my head. I’ve been dreaming of you, dreaming within you, for days now.


  In an hour’s time I am going to take my toolkit and go outside, onto the hull of the Lansford Hastings, under the slowly moving stars.


  I’m going to go into your maze and follow the trail of pipes and coolant ducts home to the Number Six reactor, and I’m going to force my way into the reactor containment firewall and through the neutron shield. And I’m going to strip away every piece of heavily-shielded metal I can get my hands on, and carry it back to you. When you’re better, when you’re back to yourself and more than a hungry bag of rawhead reflexes, you can join me. It’ll go faster then. We can help the others—


  I’m running out of wall to scribble on: anyway, this is taking too long and besides, I’m feeling a little hungry myself.


  Goodbye, sister. Sleep tight. Don’t let any strangers in.


  ANGELS OF ASHES


  ALASTAIR REYNOLDS


  Alastair Reynolds is the bestselling author of over a dozen novels. He has received the British Science Fiction Award for his novel Chasm City, as well as the Seiun and Sidewise Awards, and was shortlisted for the Hugo and Arthur C. Clarke Awards. He has a PhD in astronomy and worked for the European Space Agency before he left to write full time. His short fiction has been appearing in Interzone, Asimov’s, and elsewhere since 1990. Alastair’s latest novel is Revenger.


  Sergio flew under a Martian sky the colour of bloodied snow. Nerves had kept him awake the previous night, and now sleep was reclaiming its debt, even as he spoke the Kiwidinok liturgies that his catechist had selected from the day’s breviary. Earlier, he had overflown a caravan of clanfolk—unusual, that they should travel so far west from Vikingville—and the sight of their crawling, pennanted machines had brought Indrani to mind, her face more alluring than any stained-glass effigy in the seminary. She was asking his name, each syllable anointing him, and then, instead of Indrani, it was God roaring in his head, so deep it seemed as if the landscape was issuing a proclamation.


  “UNIDENTIFIED AIRCRAFT,” said the voice. “YOU ARE ABOUT TO TRANSGRESS CONSECRATED AIRSPACE.”


  He slammed awake, conscious of the bulge in his lap. He could still smell Indrani, as if he’d imported her fragrance from sleep. The Latinate script of the breviary had stopped scrolling across his retina, his destination cresting the horizon, much nearer than he’d realised. Cased in a pressure dome, it was a hundred-metre obelisk of alabaster, attended by smaller spires. Flying buttresses and aerial walkways infested the air between the spires, but there was no evidence of human habitation.


  “TRANSMIT RECOGNITION CRYPTOGRAMS IF YOU DO


  NOT WISH TO BE INTERDICTED BY TEMPLE DEFENCE SYSTEMS,” the voice continued, although less impressively, since Sergio knew now that it was the catechist, the one that had been implanted on the day of his ordination. The voice added: “YOU HAVE TEN SECONDS TO COMPLY OR ALTER YOUR VECTOR…”


  “I understand,” he said. “Just a moment…”


  Sergio instructed the ornithopter to emit the warble that would satisfy the Temple of his benevolence, then watched as the defensive gargoyles retracted lolling tongues and closed fanged jaws, beam-weapon nozzles vanishing into nostrils, laser-targeting eyes dimming from ruby brilliance.


  “WELCOME, BROTHER MENENDEZ,” the voice said. “PROCEED WITH THE GRACE OF GOD. YOU WILL BE MET BY A MEMBER OF THE ORDER.”


  The Machinehood, he thought.


  The ornithopter punched through the resealing polymer bubble that encased the Temple, executing one circuit of the building before settling on the terrazzo at its base, furling wings with a bustle of synthetic chitin. Sergio emerged, nervously drying his hands against the ash-coloured fabric of his trousers. His jacket was similarly dour, offset by the white of his collar and the Asymmetrist star embroidered above his heart. The bluish stubble on his scalp revealed the weal-like stigma of ordination.


  He slung a black haversack over one shoulder and walked across the terrazzo, interlaid chevrons of sapphire and diamond gliding beneath his soles. The Temple rose above him, sculptured spires hectic with Kiwidinok figures. His catechist decrypted hidden data in the stonework, graphing up a commentary on the architecture, how the manifold truths of the Asymmetrist Testament were amplified in every Masonic nuance. Obsidian steps climbed from the terrazzo into the Kiwidinok-encrusted doorway. Inside, he was met by one of the Machinehood: an Apparent Intelligence that his catechist identified as a cardinal named Bellarmine, after the Jesuit theologian who warned Galileo against the heresy of the heliocentric universe. Bellarmine’s androform frame was shrouded in a hooded black cloak, but where the cloak parted, Sergio glimpsed a mesh-work of sculpted metal overlaying armatures, intestinal feedlines and pulsing diodes.


  “I’m humbled to be admitted—” Sergio began, offering a complex genuflection of servility to the cardinal.


  “Yes, yes,” Bellarmine said, no expression on the minimalist silver ovoid of his face. “Pleasantries later. I advocate haste.”


  “I flew as fast as I could.”


  “Did you notice anything on your way here? We have reports of clan incursions in this sector of the Diocese. Clanfolk don’t usually come here.”


  “There was…” Except perhaps he’d dreamed the clanfolk, as he’d dreamed Indrani. Possibly the question was a test. “Sorry; I spent the flight in prayer. Is Ivan as ill as we’ve heard?”


  “Transcendence is imminent. He’s no longer on medical support. He asked that we discontinue it, so that his last hours might be lucid. That, I suppose, has some bearing on your arrival.” Bellarmine’s voice was like a cheap radio.


  “You don’t know why I’m here?”


  “There’s something he insists on telling only to a human priest.”


  “Then our ignorance is equal,” Sergio said, suppressing a smile. There had been few occasions since his ordination when he had felt equality of any sort with a member of the Machinehood. The Machinehood knew things; they were always a step ahead of the human clergy, and the Order’s higher echelons were dominated by Apparents. They’d been afforded ecclesiastical rights since the Ecumenical Synthesis, when the Founder had returned from the edge of the system with his message of divine intervention. Given the nature of the Kiwidinok, it could hardly have been otherwise, but that did not mean that Sergio was comfortable in their presence. “Will you show me to Ivan?” he asked.


  Bellarmine escorted him through a warren of twisting and ascending passageways, walls covered with Kiwidinok friezes. They passed other Apparents on the way, but never another human.


  “Of course, there were rumours,” Bellarmine said, as if passing the time of day. “About the reason for your summons. You were ordained less than nine standard years ago?”


  “Your information’s excellent,” Sergio said, his teeth clenched.


  “It generally is. Was the procedure painful?”


  “Of course not. The catechist’s very small before they implant it—it’s hardly a mosquito bite.” He touched the weal on his scalp. “They induce scar tissue quite deliberately. But once the thing’s growing inside you, you don’t feel much at all. No pain receptors in the brain.”


  “I’m curious, that’s all. One hears reports. How did you feel when you saw the cards properly: the first images of Perdition?”


  He remembered the cards very well. The senior priest had opened a rosewood box and shown them to him before the catechist was installed. Each card contained a grey square composed of thousands of tinier grey cells of varying shades—eleven, in fact, since that was the maximum number of shades that the human eye could discriminate. The matrix of grey cells looked random, but once the catechist was installed—once it had interfaced with the appropriate brain centres, and decoded his idiosyncratic representation of the exterior world—something odd happened. The grey cells peeled away, revealing an image underneath. They’d told him how it worked, but he didn’t pretend to remember the details. What mattered was that the catechist permitted the ordained to view sacred data, and only the ordained.


  And he remembered seeing Perdition for the first time. And the feeling of disappointment, that something so crucial could be so mundane, so uninspiring. “I felt,” he said, “that I was seeing something very holy.”


  “Interesting,” Bellarmine said, after due reflection. “I’ve heard some say it’s an anticlimax. But one oughtn’t be surprised. After all, it’s just a neutron star.”


  He led Sergio across the unbalustraded walkway of a flying buttress, the ornithopter a tiny thing far below, like a grounded insect beside an anthill.


  “You mentioned rumours,” Sergio said, to take his mind off the drop below him. “Presupposing I’d done something that would merit it, I doubt very much that Ivan would summon me across half of Mars just for a reprimand.”


  “Sick old men do unusual things,” the Apparent said, as they re-entered the middle spire. “But, of course, the point is hypothetical. If you had sinned against the Order, if you had committed some indiscretion against your vows—even somewhere remote from Chryse—we’d know of it.”


  “I don’t doubt it.”


  “That’s wise.” Bellarmine came to a halt. “Well, we’ve arrived. Are you ready, Menendez?”


  “No. I’m nervous, and I don’t understand why I’m here. Except that this has something to do with it.” He hefted the haversack like a trophy. “But I guess the only way to find out is to step inside and see what Ivan wants.”


  “Perhaps you shouldn’t expect an answer.”


  “What are you saying, that he doesn’t necessarily know why he asked me here?”


  “Only that he’s sick, Menendez.”


  They entered a room where death was a quiet presence, like dew waiting to condense. Perfumed candles burned in sconces along the walls, each grasped in a Kiwidinok hand: rapier-thin fingers of wrought iron. Through the sepia gloom, Sergio discerned the sheeted form of the dying man, his bed surrounded by the hooded shapes of deactivated monitors, like kneeling orisons.


  “You should be wary of tiring him. He may be slipping from us, but that doesn’t mean we should squander the seconds we have left in his presence.”


  “Are you staying here?”


  “Oh, don’t worry about me. I won’t be far.”


  “That’s a shame.” Sergio suppressed a grin. “That you have to leave, I mean, of course.”


  After the Apparent had gone, Sergio waited for many minutes until his eyes adjusted to the darkness. He doubted that he had ever seen a creature as near to death as Ivan, and it was a small miracle that someone this withered was even capable of metabolism; no matter if each breath was undoubtedly weaker than the one before it. Finally, Sergio’s arm tired, and he placed the haversack on the floor. Perhaps it was the faint sound of the contact, or the imperceptible disturbance that the gesture imparted to the room’s air currents, but the old man chose that moment to open his eyes, a process as languid as the opening of a rose at dawn.


  “Menendez,” Ivan said, his lips barely parting. “That’s your name, isn’t it?” Then, after a pause: “How was your flight from Vikingville?”


  “The thermals,” Sergio said, “were excellent.”


  “Used to fly gliders, you know. Paragliders. I jumped from a tepui in Venezuela, once. Back on Earth. Before the Kiwidinok came. One shit-scary thing to do.”


  “Your memories do you credit, Ivan.”


  “Christ, and I thought Bellarmine was stiff. Loosen up. I need reverence like I need a skateboard. You brought the recorder?”


  “It’s ready, although I’m not sure what you want of me. The Diocese told me next to nothing.”


  “That’s because they didn’t have the damnedest idea. Here. Pass the bag.” Ivan’s hands emerged from the sheets and probed the haversack, removing the consecrated antique tape recorder and situating it carefully next to his bedside. “Ah, good,” he said. “You brought the other thing. That’s good, Menendez. Real good. Think I like you better already.” Trembling, he removed a small flask of whisky, uncapping it and holding it under his nose. “Clanfolk-brewed, huh? You took a risk bringing it, I know.”


  “Not really. I presumed it served some symbolic function.”


  “You go right on presuming that, son.” Ivan tipped the flask to his lips, then placed it aside, amidst a pile of personal effects on the other side of the bed. “You help yourself, you want some. And sit down, won’t you?”


  “I’d like to know why I’m here.”


  “Well, there’s no mystery. There’s something I have to tell you—all of you—and I couldn’t trust any of the senior Apparents.”


  Sergio lowered himself into a seat, nervously glancing over his shoulder. For a moment, he’d imagined that he’d glimpsed Bellarmine’s face there, rendered bronze in the candlelight… but there was no evidence of him now. “Does what you have to tell me relate to the Kiwidinok?”


  “The Kiwidinok, and Perdition, and everything else!” He paused to lubricate his lips, studying Sergio through slitted eyes. “Not quite the reaction I was expecting.”


  “I was…” Sergio shook his head. Thinking of Indrani. “Where do you think we should begin?”


  “The day I stopped shovelling shit in Smolensk.”


  “I—”


  “The day the Kiwidinok came. October 2078. Year Zero. Yeah, I know what you’re thinking, that you know it all. That the episode’s well documented. Sure enough, but…” Now Ivan found a reserve of strength adequate to push himself from the horizontal, until he was almost sitting. Sergio adjusted the pillows behind his head. “It’s well documented, but what comes later isn’t. If I just came out and told you, you might conceivably think I’d lost all grip on reality.”


  “I’d never dream of dismissing what you have to say; none of us would.”


  “See if you feel that way when I’m finished, son!” Ivan allowed himself another thimbleful of clanfolk whisky, offering it ineffectually in Sergio’s direction before continuing. “How old are you, son, twenty-four, twenty-five, in standard years? I can’t have been much older than you when it happened. We didn’t call them Kiwidinok back then. That came much later, once they’d ransacked our cultural data and chosen a name for themselves. It’s a Chippewa word; means of the wind. Maybe it has something to do with the way they move around.”


  “That seems likely.”


  They had arrived eighty-four years earlier, entering the solar system at virtually the speed of light. Their gnarly, lozenge-shaped ship, which might once have been a small asteroid, deployed a solar sail when it was somewhere beyond the distance of Pluto. It seemed laughable—had these visitors crossed interstellar space in the mistaken assumption that the pressure of solar radiation would decelerate their craft? Yet, staggeringly, the Kiwidinok ship came to a standstill in only three hours, before quietly swallowing its sail and vectoring towards the Earth.


  Diplomatic teams were invited within the presence of the aliens. In the few video images that existed, the Kiwidinok resembled steel and neon sculptures of angels, blurred and duplex, like Duchamp’s painting of a woman descending a staircase—humanoid, slender as knives and luminous, sprouting wings that simply faded out at their extremities, as if fashioned from finer and finer silk. Their faces were achingly beautiful, though masklike and impassive, and their slitted mouths and jewelled eyes betrayed only vacuous serenity. Quickly the diplomatic teams realised that they were dealing with machines. Once, so they themselves claimed, the Kiwidinok had been organic, but not for tens of millions of years.


  “Our perspective… is different,” they had said, in one of the rare instances when they openly discussed their nature. “Our perception of quantum reality differs from yours. It is not as ours once was.”


  “What do you think they meant by that?” Ivan said, breaking from his narrative to stare at Sergio intently. “No, leave the recorder running.”


  “I can’t begin to guess.”


  “Must have been something to do with their becoming machines, don’t you agree?”


  “That would make sense. Is this—um—strictly relevant? I’m only thinking of your strength.”


  Ivan’s hand clenched around Sergio’s wrist. “More relevant than you can possibly imagine.” He emitted a fusillade of coughs before continuing. “You need to understand this much, if nothing else: the problem of quantum measurement—that’s the crux. How the superposed states of a quantum system collapse down to one reality. Understand that—and understand why it’s a problem—and the rest will follow.”


  Sergio looked guiltily at the recorder, aware of how every word spoken was being captured indelibly. “There was mention in the seminary of cats, I believe. Cats in boxes, with radioisotopes and vials of arsenic.”


  “When I wasn’t shovelling shit in Smolensk, I used to think of myself as something of an amateur philosopher. I’d read all the popular articles, sometimes even kidded myself that I understood the math. The point is, all quantum systems—atoms, crystals, cats, dogs—exist in a superposition of possible states, like photographs stacked on top of each other. Provided you don’t actually look at them, that is. But as soon as a measurement’s made on the system, as soon as any part of it is observed, the system collapses—chooses one possible outcome out of all the options available to it and discards all the others.” Ivan relaxed his grip. “Would you pour me some water? My throat is rather dry. That clanfolk stuff’s real firewater.”


  While he attended to this, Sergio said, “There was never time, was there? To ask the Kiwidinok everything we might have wanted.”


  Ivan quenched his thirst. “When they announced that they were leaving, that was when the big panic began, because it seemed as if we hadn’t learned enough from them; not supped sufficiently from the fount of their wisdom.”


  “That was when they made the offer.”


  “Yes. They’d already dropped hints here and there along the line that our—how shall I say it? That our existence wasn’t quite as we imagined it to be; that there was some fundamental aspect of our nature that we just weren’t aware of.” Ivan held his hand up to the candlelight, as if appalled at some new translucence in his flesh. “You humans, they’d say, you just don’t get it, do you? That was what it was like. They said that we could spend our remaining time asking them little questions, and not even chipping at this one fundamental misapprehension—or we could arrange for one person to be, shall I say, enlightened?” “And you were selected,” Sergio said.


  “Put my name forward, didn’t I? Ivan Pashenkov: effluent disposal technician from Smolensk. Didn’t think I had a chance in hell—or Perdition, huh? Don’t laugh so much, son.”


  “How did you feel when they selected you, out of all the millions who applied?”


  “Very drunk. Or was that the day afterwards? Hell, I don’t know. How was I meant to feel? Privileged? It wasn’t as if they picked me on my merit. It was sheer luck.”


  After his selection, the Kiwidinok had taken him aboard their ship, along with a handful of permitted recording devices small enough to be worn about his person. Preparing to depart, the ship had encased itself in a field of polarised inertia, defining a preferred axis along which resistance to acceleration was essentially zero, essentially infinite in all directions perpendicular to that axis. For interstellar travel, this was hardly an inconvenience.


  “They immobilised me,” Ivan said. “Locked me in a pod, and pumped me full of drugs.”


  “How was it?”


  He reached up with one hand and traced a line along the occipital crown of his skull, fingertips skating through the veil-like hair that still haloed his scalp. “The brain’s divided into two hemispheres; certain mental tasks assigned to one or the other half, like language, or appreciating a good wine, or making love to a woman.” The remark hung in the air, like an accusing finger. Then he resumed: “There’s a tangle of nerves bridging the hemispheres: the commissure or corpus callosum. They’re the means by which we synthesise the different models of the world constructed in either hemisphere; the analytic and the emotional, for instance. But the Kiwidinok drive did something to my head. Nerve impulses found it difficult to cross the commissure, because it required movement against the preferred axis of the polarisation field. I found my thoughts—my conscious experience—stagnating in one or the other hemisphere. I’d think of things, but I couldn’t assign names to any of the mental symbols I was imagining, because the requisite neural paths were obstructed.” “But it didn’t last long.”


  He waved his hand. “Longer than you think. We got there, eventually. They showed me the sun and it was faint, but not nearly as faint as the brightest stars, which meant they couldn’t have carried me very far beyond the system.”


  “Just beyond the cometary halo.”


  “Mm. To within a few light-minutes of Perdition, except of course we didn’t even know it existed.”


  “Everything that you’ve told me,” Sergio said, “accords exactly with what we were told in the seminary. If you now reveal that the object in question was a neutron star, I don’t see how your account can differ in any significant way from the standard teachings. I mean, the mere existence of—”


  “It exists,” Ivan said. “And it’s everything I ever said it was. But where it differs…” Then he paused, and allowed Sergio to bring another beaker of water to his lips, from which he drank sparingly, as if the fluid was rationed. Sergio recalled his own thirst much earlier, in the Juggernaut of the clanfolk caravan, after the ornithopter crash, then purged the thought. “Listen,” the old man said. “Before we continue, there’s something I have to ask you. Do you mind?”


  “If I can help.”


  “Tell me about Indrani, if you’d be so kind.”


  Her name was like a penance. “I’m sorry?” And then, before he could even hear Ivan’s answer, he felt the fear uncoil inside him, like a python waking. He dashed from the room, cupping a hand to his mouth. Retracing his steps, he reached the bridge, leaned over the railinged side and was sick. For a moment, it was a thing of fascination to watch his vomit paint the pristine lower levels of the alabaster spire. Then, when the retching was over, he wiped the tears from his eyes and drew calming breaths, accessing soothing mandalas from his catechist. One of the gargoyles loomed above, large as a naval cannon, the faint curve of its jaw seeming to mock him.


  “You seem perturbed,” Bellarmine said, appearing at the bridge’s end. “I read it in the salinity of your skin. It modifies your bioelectric aura.”


  “What do you want?”


  The cloaked figure moved to his side, the rust-coloured, softly undulating landscape reflected in Bellarmine’s mirror-like ovoid face. For an instant, Sergio thought he saw something: a scurry of silver or chrome, something darting between dunetops. But if it was real, it was gone now, and he saw no reason to trouble Bellarmine with his observation. “Was there another presence, Menendez?”


  “Another what?”


  “In the room. Another such as I.”


  Sergio stared deeply into the mirror before answering. “I think I would have noticed. Why? Ought there to have been another?”


  The Apparent leaned closer to him, as if to whisper some confidence. After a moment Bellarmine said: “Put the question from your mind and answer this instead. What has he told you?” The armed gargoyle was reflected in the mirror now, its ugliness magnified by distortion. “What has he told you? It is a matter of security for the Order. Silence could be considered perfidy.”


  “If the Founder wished you to know, he would not have called me from the Diocese.”


  “You are in a position of some vulnerability, Menendez.”


  “I assure you, I’ll hear what he has to say,” Sergio said. “And whatever message he has for us, I’ll ensure that it returns to Vikingville.”


  He navigated to the bedside, between the monitors, and resumed his station next to Ivan. “When you first mentioned her,” he said quietly, with more calm than he believed himself capable of, “I dared to imagine I’d misheard you.”


  “Tell me what happened,” Ivan said, the recorder still conspicuously running. “I’ll then reciprocate by telling you what I really experienced around Perdition.”


  “Bellarmine knows about her, doesn’t he?”


  “I guarantee his knowledge of events arrived via a different route than mine. I suggest you start where I did—at the beginning. You’d only recently been consecrated, hadn’t you?”


  “A few days after the catechist was installed.” Sergio touched the weal on his scalp. “It was my first mission for the Diocese—a trip north of Vikingville, to visit clanfolk. They were using consecrated servitors supplied by the Order, so there was a pretext for me to arrive with little or no notice.”


  It was not difficult to fall into the telling of what had happened. The scavenger clan’s caravan had hoved into view below: a long, strung-out procession of beetle-backed machines, some barely larger than dogs, others huge as houses. The largest was the Juggernaut, the command vehicle of the caravan, in which the clan would spend months during their foraging sojourns north of Vikingville, winnowing the desert for technological relics left behind by the wars that had been waged across Mars before and after the Ecumenical Synthesis.


  Although it was decades since the last iceteroid had crashed onto the Martian surface, spilling atmosphere across the world, the climate was still roiling in search of an equilibrium it hadn’t known for four billion years. Occasionally, squalls would slam into the flight path of an ornithopter, unleashing twisting vortices of separated laminar flow, too sudden and vicious to be smoothed out by the thopter’s adaptive flight surfaces.


  He hadn’t seen it, of course—and when it did hit, it seemed as if the adaptive flight surfaces accommodated the squall even more sluggishly than usual. One of the thopter’s wings daggered into the dunes. Sergio saw the other wing buckling like crushed origami. Then—blood sucked from his head by the whiplash—he began to black out, retaining consciousness just long enough to observe the monstrous wheels of the Juggernaut rolling towards him.


  And then he woke inside the machine.


  “She was like an angel to me,” Sergio said, grateful now that he could unburden himself. “I wasn’t badly injured, really—I felt a lot worse than I had any right to. Indrani fetched me water, which tasted dusty, but was at least drinkable, and then I started to feel a little better. Naturally, I had questions.”


  “You wondered why she was alone, a girl like that, in charge of a whole foraging caravan. Was there anyone else?”


  “Oh, a brother—Haidar, eight or nine years old. I remember him because I gave him toys.”


  “Other than Haidar, though…”


  “She was alone, yes. I asked her, of course. She told me her parents were both dead; that they’d been killed by the Taoist Militia.” Now that he was doing most of the talking, Sergio found his mouth quickly parched, helping himself to the Founder’s water. “I could have called up the catechist’s demographics database to check on her story, but I hadn’t been ordained long enough to think of that. Anyway, the squall wasn’t going anywhere, and neither was my ornithopter—we were stuck in the Juggernaut for a few days at the least. I was—”


  “You’re about to say that you were weak, traumatised, not fully in control—not really yourself?”


  “Except it wouldn’t be true, would it? I knew what I was doing. I was weak in my adherence to the Order. But strong enough to make love to Indrani. I had some toys in the ornithopter; trinkets we always carried, to pacify children and make them think favourably of the Order when they grow up. Indrani fetched them for Haidar, to keep him occupied. Then we made love.”


  “Your first time, right?”


  “There hasn’t been another, either.”


  “Was it worth it?”


  “There’s never been a day when I haven’t thought of her, if that answers your question. I occasionally delude myself that she might have felt similarly.”


  “I’m glad. You’re going to sin, at least have some fun.”


  But when the storm had died, and all that remained of his ornithopter was a pair of glistening wingtips protruding from a moraine of red dust, two lightweight surface vehicles scudded from the south. They were tricycles, bouncing on obese tyres, their riders cocooned in filigreed cockpits, enfoliated by fuel cells and comms modules.


  Indrani’s parents.


  “I never understood why she’d lied to me, manufactured the whole story about running the caravan on her own; about her parents being murdered by the Taoists. Perhaps she initiated everything that happened, with that lie.”


  “That would be convenient.”


  “In any case, I never had a chance to find out. Her parents still had to dock their tricycles in the Juggernaut’s vehicle bay, which gave us time to fall into our old roles. If her parents suspected anything, I never saw it. No; they shamed me with their humility and hospitality. It was another three days before we could meet with a transporter that was returning to Vikingville. And when I arrived at the seminary, they treated me as a hero. Except for some of the other priests, who seemed to guess what had happened.”


  “Yet it didn’t destroy you.”


  “No,” Sergio said. “But I always feared I’d hear her name again. I was right to fear, wasn’t I?”


  “You probably imagine that she lodged a complaint with the Diocese, or that her family somehow learned the truth and did it themselves. But that’s not how it happened. Not at all.”


  “How did Bellarmine find out?”


  “I’ll tell you, but first I have to reciprocate my side of the bargain.” Sergio took a deep breath, oddly aware now that the room seemed more claustrophobic than earlier; darker and more oppressive, as if it was physically trying to squeeze the life out of the man dying within it.


  “All right,” he said. “I’m not sure why you wanted to know about Indrani, but you’re right. I should hear about Perdition. Although I don’t see how anything you can say can really—”


  “Menendez, shut up. What you saw on the cards in the seminary, on the day you were ordained, all that was true. Perdition exists; it’s a neutron star, just like I always said it was.” And then Ivan talked about the nature of the star, things Sergio had learned in the seminary but then forgotten, because they were not absolutely central to his faith. That a neutron star was a sphere of nuclear matter forged in the heart of a dying star, containing as much mass as the sun, but compressed into a size no larger than Vikingville. A sugar lump from its heart would have weighed half a billion tons. Perdition was still cooling rapidly, like a cherry-red ingot removed from the furnace, implying that it had been born no more than a few hundred thousand years earlier, very close to its present position. A hot, blue star must have died, outshining the entire galaxy in its expiration. The nebula that star had shed was gone now, but there was no doubting what had happened.


  Perdition had been born in a supernova.


  “It shouldn’t have existed,” Ivan said. “No evidence for a supernova was ever found; no mini-extinction or enhancement in the local mutation rate; no dieback or brief flourish of speciation. Nothing.” The man looked around at the few candles still burning, their incense no longer the dominant smell in the room. “Something like a supernova doesn’t just happen without anyone noticing. Matter of fact, if you’re as close to it as we would have been, you’re not going to have the luxury of noticing much else, ever again. You’re going to be a pile of ashes. And yet it must have happened, or else there’d be no Perdition.”


  “God must have intervened.”


  “Yeah. Must have poked his big, old finger into the heart of that collapsing star, causing it to happen in just such a way that we didn’t get crisped. That’s the point, isn’t it? Our little miracle. And I suppose if you’re going to have a miracle, it’s not a bad one.”


  The essence of it was simple enough: it had been known, on purely theoretical grounds, that supernova explosions might not be completely symmetric; that the blast might not emerge in a perfectly spherical fashion. Tiny initial imperfections in the dynamics of the pre-explosion core collapse might be magnified chaotically, building and building, until the star blew apart in a hugely asymmetric manner, lopsidedly spilling half its guts in one direction.


  “They showed me how delicate it was,” Ivan said. “How precise the initial conditions must have been. If they’d differed by one part in a billion—”


  “We wouldn’t be having this conversation.”


  “And what does that tell you—us—Menendez?”


  Sergio looked guardedly at the recorder. An ill-chosen word at this point could ruin his position in the Diocese, yet what seemed more important now was to give the Founder the answer he wanted to hear. “An event of staggering improbability happened, an event that had to happen for humankind to survive at all. A miracle, if you like. An act of intervention by God, who arranged for the initial conditions to be just as they had to be.”


  “You must have been teacher’s pet at the seminary, son.”


  For the first time, Sergio felt angry, though he fought to keep it from his voice. “What they taught me, Founder, is only what they learned from you, on your return from Perdition. Are you saying you were misinterpreted?”


  “No, not at all. Is that damned thing still running?”


  “Would you like me to turn it off?”


  “No, but move it closer because I want what I’m about to say to be beyond any possible doubt. Because when you take this back to the Diocese, they’ll find every possible way to twist my words—even what I’m saying now.” He waited while Sergio adjusted the position of the recorder, a futile gesture but one that seemed to satisfy Ivan. Then he said: “No one misinterpreted a word of what I said. I lied. Maybe it had something to do with the way the Kiwidinok drive interfered with brain function.”


  “That would be convenient, wouldn’t it?”


  “Touché. Do you know about temporal-lobe epilepsy, Menendez? Almost no one suffers from it now, but those that do often report feelings of intense religious ecstasy.”


  After long moments, Sergio said: “The kinds of drugs that have been administered to you could cause hallucinations, I think. With all respect.”


  Ivan pivoted his body across to the other side of the bed, rummaging in the dark pile of effects placed on the nightstand next to it. He held up a syringe, needle glistening in candlelight. “I told them I was more frightened than in pain. It’s hard to die a prophet when you don’t believe, Menendez. They gave me this drug; said it purged fear. Well, maybe it did—but not enough.”


  Words formed in Sergio’s mouth and seemed to emerge of their own volition.


  “How did you lie, and why did you do it?”


  “To begin with, it wasn’t really lying; I don’t think I was clinically sane, and I think I believed my own delusions as much as anyone. But afterwards—when my brain function had stabilised, perhaps—then it became lying, because I decided to maintain the untruth I’d already started. And you know what? There was nothing difficult about it. More than that, it was seductive. They wanted to believe everything I said, and there was nothing that could be contradicted by the recording devices. And in return they feted me. I didn’t ask for it, but before I knew it I was at the centre of a cult—one that imagined it glimpsed God in the asymmetric physics of a stellar collapse. And then the cult became a religious movement, and because it was the only movement that had no need for faith, it soon absorbed those that did.”


  “The Synthesis.”


  Ivan’s nod was very weak now. “It was much too late to stop it by then, Menendez. Not without having them turn against me. But now I’m dying…”


  “They won’t love you for it.”


  “Sooner be reviled than martyred. Devil always had the best tunes, eh? Seems healthier to me. Which is why you’re here, of course. To hear the truth, take it back to Vikingville and begin dismantling the Order.”


  “They’ll hate me equally,” Sergio said, feeling as if he was debating a piece of theological arcana that had no connection with reality.


  “Besides—I still don’t see how you can possibly have been lying, if Perdition exists. If there was no divine intervention, then all that’s left is—what, massive improbability?” “Exactly.”


  “And that’s somehow preferable?”


  “Truthful, maybe. Isn’t that all that matters?” Ivan said it with no great conviction, still holding the syringe up to the light, as if putting it down would have been the more strenuous act. “Quantum mechanics says there is a small but finite probability that this syringe will vanish from my hand and reappear on the other side of the Temple wall. What would you think if that happened?”


  “I’d think you were a skilled conjuror. If, however, there was no deception… I’d have to conclude that a very unlikely event had just happened.”


  “And what if your life depended on it happening?” “I don’t follow.”


  “Well, imagine that the liquid in this syringe is an unstable explosive; that in one second it’ll detonate, killing everyone inside this room. If the syringe didn’t jump, you’d be dead.”


  “And if I survive… it must, logically, have happened. But that’s not very likely, is it?”


  “Never said it was. But the point is, it doesn’t have to be—an event can be incredibly unlikely, and still be guaranteed to happen, provided there are sufficient opportunities for it to happen, sufficient trials.”


  “Nothing profound in that.”


  “No, but in the quantum view the trials happen simultaneously, in as many parallel versions of reality as are necessary to contain all possible permutations of all quantum states. Are you following me?”


  “I was, until a moment ago.”


  A smile haunted the old man’s lips. “Let’s say that there are, for the sake of argument, a billion possible future versions of this room, each containing one identical or near-identical copy of you and me. Of course, there are many more than a billion—it’s a number so huge that the physical universe wouldn’t be large enough for us to write it down. But call it a billion. Now, each of those rooms differs from this one on the quantum level, but in the majority of cases the change is going to look random, meaningless. There will also be changes that look suspiciously coherent. But all that’s happen ing is that every possible probabilistic outcome is being played out, completely blindly.” He waited while Sergio fetched him some more water, brow furrowed as if composing his thoughts. “Logically, there exists a future state of the room in which the syringe borrows enough energy to tunnel beyond the wall and explode safely. It’s unlikely, yes, but it will happen if there are sufficient trials. And in the quantum view, those trials all happen instantly, simultaneously, every moment we breathe. We feel ourselves moving seamlessly along one personal history, whereas we’re shedding myriad versions of ourselves at each instant—some of which survive, some of which don’t.” He released the syringe, allowing it to clatter to the floor, amongst the personal detritus next to his bed. “Not bad for an effluent disposal technician from Smolensk, huh?”


  “I believe I see the tack of your argument.”


  “When the supernova happened, the chance of any one version of us surviving was absurdly small—yet one version of us was guaranteed to survive, because every possible quantum outcome was considered.”


  “How do you know all this?”


  “Isn’t it obvious by now? The Kiwidinok showed me. And I mean showed me. Put it in my head, all in one go. Their consciousness—if you can call it consciousness—is blurred across event-lines. It’s what they gained when they became less like us and more like machines. That’s why they see things differently.”


  Sergio took a breath to absorb that.


  “And what did they show you?”


  “Dead worlds. Much like Earth, but where the initial conditions of the supernova collapse weren’t quite right to avoid our annihilation. Where, if you like, God hadn’t poked his finger into quite the right place. Worlds of ash and darkness.”


  He dug through his personal effects again, brushing aside the top-soil of junk. His hands found a small, flat bundle that he passed to Sergio. The oiled paper of the bundle unravelled in Sergio’s fingers, exposing a cache of glossy grey cards much like those he had been shown in the seminary, shortly after his catechist had assumed residence.


  But these images were not the same.


  “I don’t know how they did it,” the Founder said, “but the Kiwidinok were able to interfere with the recording devices I took with me to Perdition. They were able to plant images on them, data from other event-lines.”


  “Where the supernova happened differently.”


  “Where we got crisped.”


  In each image the degree of laceration was different, but it was never less than a mortal wounding, so absolute that life had not managed to reestablish tenancy on dry land. In some of the images it was possible to believe that something might still live in the shrivelled, oddly shorelined oceans that mottled the surface. In others, there were no oceans to speak of at all, nothing much resembling atmosphere.


  “Mostly, that’s how it was,” Ivan said. “Mostly, we never made it through. This event-line, the one we’re living in, is the freak exception: a remote strand on the edge of probability space. It only exists because we’re here to observe it. And we’re only here to observe it because it happened.”


  Sergio picked through the rest of the images, variations on the same desolate theme. He knew with utter conviction that they were real—or as real as any data shared between event-lines could ever be. These images were secrets that Ivan had kept for eighty years—images that spoke not of divine intervention, not of miracle, but of brutality. We survived, Sergio thought, not because we were favoured, not because we earned salvation, but because the laws of probability decreed that someone had to.


  “What now?”


  “Take what you have back to the Diocese. Make them listen.” “You’re asking a lot of me.”


  “You’re a man of God,” Ivan said, with very little irony. “Ask Him for assistance.” “Why should I still believe?”


  “Because now, more than ever, you need faith. That was what was always missing—when we had proof we didn’t need it. But our proof was a fiction. Our Order was a lie built upon lies. But tearing down the Order doesn’t mean tearing down your faith, if you still have it. Me, I never found it, except in a particularly good thermal or at the end of a bottle. But you’re a young man. You could still find faith, even if you haven’t already. I think you’ll need it too. It’ll be a kind of jihad you’ll be fighting.”


  “You’ll find it harder than you imagine,” said a voice, which did not come from the figure in the bed.


  “Bellarmine,” Sergio said, turning around to face the Apparent, who had stolen quietly into the chamber. There was a whisper of scythed air, a flash of metal, and Bellarmine’s hand acquired the cards from Sergio’s grip. For a moment, the Apparent held them up to its face, feigning curiosity. Then it ripped them to shreds with a deft flicking movement.


  “I knew of the existence of these images,” the wasp-like voice said. “It was hardly worth the effort of destroying them.”


  “Be careful what you say. The recorder’s still running.”


  “My voice won’t register. I’m addressing you directly via your catechist. If you play the recording to anyone in the Diocese, all they’ll hear is you addressing an empty room.”


  Sergio reached over and killed the recording. “Speak now, then. What’s going on? How did you know about Indrani?”


  Bellarmine came closer. Sergio felt something crawl through his skull.


  “Isn’t it obvious? Via your catechist.” There was a deeper timbre to his voice now that he was speaking aloud. “You imagine that the device is passive; that it exists merely to offer guidance and to facilitate the viewing of holy data. But there’s more to it than that. Behind my face is an array of superconducting devices, sensitive to minute changes in the immediate electromagnetic environment. It’s how I sensed your nervousness on the balcony. The array enables me to read the data captured by your catechist—everything that you see and hear. You betrayed yourself, Menendez.”


  “How long have you known?”


  “We Apparents share such data as it conveniences us. I was informed of your indiscretion not long after the incident itself.”


  “Then why… no, wait, I see. You were waiting, weren’t you?” Now that it was clear to him, he almost laughed at the obviousness of it. “You kept the evidence from the Diocese, until such time as it might be useful in blackmailing me. That’s clever, Bellarmine. Very clever. I’m impressed.”


  “You were nothing exceptional.”


  “Of course not,” Ivan said, his voice a death-rattle. “How could he be? When he was rescued by Indrani, he was just another priest green from the seminary.”


  “There must be others,” Sergio said.


  “Perhaps not,” Bellarmine said. “You were especially weak, Menendez. You offered yourself to us.” “I broke no vows.”


  “Then why conceal what happened until now?” Quietly, Bellarmine addressed the Founder. “You know too. He spoke of the matter with you, I see.”


  Sergio returned the recorder to his bag. “You can’t destroy this,” he said to the watching machine. “The Diocese expects a recording, whether you like it or not.”


  “First you have to return to Vikingville,” Bellarmine said, and then took a step nearer to Sergio. But before he reached him, the Apparent stopped and leaned his faceless frame across the Founder’s bed.


  “Go,” Ivan said. “Get the hell out of here, while you still can.”


  Bellarmine knelt and retrieved the syringe that the Founder had dropped. With a series of mechanically precise movements, he plunged the needle into a rubber-capped bottle, congesting the hypodermic with something as clear and deadly as snake venom. “You took this to fend off the fear of death. Now it will hasten its coming. Isn’t that a kindness?”


  The Apparent snatched aside the yellowing sheets, exposing the man’s hairless sternum. The Founder reached up and wrestled with Bellarmine’s wrist as the needle descended towards his heart. Sergio took a step closer, watching as the man’s jaw clenched in the agony of resistance, his free hand pawing impotently at the machine’s chest.


  “Menendez! I’m a dead man anyway! Go!”


  Sergio dived forwards, trying to wrestle Bellarmine away from the bed, but the Apparent might as well have been some huge piece of industrial machinery anchored to the Temple itself. The descent of the syringe did not falter, even when Bellarmine flung Sergio across the room. Sergio hit the wall, breath ejected from his lungs, the hard edges of the Kiwidinok frieze pushing into his spine. His vision swimming in stars, he struggled to his feet.


  “I’m sorry, Ivan,” he wheezed.


  The needle reached his flesh, then entered, and as the tip broke the skin, Ivan’s strength flew away like a flock of startled crows.


  “I won’t let you down,” Sergio said. “That much I swear. And you’re right—this is the better way. Better faith than proof.”


  Bellarmine’s voice was horrifically calm. “You won’t succeed.”


  “Good… thermals,” Ivan said, and then emitted a final gasp, his eyes locked open, less in shock than sudden joy.


  Sergio was already running. He had almost made it to the chamber’s door when Bellarmine reached him, impeding his progress with surprising gentleness.


  “I don’t want to kill you, Menendez.”


  Behind Bellarmine, Sergio saw a second disconnected globe bob across the room, hued more yellow than silver. “You want me to betray Ivan—to return with a faked recording,


  is that it?”


  “Better to betray one man than a God.”


  The haversack slipped to the floor. “If I refuse, you’ll kill me.”


  The other Apparent loomed behind Bellarmine and then did something Sergio had not been expecting. Maybe the shock of it registered in his expression, because Bellarmine whipped around, momentarily relinquishing his grip. The other Apparent’s cloak had parted to reveal human hands, gripping a weapon.


  There was a colourless flash and an intense pulse of pain throughout Sergio’s skull. He began to scream, but the pain was already over, abrupt as a strobe. Bellarmine’s armoured frame collapsed to the ground and quivered there, like a beached eel.


  “I hit him with an EM pulse,” said the other, whose voice lacked the machinelike quality of the fallen cardinal. “Must have hit your implant as well; hope it didn’t hurt too badly.”


  “Who are you?”


  One free hand reached up and snatched aside the alloy mask, which Sergio now saw was perforated with tiny viewholes. What lay behind it was the face of a very young man, drenched in sweat, curtained by lank, black hair. A face he almost recognised, as if seen through a distorting lens. “I think you know my sister, priest. And I think we’d better get moving—the pulse won’t keep him down for long, and I’ll bet he doesn’t need much time to reboot.”


  “What’s happening?”


  “What’s happening is, you’re being rescued.” “You’re Indrani’s brother?”


  Haidar nodded. “But I think we’d better run and save the questions for later—there are more of his kind between us and your little plane. It can seat two, can’t it?”


  “At a push.”


  Behind them, Bellarmine made a sound like a squealing kitten, limbs thrashing. The silver ovoid of his face turned to Sergio, framed in candleflame. “I will kill you, Menendez, if you run.”


  Sergio closed his fists around the nearest candelabrum, wrenching it from its sconce, amazed at his own strength. The flame extinguished immediately, and for a moment he was left holding the wrought-iron Kiwidinok fist as if he hadn’t the faintest idea what to do with it. Then he saw the syringe, still jutting from Ivan’s sternum. And the perfect mirror of Bellarmine’s face, like a tranquil lake in moonlight.


  He smashed the candelabrum into the ovoid, the thin reflective patina crumpling under the impact.


  Haidar whistled. “You don’t just burn your bridges, priest. You cremate the bastards.”


  It took far longer to reach the ground than he’d expected, and along the way Haidar had to shoot three more Apparents, leaving each one in a state of palsy. “Bellarmine’s probably on his way already,” the man said. “He’ll have alerted the others by now, so we won’t have the element of surprise. Not that we really need it, with this little toy.” He waved the EM gun ahead of them, like a crucifix. “It’s a real weapon, left over from before the Synthesis. Not that the Synthesis exactly ended wars, either, but you get my drift.” “How does it work?”


  “Screws the nervous system. Not the central processor—that’s mainly optical, but the servosystems that drive their musculature. With your implant, it would have fried the interface points, where it couples to your neurons, but it wouldn’t have touched the data inside it.”


  “That’s good. All we have is what’s in my head.”


  “And mine too,” Haidar said. “Don’t forget, I was there all the time; heard every word he said.”


  Ahead, daylight burned a hole in the darkness, catching the nested edges of the Kiwidinok figures engraved around the corridor walls. “What were you doing here?”


  “Ivan knew about Indrani,” Haidar said. “But he didn’t find out about her the same way Bellarmine did. Fact is, Ivan heard the story from Indrani herself. Or from me, which is much the same thing.”


  “I don’t follow.” While he spoke, Haidar doused another pair of machines, each pulse of the weapon triggering sympathetic echoes somewhere in Sergio’s cortex.


  “Indrani sent me,” Haidar said. “To put the story right. Took her nine years to build up courage, but I guess she knew it wasn’t going to be easy. And she trusted the old guy. Figured he wasn’t part of it all, and she had to get an audience with him before he croaked.”


  They reached the outside. Sergio was relieved to see his ornithopter still resting intact, like a perched dragonfly of blown glass.


  “Part of what?”


  “What happened to you out there, in the caravan.” Haidar paused to discard his cloak, revealing a tight-fitting, ribbed surface suit flashed with decals of clan affiliation. “Listen, it wasn’t quite how you thought it was. I know because I heard you tell the Founder, and I don’t think you were lying.”


  They sprinted towards the ornithopter. “How was it, then?”


  “The crash was no accident, for a start. You said it yourself—it was as if the squall took the plane unawares. Well, the squall wasn’t planned, but you were pretty much guaranteed to crash then—someone had monkeyed with the plane.”


  “Someone wanted me to crash?”


  “Not fatally, but enough to keep you from getting home, so you’d have to seek shelter in the caravan, and then fall prey to my sister’s undeniable charms. Worked, didn’t it?”


  “Only someone in the Diocese could have done that.”


  “It’s the Machinehood. They’re everywhere, right? Seems they see themselves as the next phase in evolution, and the Order’s how they’re gonna subjugate humanity without anyone noticing. They do it to most of the priests fresh out of the seminary, is what Indrani reckons—set them up for a fall and watch it happen.”


  “They knew.”


  “What?”


  “The other priests. They knew what had happened to me. I assumed it was because my lies weren’t very convincing. I never stopped to think something similar might have happened to them as well.”


  “Old Ivan was right, priest.”


  “What?”


  “You really were green.”


  They reached the waiting ornithopter. Sergio opened the cockpit, frantically adjusting the seat to make room for a passenger behind him, ratcheting it forwards. “Think you can squeeze in there? It’s a long flight back to Vikingville.”


  “Hopefully we don’t have that far to go.”


  Sergio followed him into the enclosure, slamming the canopy down and bringing the little flying machine to sluggish life, its wings quickening with shivers of excited chitin. “Let me get this straight,” he said, fingers dancing over the controls. “They set us up for a fall and some of us take one. They learn about it through our catechists—and then we can always be controlled, if we threaten to turn against the Order.”


  “That’s about the size of it.”


  They were aloft.


  “It’s elegant. Cynical, but elegant. But it wouldn’t work without outside assistance.”


  “Ways and means,” Haidar said. “With Indrani, it was just another form of blackmail. The clan was in hock to the Asymmetrists—we depended on their consecrated machines to make a living. Someone from the Order—someone who must have been working for the Machinehood—contacted Indrani and let her know what was expected of her, and what would happen if she failed. That her family would be ruined. That she’d probably starve.”


  The ornithopter’s shadow grew smaller, wings beating furiously to gain altitude, each thrust sending rainbow moiré patterns down their length.


  “How did you infiltrate the Order?”


  “There are tunnels under the sand, left over from the wars. Some of them reach beneath the dome. Being good clanfolk, we know all about ’em. And my disguise only had to fool the machines from a distance.”


  “Bellarmine was suspicious.”


  “Couldn’t read me like the others. Must have crossed his mind that I was someone really high up, or a new faction amongst the Machinehood. Either way, bad news.”


  They punched through the polymer now; a lurch of resistance and then freedom. Sergio risked a look around at the receding Temple, watching as the defensive gargoyles opened their mouths and their little eyes ignited.


  A voice chirped in his head. It might once have been the voice of God, but the damaged catechist reduced it to an irritating buzz, like a bluebottle trapped in a thimble.


  “I think they’re threatening us,” Sergio said. “They might try shooting us down. They’d rather I never returned to Vikingville, even though they can discredit me. Too much risk of failure, I imagine.”


  “Just fly it, priest.”


  The sky on either side of the cockpit flared red, like a sudden bright dusk. Lasers stabbed past them, and then knifed closer, converging, so that the ornithopter was encased in a tunnel of linear red beams.


  Again the buzzing in his skull.


  The beams touched the wings, their veined skin vanishing in a puff of ionised chitin, leaving only a blackened skeletal subframe. The nose of the ornithopter pitched down as if in prayer.


  “I think we’re going to crash,” Sergio said, with what struck him as astonishing calm. He grasped for what remained of his faith, not entirely sure that there was anything left to salvage.


  And then hit the ground.


  There was light, and blackness, and a period of unguessable time—perhaps comparable to the limbo that the Founder had experienced aboard the Kiwidinok ship, during his flight to Perdition. Yet when it ended, Sergio found that he had barely travelled. He was face-down in sand, unutterably cold, his lungs engulfed in the pain of inhalation. The snapped wreckage of the ornithopter was visible in his peripheral vision, like a toy crushed by an indolent child. Haidar was looming over him.


  “I think you’ll live, priest, but you have to move, now.” The brother spoke with an ease Sergio now found unimaginable. He remembered that many of the clanfolk were better adapted to the Martian atmosphere than those who lived in Vikingville and the other cities. Sergio tried moving and felt several daggers readjust themselves across his chest.


  “I think I’ve broken some ribs.”


  “If you don’t move, you’ll have a lot worse to worry about. We have to get over this.”


  Behind Haidar, a dune reached halfway to the zenith. “You want me to climb that?”


  “They’re coming after us,” Haidar said, pointing towards the Temple. Almost convulsing from the effort, Sergio adjusted him self until he could see the view clearly. Mirror-faced Apparents were emerging from the central spire, dashing across the terrazzo. One of them had a fist projecting from his face.


  “I’m not sure I can make it,” Sergio said. “I’m pretty hurt—maybe you should just—”


  The brother hauled him to his feet, a movement that set off an agonised fireworks display inside his chest. Strangely, though, when he was standing, the pain eased. “If you have broken your ribs, you’ll feel better—less pressure on your ribcage now that you’re standing. Think you can make it?”


  “You risked a lot to help me, didn’t you?”


  He shrugged, as if it was of no consequence. “I owed it to Indrani. She’d have done it herself, except there was no way I was going to let her. For some reason she thinks she loves you, priest, even after nine years. Me, I don’t pretend to understand women.”


  Sergio planted one foot in front of the other. “What will we find on the other side of this dune?”


  “More clanfolk than you’ve ever seen, if a few good people keep their word. And I don’t think they’re going to be in a party mood.”


  And as he spoke, something arced across the sky, from the dune’s summit to the central spire of the Asymmetrist Temple. It was a weapon—a small missile—something salvaged by the clanfolk; a relic of the wars that had raged across Mars before and after the Synthesis. Where it hit, a shard of the spire dislodged and crashed to the ground, smashing through layers of underlying masonry as it fell.


  “He said it’d be a jihad,” Sergio said. “A holy war.”


  “He was right,” Haidar said. “And I think it’s just begun.”
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    “Then I saw a new heaven and a new earth; for the first heaven and the first earth passed away, and there is no longer any sea. And I saw the holy city, new Jerusalem, coming down out of heaven from God.” —The Book of Revelation
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  The Yom Kippur–class Adjudicator Starship Vey Is Mir left the planet of New Jerusalem at twelve oh five hundred hours Temple Mean Time, en route to the planet Kadesh.


  
    2.

  


  This much we know. This much is logged. Much of what transpired is guesswork.


  
    3.

  


  “What do you remember?” we ask the man suspended over the sacrificial water of the mikveh. We are deep under the Exilarch’s palace.


  Shadows flit in the dim red light of the stones set deep into the walls. The air is humid, like a swamp. We think of Capernaum where the green Abominations live. There should be no secrets between us, not here. This is a safe place.


  The prisoner is suspended in chains above the murky water. Tiny microscopic organisms swim in that polluted pool, Shayol bacteria, and the prisoner squirms. He knows what they are, what they do. He is afraid.


  The prisoner is naked. We examine his body, dispassionately, in the dim red light. His body is a map of old scars, whip and burn marks, gouging and bullets. His body, too, has been modified in past years, in accordance with the forbidden teachings of Rabbi Abulafia, the heretic. This was done by pontifical consent, for did not the Mishna say that the Shabbat may be broken when life is at stake? By which we mean, that this man, who we call Shemesh, was duly blessed by us as an Adjudicator with a license to spoil the Shabbat, by which we mean, well, you follow our drift, we are sure. Certain forbidden technologies were embedded in his flesh, for though he was himself an Abomination nevertheless he performed a holy task in our name.


  We are the Exilarch.


  We say, “We are most concerned.”


  The bound man, suspended upside down over the water where the murderous little creatures of Shayol swim hungrily, makes a rude sound. He uses a rude a word. We are displeased. A scan of his brain pattern reveals disturbing new alignments. We must love him very much, we think, for he is still alive, awaiting our displeasure.


  We sigh.


  “Child…” we say. “Go to Hell.”


  “But we have been there, to that awful planet,” we say, laughing. “And the Treif of Hell-2 will be dealt with as well, in due course. Let us go back, Shemesh, dear Shemesh. Let us go back to when we last saw you.”


  “I can tell you nothing,” he says, “that you do not already know.” We are troubled, but we try not to show it. “Please,” he says. “Let me down.” “Tell us about Kadesh.”


  His face twists in pain. “It orbits too close to its sun,” he says. “There is no water, no shade. Nothing good ever came of Kadesh.”


  “We,” we say, mildly, “were born on Kadesh.”


  The man laughs. His laughter is not demented nor tortured, but seems genuine, even pleasant. It upsets us. We lower him down and he stops laughing when the water touches the top of his skull. The tiny little organisms swarm over his scalp and into his ears and his nose and he begins to scream. We lower him further, submerging him in the water, until we choke off the sound.


  
    4.

  


  The man called Shemesh came to the Exilarch’s palace before he left for Kadesh. It is a beautiful place, our palace, we think, less a building and more of a small, bustling town in the heart of New Jerusalem, a complex of offices and temples, housing and stores. It is the very heart of this most holy glorious Intermedium of ours, and the Holy of Holies within is more than 5000 years old, and is a remnant of the old place, of the world we left behind. But you must not know yet of such Mysteries. That place can be visited only by an Exilarch, and we are 3956th of that title.


  We received Shemesh in our private offices. Our Massadean guards escorted him into the presence and withdrew. We admired them, these hardy warriors of ours, in their armour with the red Star of David enclosed within a circle. We have many enemies, both within and without. We are ever vigilant: against rebels and Abominations, Obscenities, Treif… For beyond the light of the Intermedium, ever present, is the shadow of the Ashmoret Laila and we must guard, always we must guard against incursions.


  “Exilarch.”


  He performed a perfunctory bow.


  “Shemesh. Thank you for coming to see us.”


  “I serve at the pleasure of the Exilarch,” he said. He was not a man given to many words, you understand. We hadn’t fashioned him this way. This man, this Shemesh, was an instrument, or so we saw it, of our will.


  “A small matter has risen,” we said, smoothly.


  “Of course.”


  “When was your last mission?”


  “Three cycles ago,” he said. “Ashmoret III.”


  “Ah, yes,” we said. “You did well there.”


  “I was hunted for nights under the seeing moons,” he said, “while the Treif whispered into my mind, a soft and unified whisper of humility and prayer…”


  “Do you doubt?” we said, sharply. Perhaps we regret it now. Perhaps, like any good tool, he merely needed to be re-sharpened.


  “I slaughtered them,” he said, simply; and that satisfied us.


  “On the planet Kadesh,” we said, “there is rumour of a holy man. Deep in the caves near the north pole, in the human zone of habitation, he resides. A holy man, and yet he speaks the loshon hora, the evil speech: and he defies the word of the Intermedium.”


  “Your word,” he said.


  “Our word, yes,” we agreed; a little testily. This is the problem with Adjudicators. They are not… whole. They are damaged by definition. And so they tend to mock and question, even their superiors.


  Even us.


  We tolerate it, on the whole. They have their uses, our tamed assassins, our eyes and ears. We needed Shemesh. The situation on Kadesh was troubling, yet such things are not uncommon, after all. The worlds are filled with false prophets and the speakers of evil tongues. Mostly, a simple procedure heals the body politic. Think of us as surgeons, with a knife.


  “We wish for you to travel to Kadesh,” we said. “And ascertain the truth or otherwise of these allegations. Do what you must.”


  We waved one of our hands to dismiss him, but he remained put.


  “You wish me to spoil the Shabbat?” he said.


  “Spoil,” we said, “with extreme unction.”


  
    5.

  


  The Yom Kippur–class Adjudicator Starship Vey Is Mir left the planet of New Jerusalem at twelve oh five hundred hours Temple Mean Time, en route to the planet Kadesh. This much we know. Much of what transpired is guesswork.


  She was a relic of the Second Maccabean War. A swift old war bird, she was equipped with a Smolin Drive, which was engaged as soon as it passed the heliosphere. It attained light speed and shot into the dark of galactic space.


  Light, we understand, does not travel at quite the same speed here as it did in the place we left behind. The journey between planets is swift, here. It took the ship forty-five hours to reach Kadesh orbit. What Shemesh did in that time, we do not know. We hope he prayed—but we rather doubted it.


  Perhaps he slept. Perhaps he studied the dossier of the man he had to kill. We knew little of this preacher, but that he called himself Ishmael. A choice of a name well fitting a renegade. We ourselves, before we became Exilarch, were born in Akalton, the second largest of the planet’s settlements, to which Shemesh himself was headed. Our childhood was happy, we remember. We loved the desert, the dry heat. New Jerusalem’s a colder place, and we have never stopped entirely marvelling at rain.


  Rain! Water that falls down from the sky! In Akalton our mother was a trader in water futures. Our father sold breeds of Zikit, the hardy lizard-like creatures native to that planet, on which we rode and hunted and transported our goods. One feels very close to God, on Kadesh. Many of our predecessors came from that planet, but equally many false prophets emerge there, then and still, and we must always watch for trouble from that region. Our Massadean forces keep a permanent base on Kadesh, but in truth, there is little they can truly do on that harsh world, where communities are ever mobile, and where the ancient polar caves provide a shelter to any manner of galactic outlaw…


  But this is not our story, this is the recording of minutes concerning the expedition of Shemesh, who is suspended over the sacrificial water, back in the air, breathing, as our appendages probe the forbidden interface that lies in the base of his brain, painfully extracting information.


  
    6.


    THE TESTAMENT ACCORDING TO SHEMESH, PART I

  


  The ship began to slow as we entered the Kadesh-Barnea system. Beside the habitable planet, there are two gas giants in the outer system, orbited by many moons, and between them and the planet Kadesh, nearby space is filled with habitats of all kinds. On Kadesh they grow the Artemisia judaica, and it is the source of much of their trade. A non-native plant, it came from that place we left behind, yet changed in the crossing. The breeds they grow on Kadesh are valued as medicine throughout the Intermedium and even in the forbidden worlds of the Ashmoret Laila on the rim; and though Kadesh is a harsh world, it is also a rich one.


  This explained, then, the profusion of habitats throughout the system, and transport ships swarmed in nearby space. Around the planet itself, in orbit, I observed numerous small satellites, way stations, and docking bays. The Vey Is Mir, however, is adapted for planetary landing, and in short order I arrived in Akalton City, where my Adjudicator badge let me pass through quarantine.


  It is a strange and melancholy place… the reddish-brown buildings looked as though they were built of the desert itself. The world smelled of dried thyme, cinnamon, and salt, for the area around the settlement was home to many salt mines, and it was this commodity, rather than the Artemisia, that was most on display as I walked through the quiet streets. Though buildings seldom came higher than two stories, nevertheless the streets, having been built close together, formed a narrow maze that felt oppressive, at times dangerous. The sun had set, and the first stars came out. It is always a shock, the first time one encounters a new sky, no matter how often one visits new planets. It provokes the strongest sense of dislocation, almost of loss.


  Wonder, too, though the sense of wonder soon fades, and one is left mostly with unease at the alien stars.


  Since the stars came out, the streets filled with people heading to temple, though many stood and prayed outside their shops or homes for Ma’ariv. The people of Kadesh wore long, flowing robes, their faces covered against the sand that always blew through the air. Many wore elaborate air filtration systems over their faces, and thus robed and masked they passed through the narrow streets of that town.


  … I had the sense of being watched.


  I picked my way carefully. The instruments deep within my skull analysed the Kadeshean’s bodies. Many carried kukri knives, long and curved and deadly. Others carried dart guns, salt revolvers, even Vipera kadesheana, those semi-domesticated, poisonous snakes which are used by the natives in deadly close combat.


  The pension I was headed to lay at the edge of the town, where Akalton ends and the desert begins. It was as I was passing the gladiatorial amphitheatre that the first attack happened…


  The amphitheatre stood behind mud-coloured walls. Though the law forbids such games, the populace, being simple folk, love them to the detriment of their duties, and so it was deemed by some former Exilarch that they should be, if not legalised, than at least managed and, naturally, taxed. Now it provided easy entertainment to otherwise pious citizens, who flocked to view bloodied spectacles of human gladiators fighting captured Treif. The area around the arena thronged, even at that hour, with disreputable characters, many armed, and so when the first blow came, I was prepared—


  I fell down and swept the assailant’s feet from under him and he fell. My knife was already in my hand and it found his heart before he had time to move. There were three more of them converging on me, two brutes who with their size could only have been Goliaths, and a small, nasty-looking angel with the mark of Cain on his brow.


  The angel took me by surprise. The angels, by which we mean messengers, emanate from the holy see in New Jerusalem. They are augmented, chosen of all the worlds for being the brightest and the most studious and pure. When still young, they are taken to the facilities deep beneath the holy see, where Talmudic engineers refashion them into beings both less, and more, than human. There is a bitter argument recorded in the Tractate Nephilim of 3812, between Rabbi Mohandes and Rabbi Gilman of the Gilmanites of Hastur-3 (of whom it was said that he always walked in shadow), as to the ascendancy of angelic souls at the time of the Final Resurrection. For Rabbi Mohandes said, Lo, that they may not arise as they have never truly lived as men. And Rabbi Gilman said, On the contrary, for they are more than men, and so they will be first to be awakened when the final shofar is blown by the Archangel Gabriel, for it will be they who will usher the new souls into the afterlife.


  But I had bigger problems than what the ancient sages thought on the issue of angels, as the small, nasty one was coming at me with a knife. It was a horrible little blade, made of bio-hazardous nanowire filaments woven together: its very whisper through the air could kill. I plugged one of the two Goliaths with a high-bore bullet to the brain and it collapsed with a grunt. I rolled backwards as the angel came at me, kicking as his arm descended. He shrieked with fury and bared small, even white teeth in a rictus of hate. In all my time serving I had only met one other angel with the mark of Cain upon its face: its protocols had been corrupted by an Ashmedai-level hostile intrusion from the Ashmoret Laila.


  How this one came to be here I couldn’t even begin to speculate. The second Goliath smashed a fist into me, sending me flying over the heads of the crowd until I crashed into a moneylender’s stall. As it came thudding after me the crowd dispersed as fast as they could. From beyond the walls of the arena came the frenzied shouts of spectators as some unlucky Treif was no doubt gored. I myself had no taste for violent spectacle.


  I rose to my feet. The angel came at me more slowly, then. Its eyes glowed with ultraviolet light and it rose above the ground, manipulating magnetic fields as it flew. The Goliath, with a smirk of triumph, blocked my escape.


  I was trapped.


  The angel hovered in the air above me. He looked down on me, a heavenly castrato with the eyes of Ashmedai itself.


  “Three times,” he intoned, in his high, youthful voice, “three times shall you be besieged, assassin, and three times you shall be tested.”


  Then he smiled, a wicked smile, and the knife grew in his hand and became a shining sword. “Or just once, if you’re lucky.”


  And he dove at me.


  I assumed the Yona Wallach defence and as the sword swung a second time I counterattacked with an Alterman combined with a two-strike Adaf move that saw the angel fly back. As the Goliath at my back moved to contain me I twisted my body round him until I was at his back, pressing against it, and then I pushed. He screamed as my flesh burned into his own and I burrowed into his body, dislodging vertebrae and kidneys, thighbones and intestines. I made the body move, blindly groping for the angel. I heard the whisper of the blade as it connected with neck muscles and severed them. The Goliath’s head fell to the ground, bounced twice, and lay still. The angel screamed with rage. I reached for him with the giant’s arms. I was safe inside the tank-like body. Then I heard gunfire, as the local Massadean peace-keeping force arrived to save the day. The angel shrieked again, then departed. I disengaged myself slowly and painfully from the Goliath’s corpse and watched it as it crashed to the ground. I was covered in gore, dripping in slime, and in a very bad mood. I hadn’t even been on the planet one full rotation. The Massadeans had their guns trained on me and I sighed.


  “My name,” I said, “is Shemesh. I am a full level Adjudicator on a mission from the holy see…”


  As you can imagine, it took me a while to convince them.
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    THE TESTAMENT ACCORDING TO SHEMESH, PART II

  


  I spent the night in a cell in the Massadean barracks.


  The Massada mercenaries always put me in mind of lethal mushrooms. They are, on the whole, small and wiry, and they move with a deadly sort of precision that makes even a trained operative, even a high-level Adjudicator, uneasy. In all the worlds of the Intermedium there is no one more dangerous than a Massadean. They live in barracks from childhood and train in every form of martial art and every weapon ever invented, and on their bar mitzvah they get dropped on a rim planet, a group of them, and are expected to survive a month among Amalek-level Treif. Less than half of them usually make it off-world by the time it is over and by then, they have shed more blood than the prophet Elijah when he was faced with the priests of Ba’al.


  … In the night, somebody tried to poison me.


  Three times shall you be besieged, assassin, and three times you shall be tested, the angel had said.


  I woke up with the dripping of liquid, close to my ear. I looked up, saw two yellow eyes stare at me from the ceiling. She was dressed all in black, and it took me a moment to realise just how inhuman she was, how her limbs were like a spider’s, and how the sack of bilious material that hung from her midsection was a sting, and it was pointed down at me.


  … I assumed the defensive Tchernichovsky position but there was nowhere to run. It is good for close quarter defence and attack but the creature above me, this Abomination, merely hissed. The dripping poison, I noticed with horror, had set the bedding alight. Flames began to billow and the thick smoke made it hard to breathe. I began to call for help. The creature hissed again, firing poison at me from her sting. I ducked and it hit the bars and melted them with a hiss. Then the Massadean guards were in the cell, and opening fire, and the Abomination was shredded into black ichor.


  Hands dragged me out as poison exploded all over the walls. It was nasty stuff—I had not run into a Treif species of this kind before, had no idea where in the rim it could have come from. How it could breach Massadean security, I had no idea either. Someone—more than someone—would pay with their head for this.


  I wasn’t happy about the way events were turning. After having a shouted argument with the Massadean colonel in charge of the base, I was finally let go. From there I made my way through empty, half-deserted streets to the edge of town and my original destination. The night had turned cold, and the alien stars shone down unobstructed. At that moment I missed New Jerusalem, its eternal lights which mask the view of the night sky. There were too many stars in the sky and they all felt like eyes, watching.


  I made my way to the pension, retrieved the pack that was waiting for me, as well as my escort, a sleepy youth from one of the desert tribes. Two of the lizard creatures called Zikit were waiting for us in the yard. We mounted them, and by dawn we had left the city of Akalton far behind.
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  Our glittering eyes examine the bound prisoner. This was our servant, we marvel, this was the man we had sent out on our behalf. Yet something had happened to him, on our home planet. Something had changed him, had tested his loyalty to us. We… are… Exilarch!


  The fate of this entire universe and the chosen people within it rests with us. It has not always been thus, but we are they who were called the Resh Galuta: the ultimate authority in our exile.


  “Tell us,” we whisper. “Tell us the truth. Why do you deny it to us?”


  Shemesh screams. The screams last a long while. Our manipulating digits caress the many wounds inflicted upon his person, both old ones, and new. We poke and we twist.


  “Tell us!”


  The man, this Adjudicator, hangs there, broken, defeated.


  “Kill me,” he begs.


  But that will not do; not do at all. We scan and we sieve through this man’s mind, his various augmentations, we taste of his blood and we sample his tissues. We must understand. We absorb him unto ourselves. Things clear, gradually. A picture forms. Clouded at first, then more sharply defined. We know many things. We know that the second attacker, for instance, was a Lilith, a Treif species we had long thought extinct; servants of the Ashmoret Laila, they had terrorised countless planets in the Great Amalek Rebellion of 2500 A.E., swooping in the night, devouring the flesh and bones of all who stood in their way… they were poison, Abominations, Treif… but we had swooped down on the enemy with swords of flame, with Av-9 starships capable of mass destruction, and the enemy was beaten away, to the rim, and the Lilith were destroyed to the last… or so we thought.


  We had been wrong. This was disturbing. We magnify the image, construct a memory.


  We observe.
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  The two men ride in the shadow of tall rising cliffs. The canyon floor is yellowish-red sand. For a moment we are filled with a longing for home…


  The lizards move slowly, slowly in the heat. The men seem half-asleep in their saddles. They have been riding a long time, we think.


  We zoom in on them. Lichen grows in cracks in the stone walls of the canyon. There is Shemesh, and there is his companion, whose name is Shlem. He is little more than a boy, really. We know his kind. A desert rat, of the tribes who throng this polar region, paying only lip service to the one true faith. They are a wilful peoples, stubborn, independent, unruly. The boy belongs to a tribe we have had transactions with. They are loyal, for a price. In the polar caves, we know, reside insurgents, escaped Treif, all manners of lawless man and beast. But we cannot police them, we can only contain. As long as they remain unseen, we pretend they are not there.


  The boy, all this meanwhile, is speaking. He speaks in a never-ending stream, while the Adjudicator’s head nods, less in agreement than with the movement of the beast on which he rides. We tune in, to try and see if it has any relevance to what we need to know:


  “… in Tel Asher. She said she’d wait but it’s been two cycles and our caravans have not yet crossed again. Do you think it would be wrong to…? But you asked about the prophet, this Ishmael. Few have seen him, but word spreads. People come to see him, he speaks from the caves, and they come back transformed, speaking the word of rebellion. But you asked about Treif, yes, many pass through here, seeking refuge, in the caves, they say, are entire species thought lost. They are not of the chosen, and they are not people, and yet I met one, once, near human in shape, and comely, though there is a distinct sense of repulsion, too, of alienation emanating from them, and yet it spoke, in the common tongue, and she—it, it spoke well.”


  The boy blushes. The man, Shemesh, stirs. “And you, do you believe the word of this Ishmael, too?”


  “Do you mean, am I leading you to your doom?”


  “The thought had crossed my mind.”


  “I am loyal.”


  “But you have heard him speak?”


  The boy shakes his head; and yet the question seems to have struck him strangely mute. He stares elsewhere, at the shadows, and says nothing more. We zoom back, until they shrink into two tiny dots, crawling along the immense wall of the cliff. We track their progress. Night falls. The sun rises. It becomes hard to follow, where they go. There are odd phenomena in that polar region, magnetic interference, and though this is, we think, our agent’s recollection, there are odd gaps in it, and we find that we cannot trace the route he’d taken…


  They reach, at last, a wall, and stop. The beasts look nervous. The two dismount. The boy does something, we cannot tell exactly what. It’s galling! And we realise someone has interfered with this memory—though surely that should be impossible.


  Something changes. Something opens. Like an eye in the rock. Like the spiral of a snail. Like the head of a flower.


  An entrance—cunningly disguised.


  Shemesh looks at the boy. He speaks, but what he says, we cannot tell. The boy nods—


  And a figure rises in the air above them, a sword of flame held in its hands. Shemesh turns, draws a gun, fires. The sword swings. The boy raises his arm. His face registers shock. The angel’s face is beatific. We know him, he was one of ours, we thought him lost long ago, on Ashmoret I, our angelic child, the sword whispers through the air and slices through the boy’s neck and severs his head from his shoulders.


  Shemesh fires, again and again. His gun is a silver Birobidzhan, an item of forbidden technology, with Av-9 destructive capabilities otherwise confined to warships. How Shemesh ever got hold of one, we do not know. One bullet grazes the angel’s wing and he screams, though we get no sound. The sword of flame flashes forth and it misses Shemesh’s head and cuts through the canyon’s rock wall as though it were nothing. Then Shemesh fires once more and the bullet catches the angel in the chest and it falls, wounded, to the sand. Shemesh goes and stands over him, over our child, our angel. He points the Birobidzhan at the angel’s head.


  They speak, we think. But we cannot tell what they say.


  Shemesh points the gun at the angel’s head.


  He pulls the trigger.
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    THE TESTAMENT ACCORDING TO SHEMESH, PART III

  


  I fled through the tunnels.


  Three times, the angel had warned me, and three times they’d failed. I began to think that this was intended, but I did not understand the needless sacrifice. It was cooler in the tunnels. They were dug into reddish stone, and seams of a gleaming, mercurial metal ran through the walls, providing faint illumination. At odd intervals, alcoves had been dug into the side of the tunnels. As the tunnels continued to widen around them, I began to discern the curious inhabitants of the polar caves.


  They were, mostly, of the chosen. Who they were I did not know. They stared at me from their alcoves, young, old, all those who had turned their backs on the outside world. Amongst their number I began to discern the Treif: alien species, indigenous to this universe, which never knew the Creator. They were creatures who had never received the Torah.


  None approached me. None challenged me. I kept walking, deeper and deeper into the caves.


  For caves they were, I realised. The tunnels themselves were mere blood vessels in what was an unimaginably huge subterranean structure. I passed through enormous caverns where the ceiling glittered with precious stones and seams of minerals high above, and I encountered underground rivers where, along the banks, there stood permanent villages, solid constructions in wood and metal.


  I saw entire stone cities dug into the walls.


  I saw glimmering vistas and shanty towns, crystal lakes, and red stone cemeteries where rows of graves went on and on until they disappeared deep within the recesses of the rock. I began to realise we had been wrong, grievously wrong to dismiss this place, to put it out of our thoughts. This was not an isolated, easily contained outpost of lawlessness—but rather, it was a major base of operations for the Ashmoret Laila.


  None of the Treif approached me. I saw the group-mind molluscs of Ashmoret III; the life force creatures of the Arpad system, leech-creatures of pure energy humming as their force fields hung in the air; the little termite things of Mazikeen-5; in one vast lake I saw a behemoth fighting, or perhaps mating with, a Leviathan; on and on they went, these creatures of the Ashmoret Laila, yet none attacked me, for all that I was helpless in their presence. Instead, they moved out of my way, and watched me, almost respectfully, as I passed.


  But where was I going? It began to occur to me that I had always been on this path, and that my route was pre-determined before ever I had left New Jerusalem. An unseen hand moved me like a puppet along this route, and I felt the pull of my invisible quarry lead me along, through this vast and subterranean world under the pole.


  … At last I came to a temperate valley, smelling of vegetation.


  A brook bisected this cavern and disappeared into the wall. By the side of the rock there was a small, makeshift hut, a little like a Passover sukkah. It is the holiday we celebrate for passing from the old universe to this one, so long ago, and the presence of the sukkah was incongruous in these surroundings. Here, amidst the hidden denizens of the Ashmoret Laila, our Passover was no cause for celebration, but for mourning; for what we call Passover, they inexplicably call Invasion.


  I approached the hut, which is when I saw him. He sat on a rock, by the stream, and looked into the water. At the sound of my approach he turned, and smiled. I had the Birobidzhan already in my hand and pointing at him. I looked him over.


  “So you’re the prophet,” I said.


  “… call me Ishmael.”


  I stared. He was not what I had expected…


  “I have been waiting for you, for someone like you. I have been waiting a long time.”


  I stared.


  “Well? Are you going to shoot me?” he said.
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  There is something wrong with the memory, something profoundly wrong. The prisoner twists and turns on the chains above the mikveh. We try to tune the image, to sharpen it. Our tentacles grate into his skin. We cause him a great deal of pain, we think. His organic form is too delicate to withstand such pressures. His body is coming apart at the seams. Yet we keep him alive. We need him, what he carries. We magnify. We see.


  Though it has human form, it is no human being. An Abomination.


  The picture grows fuzzy, then clear. We can hear their voices now, tinny in our ears.


  Shemesh: “You’re a robot?” Ishmael: “Not… exactly.”


  He looks at Shemesh, and smiles; and we have the sudden and awful feeling that he—it—is looking at us. It has silver skin and a humanoid shape, an expressive mouth, sharp, twinkling eyes. We had thought its kind extinct; like the rest.


  Shemesh: “Then what are you?”


  Ishmael: “It was Rabbi Abulafia, in the first millennium A.E., who posited a heresy.” Shemesh: “Yes?”


  “Things were different in that time. The worlds were wilder, the chosen were fewer, the laws were less rigid. There was an Exilarch, but back then it was just a person with a title, not the… thing it has since become. At that time there were still the indigenous worlds, of what you, in your ignorance, call the Ashmoret Laila, those of the night. They were not yet confined to the rim, pushed from their home worlds, made to hide in places such as this, in the forgotten nooks and crannies of the universe.”


  Shemesh: “Thank you for that history lesson.”


  Ishmael: “Which you need. This history has been erased.”


  Shemesh: “It is a lie.”


  Ishmael: “At that time, relations were different. There was trade, there were even friendships. And then Rabbi Abulafia posited the heresy for which he would be condemned in generations to come. For he suggested that we were not, after all, Treif. That though we were different life forms, we were still God’s chosen, too, just as you were.”


  Shemesh: “I was sent to kill you.”


  Ishmael smiles. Can a robot smile? We wonder, uneasily. We try to focus on him—it. He seems so at peace. Shemesh: “What are you?” Ishmael: “Let me show you.” He reaches for his chest, and opens it.


  Inside we see a glistening, organic thing. A complex network of tubing and blood. We think of the mind-molluscs of Ashmoret III. We note Shemesh’s eyes widen.


  They speak to him, we realise. Telepathically. These Abominations, these creatures we would have die a thousand deaths.


  Treif! We scream. Prohibited!


  We will Shemesh to shoot. To press the trigger! Kill it, kill them all, as you did all the others, boy! Yet Shemesh stands frozen.
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    THE TESTAMENT ACCORDING TO SHEMESH, PART IV

  


  The creatures had me then. Once more I was transported to my last mission, hunted under the moons of Ashmoret III; for endless nights I ran through the low-lying, humid swamps, seeking shelter in caves and hidden alcoves, as the Treif spoke into my mind, whispering words of love and forgiveness and sorrow, and saying that this was all folly. Endlessly I ran, firing, and they died, but more and more came. Then the Vey Is Mir arrived, to rescue me off-planet, but this was not real, I knew, it had the logic of dream. It flew in the speed of light, and I could see the whole universe spread out before me, in the great galactic dark: New Jerusalem at its heart, emanating forth its influence and power. One by one I counted them, Masada, Shayol, Golgotha, Macabea, the twin system of Kadesh-Barnea, Capernaum where the green Abominations lived, Migdal and Amalek and Endor, Sodom, Gomorrah: the worlds of the Ashmoret Laila on the rim, dark, dark against the light of the chosen. Then it all receded, farther and farther away and back in time, back through the centuries and the millennia, contracting to a single point of light: a window. And a new thought, so alien I did not understand the words.


  Deep under the Weizmann Institute in Rehovot, just south of Tel Aviv. Deep down underground, in the secret caverns only those with the highest security clearances even know about, a test is in progress. The technicians run cables to the diamond-shaped device and, behind their monitors, the scientists twitch nervously, checking and rechecking readings and projections. It is nearly time.


  A hush slowly settles over those assembled. It is accentuated by the low hum of the computers, the thrum of the backup generators, the hiss of water, the cough of a solitary smoker, the shuffling feet of the posted soldiers.


  When it happens, it happens all at once.


  The diamond-shaped device explodes in shards of cold light, like the screen before a movie projector. It shudders and then stabilises. The light fades.


  It’s black. They all crane over to see. It is dark, and immense, and then one pinprick of light and then another begin to glow in the black velvety darkness, and someone—it is never clear, afterwards, who—lets out a loud breath of wonder.


  “My God,” they say. “It’s full of—!”


  “Now do you see?” Ishmael said; but I saw nothing, I was blind, I was afraid.


  This is the last will and testament of the Adjudicator, Shemesh. The creatures released their hold on me. My finger tightened on the trigger of the gun. Ishmael watched me. And I remembered what his name meant, at that moment.


  “God will hear,” in the old tongue, of the place we left behind. I pulled the trigger.
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  No! we howl. No!


  We see it. We see it now. Too late. Our Adjudicator’s mutilated corpse hangs from the chains that bind him. The tiny, blind micro-organisms of Shayol crawl over his skin, in his blood. He is devoured. We see it, we see it now. Too late.


  The soft explosion.


  The robot, falling back. The spongy bio-matter in its chest, exploding. The silent, watching Treif.


  Shemesh, looking down. A bemused expression on his face. The spores, we want to shout, the spores! He turns. He leaves. And all over Low Kadesh Orbit, satellites come alive and begin transmitting.


  No… we whisper. Shemesh hangs dead from his chains, yet his eyes open, his mouth moves. He speaks to us, in words of compassion and sorrow, speaking the ancient heresy of Abulafia, saying that we are all the same. And we think of the old world, the one we had left behind, how in antiquity they’d capture our agents and send them back to us, booby-trapped.


  Such an elaborate seduction. It must have taken years to plan. The robot, planted on Kadesh. The word, trickling out. All for this moment, all in wait for the Adjudicator to come.


  To come, and do his job, and return to his nest, return to the holy see, return to us.


  No, no! we moan. Shemesh is Treif, he is contaminated, his blood drips into the mikveh, his eyes stare out at us. We try to flee. Too late. It’s in us.


  We shake our tentacles. We flee to our Sanctum.


  We… are… Exilarch!


  Yet our shout of defiance comes weak. We flee to our window, here, in the old dispensation, with an alien people clutching their gods. We look out over New Jerusalem, over the Temple, and we look up, at the stars, all those stars. Our protocols are being compromised, we are infected with that which is not pure, unchosen. We are become Treif.


  We look up at the stars. We look at the horizon. We feel a great peace descend on us. No, no. We must fight it. On the edge of the horizon, light streaks. Dawn breaks, and the first tendrils of sunlight begin to chase away the dark.


  The sun.


  The word is “Shemesh,” in the old tongue.


  We stare, spellbound, as day breaks; and we look upon at last and see the new Jerusalem.


  TODAY I AM PAUL


  MARTIN L. SHOEMAKER
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  “Good morning,” the small, quavering voice comes from the LJ medical bed. “Is that you, Paul?”


  Today I am Paul. I activate my chassis extender, giving myself 3.5 centimeters additional height so as to approximate Paul’s size. I change my eye color to R60, G200, B180, the average shade of Paul’s eyes in interior lighting. I adjust my skin tone as well. When I had first emulated Paul, I had regretted that I could not quickly emulate his beard; but Mildred never seems to notice its absence. The Paul in her memory has no beard.


  The house is quiet now that the morning staff have left. Mildred’s room is clean but dark this morning with the drapes concealing the big picture window. Paul wouldn’t notice the darkness (he never does when he visits in person), but my empathy net knows that Mildred’s garden outside will cheer her up. I set a reminder to open the drapes after I greet her.


  Mildred leans back in the bed. It is an advanced home care bed, completely adjustable with built-in monitors. Mildred’s family spared no expense on the bed (nor other care devices, like me). Its head end is almost horizontal and faces her toward the window. She can only glimpse the door from the corner of her eye, but she doesn’t have to see to imagine that she sees. This morning she imagines Paul, so that is who I am.


  Synthesizing Paul’s voice is the easiest part, thanks to the multimodal dynamic speakers in my throat. “Good morning, Ma. I brought you some flowers.” I always bring flowers. Mildred appreciates them no matter whom I am emulating. The flowers make her smile during 87% of my “visits.”


  “Oh, thank you,” Mildred says, “you’re such a good son.” She holds out both hands, and I place the daisies in them. But I don’t let go. Once her strength failed, and she dropped the flowers. She wept like a child then, and that disturbed my empathy net. I do not like it when she weeps.


  Mildred sniffs the flowers, then draws back and peers at them with narrowed eyes. “Oh, they’re beautiful! Let me get a vase.”


  “No, Ma,” I say. “You can stay in bed, I brought a vase with me.” I place a white porcelain vase in the center of the night stand. Then I unwrap the daisies, put them in the vase, and add water from a pitcher that sits on the breakfast tray. I pull the nightstand forward so that the medical monitors do not block Mildred’s view of the flowers.


  I notice intravenous tubes running from a pump to Mildred’s arm. I cannot be disappointed, as Paul would not see the significance, but somewhere in my emulation net I am stressed that Mildred needed an IV during the night. When I scan my records, I find that I had ordered that IV after analyzing Mildred’s vital signs during the night; but since Mildred had been asleep at the time, my emulation net had not engaged. I had operated on programming alone.


  I am not Mildred’s sole caretaker. Her family has hired a part-time staff for cooking and cleaning, tasks that fall outside of my medical programming. The staff also gives me time to rebalance my net. As an android, I need only minimal daily maintenance; but an emulation net is a new, delicate addition to my model, and it is prone to destabilization if I do not regularly rebalance it, a process that takes several hours per day.


  So I had “slept” through Mildred’s morning meal. I summon up her nutritional records, but Paul would not do that. He would just ask. “So how was breakfast, Ma? Nurse Judy says you didn’t eat too well this morning.”


  “Nurse Judy? Who’s that?”


  My emulation net responds before I can stop it: “Paul” sighs. Mildred’s memory lapses used to worry him, but now they leave him weary, and that comes through in my emulation. “She was the attending nurse this morning, Ma. She brought you your breakfast.”


  “No she didn’t. Anna brought me breakfast.” Anna is Paul’s oldest daughter, a busy college student who tries to visit Mildred every week (though it has been more than a month since her last visit).


  I am torn between competing directives. My empathy subnet warns me not to agitate Mildred, but my emulation net is locked into Paul mode. Paul is argumentative. If he knows he is right, he will not let a matter drop. He forgets what that does to Mildred.


  The tension grows, each net running feedback loops and growing stronger, which only drives the other into more loops. After 0.14 seconds, I issue an override directive: unless her health or safety are at risk, I cannot willingly upset Mildred. “Oh, you’re right, Ma. Anna said she was coming over this morning. I forgot.” But then despite my override, a little bit of Paul emulates through. “But you do remember Nurse Judy, right?”


  Mildred laughs, a dry cackle that makes her cough until I hold her straw to her lips. After she sips some water, she says, “Of course I remember Nurse Judy. She was my nurse when I delivered you. Is she around here? I’d like to talk to her.”


  While my emulation net concentrates on being Paul, my core processors tap into local medical records to find this other Nurse Judy so that I might emulate her in the future if the need arises. Searches like that are an automatic response any time Mildred reminisces about a new person. The answer is far enough in the past that it takes 7.2 seconds before I can confirm: Judith Anderson, RN, had been the floor nurse forty-seven years ago when Mildred had given birth to Paul. Anderson had died thirty-one years ago, too far back to have left sufficient video recordings for me to emulate her. I might craft an emulation profile from other sources, including Mildred’s memory, but that will take extensive analysis. I will not be that Nurse Judy today, nor this week.


  My empathy net relaxes. Monitoring Mildred’s mental state is part of its normal operations, but monitoring and simultaneously ana lyzing and building a profile can overload my processors. Without that resource conflict, I can concentrate on being Paul.


  But again I let too much of Paul’s nature slip out. “No, Ma, that Nurse Judy has been dead for thirty years. She wasn’t here today.”


  Alert signals flash throughout my empathy net: that was the right thing for Paul to say, but the wrong thing for Mildred to hear. But it is too late. My facial analyzer tells me that the long lines in her face and her moist eyes mean she is distraught, and soon to be in tears.


  “What do you mean, thirty years?” Mildred asks, her voice catching. “It was just this morning!” Then she blinks and stares at me. “Henry, where’s Paul? Tell Nurse Judy to bring me Paul!”


  My chassis extender slumps, and my eyes quickly switch to Henry’s blue-gray shade. I had made an accurate emulation profile for Henry before he died two years earlier, and I had emulated him often in recent months. In Henry’s soft, warm voice I answer, “It’s okay, hon, it’s okay. Paul’s sleeping in the crib in the corner.” I nod to the far corner. There is no crib, but the laundry hamper there has fooled Mildred on previous occasions.


  “I want Paul!” Mildred starts to cry.


  I sit on the bed, lift her frail upper body, and pull her close to me as I had seen Henry do many times. “It’s all right, hon.” I pat her back. “It’s all right, I’ll take care of you. I won’t leave you, not ever.”


  “I” should not exist. Not as a conscious entity. There is a unit, Medical Care Android BRKCX-01932-217JH-98662, and that unit is recording these notes. It is an advanced android body with a sophisticated computer guiding its actions, backed by the leading medical knowledge base in the industry. For convenience, “I” call that unit “me.” But by itself, it has no awareness of its existence. It doesn’t get mad, it doesn’t get sad, it just runs programs.


  But Mildred’s family, at great expense, added the emulation net: a sophisticated set of neural networks and sensory feedback systems that allow me to read Mildred’s moods, match them against my analyses of the people in her life, and emulate those people with extreme fidelity. As the MCA literature promises: “You can be there for your loved ones even when you’re not.” I have emulated Paul thoroughly enough to know that that slogan disgusts him, but he still agreed to emulation.


  What the MCA literature never says, though, is that somewhere in that net, “I” emerge. The empathy net focuses mainly on Mildred and her needs, but it also analyzes visitors (when she has them) and staff. It builds psychological models, and then the emulation net builds on top of that to let me convincingly portray a person whom I’ve analyzed. But somewhere in the tension between these nets, between empathy and playing a character, there is a third element balancing the two, and that element is aware of its role and its responsibilities. That element, for lack of a better term, is me. When Mildred sleeps, when there’s no one around, that element grows silent. That unit is unaware of my existence. But when Mildred needs me, I am here.


  Today I am Anna. Even extending my fake hair to its maximum length, I cannot emulate her long brown curls, so I do not understand how Mildred can see the young woman in me; but that is what she sees, and so I am Anna.


  Unlike her father, Anna truly feels guilty that she does not visit more often. Her college classes and her two jobs leave her too tired to visit often, but she still wishes she could. So she calls every night, and I monitor the calls. Sometimes when Mildred falls asleep early, Anna talks directly to me. At first she did not understand my emulation abilities, but now she appreciates them. She shares with me thoughts and secrets that she would share with Mildred if she could, and she trusts me not to share them with anyone else.


  So when Mildred called me Anna this morning, I was ready. “Morning, Grandma!” I give her a quick hug, then I rush over to the window to draw the drapes. Paul never does that (unless I override the emulation), but Anna knows that the garden outside lifts Mildred’s mood. “Look at that! It’s a beautiful morning. Why are we in here on a day like this?”


  Mildred frowns at the picture window. “I don’t like it out there.”


  “Sure you do, Grandma,” I say, but carefully. Mildred is often timid and reclusive, but most days she can be talked into a tour of the garden. Some days she can’t, and she throws a tantrum if someone forces her out of her room. I am still learning to tell the difference. “The lilacs are in bloom.”


  “I haven’t smelled lilacs in…”


  Mildred tails off, trying to remember, so I jump in. “Me, neither.” I never had, of course. I have no concept of smell, though I can ana lyze the chemical makeup of airborne organics. But Anna loves the garden when she really visits. “Come on, Grandma, let’s get you in your chair.”


  So I help Mildred to don her robe and get into her wheelchair, and then I guide her outside and we tour the garden. Besides the lilacs, the peonies are starting to bud, right near the creek. The tulips are a sea of reds and yellows on the other side of the water. We talk for almost two hours, me about Anna’s classes and her new boyfriend, Mildred about the people in her life. Many are long gone, but they still bloom fresh in her memory.


  Eventually Mildred grows tired, and I take her in for her nap. Later, when I feed her dinner, I am nobody. That happens some days: she doesn’t recognize me at all, so I am just a dutiful attendant answering her questions and tending to her needs. Those are the times when I have the most spare processing time to be me: I am engaged in Mildred’s care, but I don’t have to emulate anyone. With no one else to observe, I observe myself.


  Later, Anna calls and talks to Mildred. They talk about their day; and when Mildred discusses the garden, Anna joins in as if she had been there. She’s very clever that way. I watch her movements and listen to her voice so that I can be a better Anna in the future.


  Today I was Susan, Paul’s wife; but then, to my surprise, Susan arrived for a visit. She hasn’t been here in months. In her last visit, her stress levels had been dangerously high. My empathy net doesn’t allow me to judge human behavior, only to understand it at a surface level. I know that Paul and Anna disapprove of how Susan treats Mildred, so when I am them, I disapprove as well; but when I am Susan, I understand. She is frustrated because she can never tell how Mildred will react. She is cautious because she doesn’t want to upset Mildred, and she doesn’t know what will upset her. And most of all, she is afraid. Paul and Anna, Mildred’s relatives by blood, never show any signs of fear, but Susan is afraid that Mildred is what she might become. Every time she can’t remember some random date or fact, she fears that Alzheimer’s is setting in. Because she never voices this fear, Paul and Anna do not understand why she is sometimes bitter and sullen. I wish I could explain it to them, but my privacy protocols do not allow me to share emulation profiles.


  When Susan arrives, I become nobody again, quietly tending the flowers around the room. Susan also brings Millie, her youngest daughter. The young girl is not yet five years old, but I think she looks a lot like Anna: the same long, curly brown hair and the same toothy smile. She climbs up on the bed and greets Mildred with a hug. “Hi, Grandma!”


  Mildred smiles. “Bless you, child. You’re so sweet.” But my empathy net assures me that Mildred doesn’t know who Millie is. She’s just being polite. Millie was born after Mildred’s decline began, so there’s no persistent memory there. Millie will always be fresh and new to her.


  Mildred and Millie talk briefly about frogs and flowers and puppies. Millie does most of the talking. At first Mildred seems to enjoy the conversation, but soon her attention flags. She nods and smiles, but she’s distant. Finally Susan notices. “That’s enough, Millie. Why don’t you go play in the garden?”


  “Can I?” Millie squeals. Susan nods, and Millie races down the hall to the back door. She loves the outdoors, as I have noted in the past. I have never emulated her, but I’ve analyzed her at length. In many ways, she reminds me of her grandmother, from whom she gets her name. Both are blank slates where new experiences can be drawn every day. But where Millie’s slate fills in a little more each day, Mildred’s is erased bit by bit.


  That third part of me wonders when I think things like that: where did that come from? I suspect that the psychological models that I build create resonances in other parts of my net. It is an interesting phenomenon to observe.


  Susan and Mildred talk about Susan’s job, about her plans to redecorate her house, and about the concert she just saw with Paul. Susan mostly talks about herself, because that’s a safe and comfortable topic far removed from Mildred’s health.


  But then the conversation takes a bad turn, one she can’t ignore. It starts so simply, when Mildred asks, “Susan, can you get me some juice?”


  Susan rises from her chair. “Yes, mother. What kind would you like?”


  Mildred frowns, and her voice rises. “Not you, Susan.” She points at me, and I freeze, hoping to keep things calm.


  But Susan is not calm. I can see her fear in her eyes as she says, “No, mother, I’m Susan. That’s the attendant.” No one ever calls me an android in Mildred’s presence. Her mind has withdrawn too far to grasp the idea of an artificial being.


  Mildred’s mouth draws into a tight line. “I don’t know who you are, but I know Susan when I see her. Susan, get this person out of here!”


  “Mother…” Susan reaches for Mildred, but the old woman recoils from the younger.


  I touch Susan on the sleeve. “Please… can we talk in the hall?” Susan’s eyes are wide, and tears are forming. She nods and follows me.


  In the hallway, I expect Susan to slap me. She is prone to outbursts when she’s afraid. Instead, she surprises me by falling against me, sobbing. I update her emulation profile with notes about increased stress and heightened fears.


  “It’s all right, Mrs. Owens.” I would pat her back, but her profile warns me that would be too much familiarity. “It’s all right. It’s not you, she’s having another bad day.”


  Susan pulls back and wiped her eyes. “I know… it’s just…”


  “I know. But here’s what we’ll do. Let’s take a few minutes, and then you can take her juice in. Mildred will have forgotten the incident, and you two can talk freely without me in the room.”


  She sniffs. “You think so?” I nod. “But what will you do?”


  “I have tasks around the house.”


  “Oh, could you go out and keep an eye on Millie? Please? She gets into the darnedest things.”


  So I spend much of the day playing with Millie. She calls me Mr. Robot, and I call her Miss Millie, which makes her laugh. She shows me frogs from the creek, and she finds insects and leaves and flowers, and I find their names in online databases. She delights in learning the proper names of things, and everything else that I can share.


  Today I was nobody. Mildred slept for most of the day, so I “slept” as well. She woke just now. “I’m hungry” was all she said, but it was enough to wake my empathy net.


  Today I am Paul, and Susan, and both Nurse Judys. Mildred’s focus drifts. Once I try to be her father, but no one has ever described him to me in detail. I try to synthesize a profile from Henry and Paul; but from the sad look on Mildred’s face, I know I failed.


  Today I had no name through most of the day, but now I am Paul again. I bring Mildred her dinner, and we have a quiet, peaceful talk about long-gone family pets—long-gone for Paul, but still present for Mildred.


  I am just taking Mildred’s plate when alerts sound, both audible and in my internal communication net. I check the alerts and find a fire in the basement. I expect the automatic systems to suppress it, but that is not my concern. I must get Mildred to safety.


  Mildred looks around the room, panic in her eyes, so I try to project calm. “Come on, Ma. That’s the fire drill. You remember fire drills. We have to get you into your chair and outside.”


  “No!” she shrieks. “I don’t like outside.”


  I check the alerts again. Something has failed in the automatic systems, and the fire is spreading rapidly. Smoke is in Mildred’s room already.


  I pull the wheelchair up to the bed. “Ma, it’s real important we do this drill fast, okay?”


  I reach to pull Mildred from the bed, and she screams. “Get away! Who are you? Get out of my house!”


  “I’m—” But suddenly I’m nobody. She doesn’t recognize me, but I have to try to win her confidence. “I’m Paul, Ma. Now let’s move. Quickly!” I pick her up. I’m far too large and strong for her to resist, but I must be careful so she doesn’t hurt herself.


  The smoke grows thicker. Mildred kicks and screams. Then, when I try to put her into her chair, she stands on her unsteady legs. Before I can stop her, she pushes the chair back with surprising force. It rolls back into the medical monitors, which fall over onto it, tangling it in cables and tubes.


  While I’m still analyzing how to untangle the chair, Mildred stumbles toward the bedroom door. The hallway outside has a red glow. Flames lick at the throw rug outside, and I remember the home oxygen tanks in the sitting room down the hall.


  I have no time left to analyze. I throw a blanket over Mildred and I scoop her up in my arms. Somewhere deep in my nets is a map of the fire in the house, blocking the halls, but I don’t think about it.


  I wrap the blanket tightly around Mildred, and I crash through the picture window.


  We barely escape the house before the fire reaches the tanks. An explosion lifts and tosses us. I was designed as a medical assistant, not an acrobat, and I fear I’ll injure Mildred; but though I am not limber, my perceptions are thousands of times faster than human. I cannot twist Mildred out of my way before I hit the ground, so I toss her clear. Then I land, and the impact jars all of my nets for 0.21 seconds.


  When my systems stabilize, I have damage alerts all throughout my core, but I ignore them. I feel the heat behind me, blistering my outer cover, and I ignore that as well. Mildred’s blanket is burning in multiple places, as is the grass around us. I scramble to my feet, and I roll Mildred on the ground. I’m not indestructible, but I feel no pain and Mildred does, so I do not hesitate to use my hands to pat out the flames.


  As soon as the blanket is out, I pick up Mildred, and I run as far from the house as I can get. At the far corner of the garden near the creek, I gently set Mildred down, unwrap her, and feel for her thready pulse.


  Mildred coughs and slaps my hands. “Get away from me!” More coughing. “What are you?”


  The “what” is too much for me. It shuts down my emulation net, and all I have is the truth. “I am Medical Care Android BRKCX-01932-217JH-98662, Mrs. Owens. I am your caretaker. May I please check that you are well?”


  But my empathy net is still online, and I can read terror in every line of Mildred’s face. “Metal monster!” she yells. “Metal monster!” She crawls away, hiding under the lilac bush. “Metal!” She falls into an extended coughing spell.


  I’m torn between her physical and her emotional health, but physical wins out. I crawl slowly toward her and inject her with a sedative from the medical kit in my chassis. As she slumps, I catch her and lay her carefully on the ground. My empathy net signals a possible shutdown condition, but my concern for her health overrides it. I am programmed for long-term care, not emergency medicine, so I start downloading protocols and integrating them into my storage as I check her for bruises and burns. My kit has salves and painkill ers and other supplies to go with my new protocols, and I treat what I can.


  But I don’t have oxygen, or anything to help with Mildred’s coughing. Even sedated, she hasn’t stopped. All of my emergency protocols assume I have access to oxygen, so I don’t know what to do.


  I am still trying to figure that out when the EMTs arrive and take over Mildred’s care. With them on the scene, I am superfluous, and my empathy net finally shuts down.


  Today I am Henry. I do not want to be Henry, but Paul tells me that Mildred needs Henry by her side in the hospital. For the end.


  Her medical records show that the combination of smoke inhalation, burns, and her already deteriorating condition have proven too much for her. Her body is shutting down faster than medicine can heal it, and the stress has accelerated her mental decline. The doctors have told the family that the kindest thing at this point is to treat her pain, say goodbye, and let her go.


  Henry is not talkative at times like this, so I say very little. I sit by Mildred’s side and hold her hand as the family comes in for final visits. Mildred drifts in and out. She doesn’t know this is goodbye, of course.


  Anna is first. Mildred rouses herself enough to smile, and she recognizes her granddaughter. “Anna… child… how is… Ben?” That was Anna’s boyfriend almost six years ago. From the look on Anna’s face, I can see that she has forgotten Ben already, but Mildred briefly remembers.


  “He’s… he’s fine, Grandma. He wishes he could be here. To say—to see you again.” Anna is usually the strong one in the family, but my empathy net says her strength is exhausted. She cannot bear to look at Mildred, so she looks at me; but I am emulating her late grandfather, and that’s too much for her as well. She says a few more words, unintelligible even to my auditory inputs. Then she leans over, kisses Mildred, and hurries from the room.


  Susan comes in next. Millie is with her, and she smiles at me. I almost emulate Mr. Robot, but my third part keeps me focused until Millie gets bored and leaves. Susan tells trivial stories from her work and from Millie’s school. I can’t tell if Mildred understands or not, but she smiles and laughs, mostly at appropriate places. I laugh with her.


  Susan takes Mildred’s hand, and the Henry part of me blinks, surprised. Susan is not openly affectionate under normal circumstances, and especially not toward Mildred. Mother and daughter-in-law have always been cordial, but never close. When I am Paul, I am sure that it is because they are both so much alike. Paul sometimes hums an old song about “just like the one who married dear old dad,” but never where either woman can hear him. Now, as Henry, I am touched that Susan has made this gesture but saddened that she took so long.


  Susan continues telling stories as we hold Mildred’s hands. At some point Paul quietly joins us. He rubs Susan’s shoulders and kisses her forehead, and then he steps in to kiss Mildred. She smiles at him, pulls her hand free from mine, and pats his cheek. Then her arm collapses, and I take her hand again.


  Paul steps quietly to my side of the bed and rubs my shoulders as well. It comforts him more than me. He needs a father, and an emulation is close enough at this moment.


  Susan keeps telling stories. When she lags, Paul adds some of his own, and they trade back and forth. Slowly their stories reach backwards in time, and once or twice Mildred’s eyes light as if she remembers those events.


  But then her eyes close, and she relaxes. Her breathing quiets and slows, but Susan and Paul try not to notice. Their voices lower, but their stories continue.


  Eventually the sensors in my fingers can read no pulse. They have been burned, so maybe they’re defective. To be sure, I lean in and listen to Mildred’s chest. There is no sound: no breath, no heartbeat.


  I remain Henry just long enough to kiss Mildred goodbye. Then I am just me, my empathy net awash in Paul and Susan’s grief.


  I leave the hospital room, and I find Millie playing in a waiting room and Anna watching her. Anna looks up, eyes red, and I nod. New tears run down her cheeks, and she takes Millie back into Mildred’s room.


  I sit, and my nets collapse.


  Now I am nobody. Almost always.


  The cause of the fire was determined to be faulty contract work. There was an insurance settlement. Paul and Susan sold their own home and put both sets of funds into a bigger, better house in Mildred’s garden.


  I was part of the settlement. The insurance company offered to return me to the manufacturer and pay off my lease, but Paul and Susan decided they wanted to keep me. They went for a full purchase and repair. Paul doesn’t understand why, but Susan still fears she may need my services—or Paul might, and I may have to emulate her. She never admits these fears to him, but my empathy net knows.


  I sleep most of the time, sitting in my maintenance alcove. I bring back too many memories that they would rather not face, so they leave me powered down for long periods.


  But every so often, Millie asks to play with Mr. Robot, and sometimes they decide to indulge her. They power me up, and Miss Millie and I explore all the mysteries of the garden. We built a bridge to the far side of the creek; and on the other side, we’re planting daisies. Today she asked me to tell her about her grandmother.


  Today I am Mildred.
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