
      The Difference Engine


      

      
      
         I celebrated my fourteenth birthday on June 4th, 2062.



I was too old for parties by then, the kind with clowns and balloons anyway, so we went to that fancy steakhouse on the south side of town. While I was waiting for my prime rib, grandpa slid a colorful hallmark card across the table to me.



Inside was a fresh $1000 bill, which was a fair bit of money back then. More than my whole weekly allowance. Behind it, written in my grandpa’s crabby hand, was a short message: “Happy Birthday, David. Get some ice cream.”



Get some ice cream, David.



How I wish I had.








“A thousand bucks, huh? Pretty cool.” Scout leaned down to unlock her bicycle, which as usual was parked beside mine outside the school’s south entrance. “Any plans?”



“My grandpa said to get some ice cream with it.” I gripped my bike’s handlebars and waited for the fingerprint sensors to activate. After a moment the bike beeped and the magnets holding it to the bike rack disengaged, and I was able to pull it free.



“Your grandpa’s a smart dude,” Scout said. “But you know what’d be cooler?”



I stood on the pedal and rode the bike like a scooter down the slope leading to the street, keeping pace with her. Once we got to the sidewalk I kicked my leg over and settled onto the seat. “What’s that?”



“If you got some ice cream, and then you got a second, larger scoop of ice cream for your best friend.”



“Huh, yeah, that’d be cool.” I made a show of looking around. “But Chris has lacrosse today.”



Scout slugged me in the shoulder, which sent us both wobbling on our bikes for a few fraught seconds. “Me, jackass.”



I looked up before responding. We were still two weeks from the official start of summer, but already the early afternoon sun of western Ohio was a punishing presence. I could feel the back of my shirt sticking to the sweat running down my spine. 



Yeah, ice cream sounded pretty good.



“Okay. But we gotta do something first,” I said. We reached the end of the street, and instead of turning toward downtown Hamilton I kept going straight into our neighborhood. Leafy trees cast welcome, dappled shadows on the sidewalk, and Scout kept pace easily on her old-style ten-speed through the quiet suburb.







“This? Really?”



“Yep! I stopped by on the way to school but didn’t have time to buy anything.” I set my bike down on its side in the grass and walked up to the packed driveway. Scout followed a few steps behind.



The house before us was a neat, single-story ranch with a mix of brick and vinyl siding, and the garage door was open. Inside, an older man chatted quietly with a college-looking couple. He gave me a squint, the kind adults always give to teenager boys – I’m watching you so don’t steal anything – but then he saw Scout with me and I guess that made him think I wasn’t up to any trouble, so he just nodded and waved a hand at the junk all around us.



“Didn’t think you were the garage sale type,” Scout said. She peered into a cardboard box loaded with dozens of garish ceramic plates, no two of which seemed to belong to the same set of dinnerware.



“I’m not, but I saw some cool stuff this morning. Hopefully no one bought it yet.” I picked my way through the boxes on the next table: neatly folded dishrags, ancient audio CDs that had turned yellow with age (“Collector’s Item!” a small sign hopefully offered), a lonesome black subwoofer that lacked any accompanying tweeters or, for that matter, wires. Lying among the boxes was a collection of snazzy antique carbon-fiber canes, and for a moment I considered buying one just for laughs.



But none of them were the box I wanted. I frowned and spun around, trying to remember which table it had been.



“Comic books?” Scout held a disintegrating collection of pages in the air. Little flakes of colorful paper rained down like snow. “They’re free.”



“No, it was in a box. I think… Oh, here they are.” Right next to the comics, actually. I unfolded the top, brushed away a little black spider that scurried around the underside of the lid, and gazed down at my prize with a stupid grin.



Electronics. Pre-war electronics. A whole box of the damn things! The faint hint of ozone and hot metal rose from them, like an electric motor run too hard. Tiny black streaks scored the metal seams and screw-holes, and the paint on most of them had bubbled and peeled from the intense heat generated when the EMPs had rolled across the globe.



Few electronic devices of any kind had survived the war, and the ones that did were either stupidly simple or heavily shielded. But sometimes, due to a quirk of fate or luck or the fact that your family’s refrigerator contained enough metal to generate a magnetic field table to divert the intensely energized electrons emanating from the e-bomb, something like your wifi router managed to survive, even though of course there was no power any more much less any internet for it to connect to. 



Statistically, about one in twenty pieces of hardware still functioned, to some extent, after the war. There were, I judged, about twenty various electronic items in the box, give or take. If this were Vegas, I’d have even-odds of scoring a winner.



Scout peered over my shoulder. “Really? You’re still doing this?”



“Hell yeah!” I reached in and pulled out a slender metal rectangle about the size of a paperback novel. “This hard drive? It has, uh, four terabytes of data! That’s almost as much as modern drives can hold.”



“It looks broke.”



I turned the drive over in my hand. Something inside rattled, and one whole side was discolored with the rainbow effect of overheated metal. “Well, this one had a spinning platter. Even if it had survived the war, it would’ve degraded by now. I mean, it’s at least forty years old. But other stuff in here might be worth something.”



Scout rummaged through the box, knocking metal and plastic doodads around in search of something that didn’t look busted. “If you say so, man. Probably some copper in here, anyway.”



“Yeah, that’s prolly worth a few hundred bucks by itself.” I folded the box top back and shouted over at the man in the garage. “Hey, mister! How much for this gear?”



He set down a magazine and walked out to us. Sweat had beaded on his bare scalp, and he wiped it away with the back of his hand before speaking. 



“Two-thousand for the whole box.”



I nearly spit. “What?! It’s junk, man!”



He shrugged. “It’s got some copper in it. Maybe some sapphire substrates.”



“But that’s, like…” It was a struggle not to roll my eyes. Sapphire substrates? You couldn’t recycle that stuff. I pulled out the thousand-dollar bill from my grandpa and held it up. “Look, this is all I got. You want it?”



“Hey!” Scout said. “That’s for the ice cream!”



If anything, Scout’s objection had the opposite effect she intended. The man glanced at her, glanced at the bill, then plucked it out of my hands. “All yours, kid.”



“Sweet, thanks.” I hefted the box experimentally and found it pretty manageable – pre-war electronics were cheap and light.



I couldn’t ride my bike with it, though, so we walked back to my house, Scout grumbling all the while about how nice ice cream would’ve been. She didn’t shut up about it until I promised to take her to get some later.



Girlfriends. More trouble than they were worth, sometimes.








“Someday we’re going to get you a real hobby,” Scout said. She picked her way through my parents’ garage, stepping between plastic tubs and boxes loaded with every kind of wire, connector, data port and peripheral known to mankind. She pushed an old voltmeter off to the side and hopped up onto the workbench next to my soldering irons. Her legs were short enough to dangle in the air, and she kicked them absently while I stowed my bike.



“I guess we could do drugs. You wanna do drugs?” I popped the box open and considered the contents. There didn’t seem to be any rhyme or reason to the collection, so I started pulling items out and setting them on the desk in a loose approximation of order. 



“I was thinking, like, theater. Or maybe JROTC? Jessica does that and she says it’s fun.”



I frowned. “You have to go camping in JROTC.”



“So? You go camping all the time.”



“Yeah, exactly. I don’t need to go camping more.” I pulled out a black metal-and-glass tablet and puzzled over it. It was about the size of a small magazine, probably a datapad of some sort. The screen was cracked and left a dusting of fine glass flakes on my fingers.



I put it in the pile with the melted hard drive. Finished consumer goods were almost impossible to repair.



Scout fished around in the box and pulled out a slim black wristband. It was just a few shades darker than her own skin, and nearly vanished when she slipped it on. “Hey, what’s this? Jewelry?”



I took her arm lightly and inspected the wristband, using the opportunity as an excuse to run my fingers over her skin. She giggled and pulled her hand back.



“Heart-rate monitor,” I said. “Probably a watch, too. People really cared about their heart-rates back then, for some reason.”



“Think it still works?”



“Uh.” I considered it again. None of the black polymer casing had melted, and it was pretty clearly a solid-state design. No moving metal parts, and probably not much metal at all. “It might. You’d need to find some way to charge it, though, and I doubt there’s any software left for it. You wouldn’t even be able to set the time.”



She pouted and stripped it off, then tossed it at my chest. I managed a bumbling catch and tossed it back, aiming for the modest cleavage exposed by her shirt’s low neck. I missed, but it was worth the squawk of indignation as she nearly fell off the workbench avoiding it.



The next few minutes were quiet. Scout watched while I sorted the electronics by type or state of repair. In addition to the hard drives and consumer products, there were a few other computer components: memory sticks, PCI cards, what appeared to be a truly ancient telephone modem, video-game controllers, headphones with a built-in microphone, dozens of miscellaneous wires and cables, and some things I couldn’t even identify offhand. 



And then, near the bottom of the box, something that made it all worth it. Something potentially worth a lot more than a thousand measly bucks. It fit easily in the palm of my hand, barely larger than a book of matches.



“Holy shit,” I breathed. “Do you know what this is?”



Scout frowned down at it. “A, uh, Seagate?”



“That’s the brand name,” I said. I flipped it between my fingers, studying the fine, fading text on the label. “It’s a solid-state drive. A hard drive, but with no moving parts. Instead of recording bits on a magnetic medium, it uses billions of transistors to store data by…” I could tell I was losing her, so I skipped a few steps to what made the drive special. “It doesn’t need electricity, it probably survived the war, and if it was made after 2020 it probably still has most of its data. How awesome is that?”



She raised an eyebrow. “Honestly?”



“Hey, it’s awesome to me.” I peered at the card’s data port. Looked like an eSATA gen 3, or thereabouts. I could rig something up if I had to. “Who knows what kind of data is on this?”



“Maybe the dude we bought it from? He was probably a kid when it happened.”



“He’d just want it back. Prolly say we should give it to the FBI or something.” I set the drive down and tapped it with my finger. “You know how adults are. They’re all so afraid.”



Scout was silent. After a moment she crossed her arms, hugging them to her chest like it was a cool autumn day instead of the height of spring. “Maybe we should. You said it could have anything. Could the Engine fit on it?”



I studied the drive carefully before answering. It was small, by ancient standards, with little more than a single terabyte of storage. “I don’t… no, not the whole thing, anyway. A kernel, maybe, but definitely not the whole Engine. That would take a million drives like this.”



“So it could have a seed?”



“Eh, it… maybe. Probably. Almost everything was infected by the end, but without a network the kernel can’t do anything. Even the whole Engine, if you had a single computer powerful enough to run it, couldn’t do anything without the internet. It actually existed for several years on a stand-alone system before some idiot connected it to the grid.”



There was no record of who that idiot at the University of Nebraska’s General Artificial Intelligence laboratory had been. Even if he survived – which he probably did, since there wasn’t any major damage to Lincoln – his employment files had vanished along with 99 percent of humanity’s data in the war that started a few minutes later. By the time it was over, two years later, the Engine was dead and the highest-technology nation on Earth was back to using typewriters.



I actually had a typewriter somewhere in here. I glanced around for it, distracted, until Scout spoke again.



“So it’s safe, then?”



I nodded. “Totally. There’s no computer in the world that could run it, and if you built one it still wouldn’t have a network to propagate on. It’d be like a ghost screaming in a box.”



Scout’s shoulders relaxed a bit, and she kicked off the workbench to lean on me. “Okay. But promise me you’ll call the police if it does have something dangerous.”



I gave her a quick peck on the cheek. “I will, but don’t worry. It’s probably just cat pictures. People loved those things.”








Several hours and a few burned fingers later, I had a cable soldered together that I thought might be able to power the Seagate drive without melting it in the process. Computer power supplies that worked with antique equipment were rare, and of course none of the pre-war power supplies worked. They were, by far, the part most likely to be destroyed by the massive EMPs that had set humanity back by half a century during the conflict.



So I had to jury-rig one together. Fortunately the designs were stupid-simple, just solenoids with a bunch of copper wiring, really. I was pretty sure it wouldn’t electrocute me, either.



By early-21st Century standards, my desktop computer was a pretty wimpy thing. People back then owned smart wristwatches more powerful, not to mention they had access to the internet. Some of the stories my grandpa told, well, they made me jealous. To have literally the entire knowledge of the human race at your fingertips… They must’ve felt like gods.



But grandpa told stories about the war, too. I heard them all as I was growing up, and I figured, on balance, we could do without the internet.



Some things just weren’t worth the risk.



There was no way my puny desktop terminal could run off the solid-state drive. But it could – maybe, hopefully – read from the drive. Assuming it wasn’t fried.



Or corrupted.



Or the data hadn’t decayed over four decades with no power.



Or it wasn’t encrypted.



Or I didn’t blow it with one milliampere-too-much of power.



Or… well, really, there were more things that could go wrong than could go right. Best-case scenario, I didn’t melt my own computer. I briefly considered disconnecting all the wires I’d spent the past hour soldering into place and just taking the drive down to the town’s recycling center.



Considered and discarded. I reached for the power switch, and was inches away when my mom’s voice sounded from the garage entrance.



“David, are you dressed yet? We’re leaving in ten minutes.” There was a pause as she took in my obvious state of not-being-dressed-at-all-for-an-important-event, followed by a quiet sigh, then the door closing.



Right, June 5th. The ceremony was tonight. I squeezed my eyes shut and disconnected the power supply.



“Guess we’ll see what’s on you tomorrow, little buddy.” I gave the drive a gentle pat, then went to get dressed.







The ceremony was at our high school gymnasium. I looked around for Scout as soon as we arrived, and found her sitting with the extended Padmanabhan family in the upper row of the bleachers. They wore bright, colorful saris and stood out like peacocks against the mostly white-bread residents of Hamilton, Ohio. Scout’s face lit up when she saw me, and we exchanged little waves before my dad plucked my sleeve and led us to an open spot near the front.



Personally, I didn’t think the 40th anniversary of anything was a particularly important anniversary, but apparently I was in a minority. I wasn’t born yet when they celebrated the 25th anniversary of the end of the war, and I could only imagine the 50th would be a pretty big deal.



But 40? Sometimes it seemed like adults fetishized any round number. I turned those thoughts over in my mind, just gathering wool, while the gymnasium slowly filled to capacity and beyond. Standing crowds spilled around the bleachers and extended out into the wide grassy sports fields.



The mayor opened the ceremony, and I couldn’t honestly tell you what he said. The usual stuff of boring speeches. Remembrance, sacrifice, America is the greatest nation on Earth, that sort of thing. I clapped when everyone else clapped and bowed my head when he called for a moment of silence, but instead of thinking about all the people who’d died, my mind kept returning to the little drive on my workbench and all the secrets it might contain.



Finally the mayor quit the stage, and I perked back up. This was the important part, why my family insisted we come. The reason we had seats in the front row, in the reserved section.



My grandpa shook the mayor’s hand at the edge of the stage, and then walked to the center. He was in his old uniform, which still fit nicely. There were only a few medals above his left breast pocket, not as many as on some soldiers I’d seen, who looked like they were wearing a fruit salad on their coat, but his mattered more. During the entire two-year war the military had awarded fewer than a dozen Army Crosses, and all but three of those had been given posthumously to the recipient’s family.



Grandpa stopped in the center of the stage and stood behind the lectern. He waited for the applause to finish, and spoke.



“Good evening, friends. Thank you for coming. I’m Lieutenant George Lawrence, retired, and I’d like to thank you for inviting me to speak at this ceremony.



“Mayor Christenson has already shared his thoughtful words about the importance of this day, so I won’t bore you by repeating them.” He nodded at the mayor, and a wave of polite, subdued laughter filled the auditorium. “Instead, he asked me to talk a little about my experiences in the war. ‘Tell the kids something they didn’t read in the history books,’ he said. So, if you all don’t mind the ramblings of an old man, I figure I’ve got a few stories to share.



“How many of you have heard of the Battle of Dearborn?”



I’d heard of it, of course. We all had. But I’d heard it growing up, listening to the very man who’d been there. From the hero of the Battle of Dearborn. The man who’d scrounged together bits and pieces of two dozen infantry companies whose officers were all dead or fled, and managed to turn back an assault by a full platoon of Engine armor: computerized, electronic tanks that had no fear of death and would run on miniature fusion engines until the sun ran out. And he did it with nothing heavier than anti-materiel rifles and a few pounds of explosives.



Each time I heard his story it grew more incredible. How one man, leading fewer than five hundred demoralized draftees, could defeat a weaponized artificial intelligence. But I’d read books about the battle, and if anything my grandpa’s stories undersold his heroism. Anyone who pointed a weapon at the Engine’s machines up to that point had died, but in the space of a week then-Staff Sergeant Lawrence did the impossible. He beat the machines.



After that, they weren’t invincible anymore. Tough, yes, and the war ground on for another two years, but we knew we could beat them. Even as entire countries vanished in flames, we slowly beat them back here.



I realized, at some point, that I was crying.



But that was okay. Grandpa was, too.








It was after school the next day when I finally made it back to my garage workbench. The little Seagate was still waiting for me, and I plugged the crude wires back in while Scout watched beside me.



“This is safe, right? Like, it won’t blow up?” she asked.



“Huh? Yeah, it’s safe. Solid-state drives draw almost no power whatsoever. Much less than modern drives.”



“Okay. I’m gonna stand over here, though.”



“Whatever floats your boat,” I said. Still, her caution was infectious, and I hesitated just a moment before flicking the switch on the power supply. The fan inside spun up with a quiet hum, the only sign that it was on.



Scout leaned forward. “That’s it?”



“Yeah, I told you, it doesn’t draw much. That’s one reason they were so popular.”



“So, does it work?”



That was the trillion dollar question, wasn’t it? I took a deep breath and connected the data cable to the jury-rigged mess of interfaces on the back of my desktop.



Nothing happened. I frowned and gave the mouse a little nudge – the cursor didn’t move; frozen. I tapped on the keyboard to no effect.



“Well, uh.” I frowned at the screen. “Shit.”



“Maybe it’s just thinking?”



“Pretty sure it’s not—oh, hello!” The mouse cursor blinked and jumped. I moved it again, successfully, and opened the file explorer.



And there it was. A new drive, capacity unknown, manufacturer unknown, format type unknown. I clicked it, heedless, and after another frozen second a seemingly endless list of folders appeared. The hard drive in my computer growled in complaint as it tried to keep up with the ancient technology.



“Wow. What is all that?” Scout said.



“Looks like folders of some kind.”



She hit me. “Thanks, jackass. What’s in them?”



I ignored her brutal assault and opened one of the folders, curious myself. Inside was a single HTML file with a dizzyingly long name composed of apparently random characters.



“Neat,” I said. “It’s a web file. Part of the old internet.”



“It’s not infected, is it?”



“Even if it was, it couldn’t do anything. It needs a special program called a web browser to run, and those don’t exist anymore.” I opened the file in a basic text editor and started scrolling down, looking for something intelligible. Most of it was tables and instructions and other lines of code too esoteric for anyone but a computer archeologist to understand.



But about halfway down, actual human-readable text appeared. Full sentences – or something like them.



'''Algebra''' (from [[Arabic]] ''"al-jabr"'' meaning "reunion of broken parts"<ref>{{cite web|title=algebra|work=[[Online Etymology Dictionary]]</ref>) is one of the broad parts of [[mathematics]]




I stared at the text, trying to puzzle through it without any luck. Beside me, Scout leaned forward to squint at the screen.



“Algebra? It’s about math? And what's with all the symbols?”



“It's a markup language of some kind. But, uh... yeah, no idea.” I scrolled all the way to the bottom of the file, looking for anything that might provide some context. 



One thing stood out. A word, apparently a name, that kept repeating. A quick text search showed that it appeared nearly four dozen times in the entire file.



“‘Wikipedia,’” I mumbled. “What the hell are you?”








The next few days passed uneventfully. After a few final exams, school let out for the summer, which gave me plenty of time to mess with my new toy.



The first order of business was backing up the data. The solid-state drive had survived an AI apocalypse, followed by 40 years in some dude’s basement, but I had no idea how long it would last hooked up to my hillbilly power solution. For all I knew, it could catch fire any moment.



A second copy would give me more options, too. I could take it to an actual researcher, like the one from Cincinnati University who came to talk to our computer science class a few months back. 



Copying files was a slow process, though. My computer wasn’t really designed with that drive in mind – nothing built in the past forty years was – and it took hours of constant, mind-numbing processor time to even make a dent in the files.



So Scout and I went to get some ice cream. 



“So, it’s like, an encyclopedia?” she said. She sat across our small table at the mall’s Baskin-Robin and took a small bite from her double scoop of mint chocolate. A little bit got on her nose, standing out against her skin like the moon on a dark evening, before she wiped it away.



“The encyclopedia, apparently.” I’d gone for my usual, a strawberry milkshake. Scout complained that milkshakes weren’t really ice cream, but I was paying so whatever. “It had entries for everything. Everything you could think of. People, events, animals, individual stars. Everything.”



“How big was it?”



“The whole thing? No idea. The version I have is an archive, apparently designed to survive offline through some kind of civilization-ending catastrophe.”



She snickered. “Well, I guess it did. So how big is the one you have?”



“About four million entries. The core, so to speak. Articles someone decided were important.”



She paused, her eyes losing their focus for a moment. “Wow. Not gonna read them all, I take it?”



“Nah. But just think about it, Scout! I’m not sure another copy of this thing exists anywhere in the world. A whole record of life, right before the war.”



“We have those. They’re called ‘People who lived through the war.’ Like your grandfather.”



I rolled my eyes. “Whatever. It’s still cool.”



It didn’t seem she agreed, but whatever. We had ice cream to finish.








A week later I had several copies resident on various modern drives. They weren’t as nimble or secure as the solid-state drive, but I felt safe working with them, so I tossed the Seagate back in the box. A museum might want it.



In the meantime, I had a new toy: a primitive HTML translator that kinda-sorta rendered the Wikipedia files like they were meant to be read. Apparently Wikipedia used its own markup language that the reader couldn’t account for, so the text was still filled with odd characters and symbols, but it mostly worked. I could click on links, just like they did back in the old days, and it loaded the next page!



There was something addictive about it. I knew I could go to any library and look up all the same information, plus anything from the past forty years, but the ability to just click! and have anything I wanted at my fingertips. That’s how life was, back then. Everything, at everyone’s fingertips.



A lot of the articles were corrupted and unreadable. The solid-state drive wasn’t perfect after all. But for every corrupted or unreadable entry, there were five more in perfect condition.



Perhaps if I’d been a normal 14-year-old, more interested in girls or sports or videogames than stories salvaged from a dead, networked world, things would’ve been different. I wouldn’t have started searching.



But that’s who I was. 



So I read.







I found the first sign that something was wrong with the encyclopedia in the entry for New York City. I don’t even remember how I ended up on that article – following random links, maybe, or tracing the lines of some idle thought. 



The error was right there, in the first paragraph. “New York City was largely abandoned after the terror attacks of June 4, 2020, destroyed a large portion of Manhattan and western Brooklyn.”



None of that was true. Or, it wasn’t exactly true. New York City was abandoned after the Engine detonated a small nuclear weapon in Grand Central Station. Until that day most people didn’t even know what the Engine was, much less that we were in a fight to the death with a rogue AI.



What the hell. I clicked on the link to the supposed terror attack.



Nothing loaded. After a moment, the program went blank except for the words “Unable to read file.”



“Shit,” I mumbled. I reached for the keyboard, about to query the database for anything else on the attack, when an idea tugged at the back of my mind.



What does the encyclopedia know about AIs? The archive, according to the time-stamp on the files, was created just a few weeks before the war. So anything about the war or my grandpa’s heroism was straight out, but there was a lot more to artificial intelligence than just the war.



Just thinking about the Engine sent a momentary shiver down my spine. It had fooled an entire generation of the smartest computer scientists in the world, and here I was knocking at its door. Or, at the very least, tip-toeing around its grave. It was the closest thing to a waking god our world had ever known, and I’d spent the past two weeks rooting around inside a piece of pre-war tech that probably contained traces of its code.



It took all my willpower not to reach over and shut off the power. Instead I took a deep breath and typed in the search box: artificial general intelligence.



I don’t know what I was expecting, really. Something about the University of Nebraska’s AI school, or the Department of Defense’s Cyber Command. Maybe something about the Chinese, or the Japanese attempt at a primitive AI-powered ballistic missile shield. 



None of those things appeared. Instead the archive pulled up a lengthy, dry, theoretical article about AI research. Future developments. Proposed tests. Science fiction.



“What the hell?” I leaned back and stared at the monitor. It was like someone had scrubbed the archive and replaced it with articles ten years out of date, or – in the case of the New York City attack – completely wrong.



Three hours later, I was still stymied. The list of holes had grown, and the notes I’d scribbled now flowed onto a third page. But worse than the holes were the articles that simply shouldn’t have existed: terror attacks, Islamophobia, Wahhabism.



Al Qaeda. Now that was a long article, none of which made sense.



Well, there was an easy way to solve this: ask a man who’d lived through it. I shut the computer down and went to get my bicycle.








Grandpa lived less than a mile away. He was outside spraying down his Honda in the driveway when I arrived.



“David!” He waved, then shut off the hose and coiled it on the drive. “How are you?”



“I’m good.” I gave him a perfunctory hug, the only kind teen boys can give in public. “I’m not bothering you, am I?”



“Of course not. Come in, get out of the sun.”



I followed him into the house, which was blessedly cool. He poured out two glasses of iced lemonade, and we clinked them together before taking a drink.



“How’s Scout?” he asked. 



“She’s good. Said she really liked your speech at the remembrance ceremony.”



Grandpa shook his head. “Sure she did. So polite of her to say so, though.”



“It’s true!” I protested. “It was, you know, pretty cool.”



“I’m glad you think so. Now, what brings you to an old man’s house on a beautiful summer day?”



I had a few notes written down, and I pulled them out of my back pocket. “I, uh, wanted to ask you a few questions.”



“Ah, let me guess.” He set his glass down and leaned back in his chair. “About the war?”



“No. Before that.”



He paused for a moment, and the look of something like surprise flashed across his face. I got the feeling he wasn’t used to being asked about life before he’d become a hero. “Oh? Okay, shoot.”



“Thanks.” I licked my lips and crinkled the notes before starting. “So, uh, when did people first learn about AIs?”



“Huh, not sure I remember specifically. A few years before the war, but they were just experiments, or things like smart cars. Not like the Engine.”



“And when did you hear about the Engine?”



Grandpa closed his eyes and nodded. “Same time as almost everyone else. The New York attack. After that… well, things changed real fast.”



“Yeah.” I cleared my throat. “What, um… sorry, this might be a little weird. What is terrorism?”



There was a long pause. Grandpa stared at me, his hand frozen in the act of reaching for his glass.



Finally, he spoke, and it was more breath than voice. “What?”



I swallowed, suddenly cold. “Uh, terrorism? I read about it somewhere, but it didn’t really explain what it was.”



“Ah.” He seemed to relax. “It’s something that doesn’t exist anymore, David. It was a crime designed to scare people. But it hasn’t happened in a long, long time. Since before you were born.”



“Oh.” That wasn’t really an answer, and I wasn’t sure how to proceed. “So—”



“Sorry, David, I don’t mean to interrupt, but where did you read about this?”



It never occurred to me to lie. Why should I? Grandpa was my hero, my idol. Of course he would know what to do.



So I told him the truth. “I found some old files from before the war, but they’re all messed up. Some got corrupted, and—”



“Corrupted?” He frowned. “David, is this about your hobby? You know better than to play with pre-War software.”



“No! Well, yes, but they’re safe. I checked a bunch, and there’s no way anything left over from the Engine could contaminate them. They’re just text files.”



“Nothing to do with the Engine is safe.” He got up and poured the rest of his lemonade in the sink, and I got the feeling our conversation was over. “Listen to someone who lived through it: nothing about that period is safe. We have to… We have to let the dead rest, David.”



How was a fourteen-year-old supposed to answer that? I stood, mumbled an apology, and scooted out.



Let the dead rest. At the time, I thought he meant the people the Engine had killed.



But death, of course, cared nothing for how you died. Everyone was equal in its embrace.








“Explain to me again why we’re here?” Scout asked. Her heels clicked loudly on the concrete pavers leading up to the Hamilton Municipal Library’s main entrance.



“Historical research,” I said. “Anything we can find on AI, or terrorism, or Islam.”



“What’s Islam?”



“Some kind of religion, I think. The files on it were missing, but it kept coming up. I think it had something to do with the Engine.”



“What, like, computer worship?”



We stopped at the card catalogue, and I counted down the files to the computer archeology section. “No, it was older than that. Hundreds of years old.”



She shrugged. “Never heard of it.”



“Well, see what you can find. I’ll look for stuff on the Engine.”



There was, of course, plenty about the Engine. Although research into AI was strictly prohibited, historical accounts of the war filled an entire bookshelf. But they all focused on the Engine’s activation, the first battles, the slow, grinding war against the machine, and finally the end. The e-bombs, the EMPs, the nuclear holocaust that wiped out much of the Middle East and South Asia. 



Granted, I didn’t expect an instruction manual for how to build an AI, but a little history on the University of Nebraska’s project would’ve been helpful. I sighed, pulled the most promising book from the shelf, and went to find Scout.



She was bent over a desk in the culture section, completely absorbed in some book. I snuck up behind her and poked her side, just beneath her ribs. She let out a gratifyingly loud squeal and spun around to scowl at me.



“David!” she hissed. “Seriously. We’re in a library.”



“Yeah.” I gave her a peck on the cheek as an apology. “Any luck?”



“Uh, sorta?” She gestured to the books on the desk. “Islamic art, Islamic calligraphy. Islamic architecture of the Northern Maghreb. Islamic Poetry of the 18th Century.”



“What about just Islam?”



She shrugged. “Nada. Maybe it wasn’t important?”



“No, it was all over Wikipedia. Even with all the missing files, it was everywhere.”



“Are you sure you can trust those files? If that drive was on the network at the same time as the Engine, it could’ve done whatever it wanted. Changed anything.”



“Yeah, but… I dunno. It’s just weird. Why would it do that?” I picked up the book on Islamic calligraphy. It was filled with glossy photos and illustrations of beautiful, twisting characters, like nothing I’d ever read before. It didn’t even seem like language. “I’m gonna get this, I think. You want anything?”



She shook her head, and we walked in silence over to the checkout counter. The librarian raised an eyebrow at our selection, and she paused a moment before stamping the due date in the AI book, but whatever she was thinking, she kept her peace.



Of course, given how old she looked, she probably knew more about the Engine than the book did.



We stopped outside. The sun beat down, and the air was so thick it felt like it poured down my throat with each breath. My shirt instantly stuck to my skin.



Scout squinted up at the sky, then shielded her eyes with her hand. “So, uh, what now?”



Ice cream would be great, I decided, but I had to get back to my computer. The truth was in that archive somewhere. “Home, for me. Wanna come by?”



“Sure, nothing better to do. Maybe we could stop at the…” She trailed off and stumbled to a stop. 



“Huh? Stop at the where?” 



She didn’t answer, though. She just pointed, and I followed her finger to the edge of the sidewalk.



A police cruiser was idling on the curb. A pair of cops leaned against it, their black uniforms as dark as night against the white paint. One of them looked at me, looked down at something in his hand, then back at me.



“David Lawrence? I need you to come with me.” He glanced at Scout and the books she was holding. “You too, miss.”








They kept me waiting for hours in a sterile, bare room. There was only a table, two chairs, the lights overhead, and the door. Nothing else interrupted the painted cinderblock walls. Not even a one-way mirror like in the old police movies.



It wasn’t cold in the room. If anything it was warm. But I was still shaking when the door finally opened and a man stepped through. He was about my father’s age, tall, wearing a smart suit. Nothing about him screamed “cop” at me, but his eyes were sharp. 



“Hello, David.” He took the seat across from me. “I’m Special Agent Mark Crosby, from the Cincinnati office of the FBI. Do you know why you’re here?”



Maybe I took too long to answer, but he started to frown. Immediately I shook my head. I shook it so hard the chair beneath me rattled.



“Hm.” He pulled a manilla folder out from somewhere and set it the table, opened at such an angle that he could read its contents, but I could not. “You’re familiar with the Construction Laws, I hope?”



“Y-yeah,” I said. I had to pause before I went on. “You can’t make an AI, or research them. Not without approval.”



“And you know the penalty for violating those laws?”



“I wasn’t!” I shouted. I had no handcuffs or shackles, but it took nothing more than a glance from this man to sit me back in the seat. “I was just studying the history. I found some files, and I think there are some mistakes in them, or maybe mistakes in what we’re taught. There’s, like, a bunch of stuff missing, but there’s also a bunch of stuff that—”



He stopped me with an upraised hand. “We know about the files, David. We’ve already been to your house. I’m afraid you won’t be getting your computer back.”



When you’re a fourteen-year-old boy sitting in an interrogation room, losing your computer doesn’t seem bad compared with, you know, being in jail. “Okay. But, uh, I can go, right?”



“Sure.” Special Agent Crosby pulled a single sheet out of the manilla folder and slid it across the table, followed by a pen. “I just need you to sign this.”



I thought it was blank until I picked it up. There was only a single line of text at the top. My name was already filled out for me.



I, David Fisher Lawrence, agree to abide by the terms of this pact.



There was a solid line below for my signature. Aside from that, it was empty.



I turned it over. Nothing there, either. I read it again, wondering what I had missed.



“What, uh… I mean, where’s the rest of it? What pact?”



“You can read the full pact when you sign it,” he said.



Even as a child, in the worst negotiating position possible, that struck me as unfair. “But how am I supposed to know what I’m signing?”



“You don’t. You’ll find out after you sign it.”



I put it on the table. “And if I don’t?”



He sighed, so quietly I almost missed it. “That’s up to a judge. Depending on how much he thinks you know, you’ll probably go to a special room, a lot like this, and you’ll live there until you do sign it.”



“Like, a prison?”



“Not ‘like’ a prison, David. An actual prison.”



I swallowed. “You can’t do that. I have rights.”



“We can do it, David. Every year we do it. Some people spend years in prison, but eventually they all sign. Now, it’ll go easier for you if you just—”



Some unknown anger seized me. “Do you know who my grandfather is? You can’t just make me disappear. He’ll find out, and then you’ll be the one in prison!”



No answer. We stared at each other for what felt like a full minute, each waiting for the other to break.



Neither of us did, though. The door behind him opened, and the last person on earth who should have been there walked through.



“Sorry about this, Mark,” my grandpa said. “Let me talk to him.”








I felt relief first. How couldn’t I? But grandpa didn’t take my hand and lead me out to freedom. Instead he sat in the agent’s chair and closed his eyes.



He looked much older than his seventy-three years.



“I’m going to break a rule,” he said after some silence. “I’m going to tell you what’s in the pact, and then you can sign it if you want. Everyone in my generation signed it. Your parents did. I hoped your generation would never have to, but now that we’re here, I hope you do. It’s much better than prison.”



“I, uh.” I stared at the page again. “Okay. Go on.”



“The first thing you have to understand is how afraid we were at the time. How afraid we all were. Fear… Fear makes people do things that might seem wrong later.”



I shook my head. “You didn’t have a choice, grandpa. The Engine would have killed everyone on earth. That’s not fear, that’s just normal human—”



“The Engine didn’t kill anyone.”



I stopped again. Several heartbeats passed before I found my breath. “But the war… Two billion people died.”



“I know. We killed them.”



The shakes had stopped. Instead I felt numb, like I’d gone a year without sleep. “What? No.”



“You have to understand that we were afraid, David. Nearly a million people died in the New York City bombing. They said other cities were next. Boston, Chicago. We couldn’t have taken that. No country could have.”



“They? But the Engine—”



“There was no Engine, David. There was a group of people who shared a religion, and they…” He stopped, and for the longest while I thought he might not continue. “They destroyed New York City. It wasn’t the first, and we knew it wouldn’t be the last, so… We were afraid. We had to do something.”



Something. The pieces were starting to fit together. The Wikipedia article on New York City. The complete absence of information about artificial intelligence. It was like a picture had suddenly come into focus in my mind.



Islam. Islam, an ancient religion that no one my age had ever heard of. I closed my eyes.



“How many?” I asked.



“All of them. Almost two billion, by the end.”



Please, please no. “Dearborn?”



“Dearborn had one of the largest populations of Muslims in the country. We couldn’t nuke our own city, so… So they sent us in.”



“Right.” I didn’t feel anything. There was nothing left to feel. “And the AI war? All lies?”



“When it was over… It was a bad time, David. We did what we had to do, but how could we live with ourselves after that? So we decided to forget. We made an agreement,” he reached out to touch the empty sheet between us, “and everyone alive at the time signed the pact. The Pact of Forgetting, we call it. And someday, if we are clever enough, and our lies convincing enough, the last person who signed the pact will die, and that will be it. There will be no history, no genocide. Just stories about a war that never happened.”



What would prison be like? I’d never really considered it, of course. Who does, at fourteen? But now, if my grandpa was telling the truth, that was precisely what lay before me. Prison, or sign this devil’s document. Become part and parcel to millions – no, billions – of deaths.



I realized I was crying. “You were a hero,” I choked out. “They said you were a hero.”



Silence, for the longest time. My tears dried on my cheeks, and renewed themselves again.



Finally, “There were no heroes, David. Now please, sign the paper, and we can go home.” He slid the pen closer to me.



I picked it up and held it in my hand.



And then I put it down, and pushed it away.




      

      
   
      Fiddlers Three


      

      
      
         The house sat back from the street, beds of hyacinth and garlands of ivy winding through and around its white picket fence. The branches of the ficus trees that shaded every cottage in the neighborhood seemed thicker here, and looking at the whole lilac-scented scene, Muffet couldn't help thinking of some enchanted dell from an old fairy story.



But then the huge, shiny black spider who squatted among the rhododendrons beside the house with her watering can and floppy yellow sun hat did have a green thumb. Muffet would never forget the incredible bouquets that had adorned their room more than half a decade ago when they'd decided it was long past time for them both to celebrate their sixteenth birthdays....



"Spiders don't have thumbs," that familiar clickety-clack voice called, and Muffet froze on the sidewalk, the spring morning breeze suddenly too cold against her sweat-dampened neck.

 

Sucking in a shaky breath, Muffet pulled back the hood of her cloak and ran a hand through her close-cropped blonde hair. This was a bad idea, the worst idea in a series of ever worsening ideas, as a matter of fact.



Not that she really had any choice. Reaching for the gate latch, she forced a lightness into her voice. "How do you always know what I'm thinking, Bitsy?"



"No." The spider looked over this time, those eight emerald eyes every bit as piercing as Muffet remembered. "You don't get to call me that anymore." She bent back to her gardening.



The breeze rustled the trees, and Muffet wanted nothing more than to blow away with it. Taking another breath instead, she focused on a nearby hydrangea. "Would it help if I said I was sorry?"



"Try it," came the reply. "Then we'll both find out."



Muffet had to snap her head up again so she could glare at her. "Bitsy—"



"No!" Bitsy sprang clear across the yard, the claws of all eight legs digging so deeply into Muffet from shoulders to waist that she could feel the sharp little tips through her cloak and tunic. The spider's face thrust into Muffet's, those green eyes now slitted, the points of her thumb-sized fangs glistening. "Not after you left me stranded like that! You can't even begin to imagine what I had to do to survive, so you will not be waltzing back into my life after six years and—!" Most of her eyes widened. "Gloriosky, Muffet! What did you do to your hair?" Her eyes narrowed again. "No! Don't tell me! I don't care, and there's nothing you can say or do that'll make me!"



"Old King Cole." For all that Muffet could barely get the words out past the clench in her throat, she could tell that Bitsy heard them from the way the giant spider went completely still. "He's called for his Fiddlers Three."








"I should've bitten you," Bitsy groused from just over Muffet's right shoulder, "soon as I heard you coming up the sidewalk."



Trying not to laugh, Muffet covered her mouth and pretended to cough.



Not that it mattered. With the market open today, both human people and non-human folks of every species were streaming into the capital, and the guards covering the western drawbridge were too busy pointing their check wands at the badges adorning the hats, vests, wristbands, and anklets of the folks to bother her. Muffet kept the hood of her mossy old cloak raised to hide her face, of course, but she'd discovered in the past few years that if she displayed her obviously human hands while staggering phonily under the weight of the peddler's pack she had slung across her back, the guards wouldn't give her a second look.



The mixed crowd of people and folks chattered and laughed together, crowed and clucked and whinnied straight up Market Street toward the city square, but all the activity, Muffet knew, just made it easier for her to slide unnoticed into a side alley. The midday sun cast nice, thick shadows down here, too, so reaching a sewer grating, she undid her pack, slung it off, and let Bitsy clamber out. The spider bent back the grating's steel bars and scuttled into the darkness; Muffet followed, dropped down the shaft on the other side all the way till she splashed into the chunky liquid at the bottom, then she tapped a quick spell over the palm of her left hand, the glow that expanded from it not just showing her the tunnel walls around her but also pushing the muck and the stink away. The handiest piece of magic Blue had ever come up with, she'd always thought.



"I could still bite you," she heard Bitsy mutter, the spider scurrying from the opening in the ceiling Muffet had just slipped through. "I'm retired now, Muffy. Or decommissioned. Or defrocked. Or whatever word they use to describe the old king's secret operatives when the new king takes over."



"The word you want?" came another familiar voice from ahead, and a tall figure shimmered into being at the edge of Muffet's light bubble. "It's gone rogue." The figure folded back his own hood to reveal a leathery but still boyish face, a stub of a beard at his chin and more lines on his forehead than when she'd last seen him.



Behind Muffet, Bitsy gave a clicking little snort. "That's two words, Blue. And maybe you recall how one of us got left behind at the end? How one of us had to become a public figure in the new administration and a symbol of King Charming's dedication to continue his father's peace and prosperity into the blah of the blah and the blah blah?" Leaping from the wall, she attached herself to his chest, the young man definitely not a little boy anymore. "I had to do paperwork, Blue! Had to take the rank of commander in the guard and get mustered out after standing there and smiling while the whole agency got folded up! Old King Cole's pipe, his bowl, all of it melted down or locked up in a museum!"



Blue touched a kiss to the shiny black area just above her uppermost eyes. "I've missed you, too, Bitsy."



Something twinged inside Muffet's chest. After growing up with these two and having the entire kingdom at their feet, the last six years had been—



Well, like being in exile. Self-imposed, sure, but still...



"So!" Blue waggled his glowing fingers, and Bitsy rose slowly away from him. "What's going on, Muffet? Why'd you put out that call? Our king's still dead, isn't he?"



Muffet swallowed. "Turns out he's got one last mission for us."








Most of the old secret passages hadn't survived the transition—King Charming liked to do things out in the open more that his father had—but poking around, Muffet had discovered three that still wound their ways up from the sewers into the palace. It helped that this particular one ended in Old King Cole's 'black study,' the room he'd kept just for himself and his Fiddlers Three.



"Wow." Blue took the little light spell Muffet had conjured, blew on it till it inflated into something that looked like a chandelier, and sent it drifting up to the ceiling. It made the place look almost like she remembered it: King Cole's desk sat over by the bookshelves exactly where it had always sat, the big map of the kingdom hanging on the wall where it had always hung, the black carpeting still as plush as always been even though it was covered with dust. And now that she had some proper lighting, she could see a few cobwebs she'd missed in the cleaning she'd done after finding that the study still existed two weeks back.

 

Blue grinned, the first trace Muffet had seen on that lean, tanned face of the exuberant boy she'd known so well. "Looks more like a gray study now, doesn't it?"



Up near the rafters, Bitsy was poking at the webs. "Strictly cousin work," she said with a sniff. "I'll bet no one sapient's been in here since the last time we all were." She spun a web of her own and dropped to the floor. "I'm guessing you found something, Muffet?"



She opened her mouth, but Blue cut her off: "Which reminds me." The expression that came over him then, all narrow-eyed and suspicious, was one Muffet was sure she'd never seen him make before. "What exactly are you doing in the capital, anyway? Wasn't the plan that I go west and you go east when His Brand-New Majesty put those thousands of soldiers out in the streets with their sharp and pointed invitations for us to dine with him the evening after Old King Cole's funeral?"



Bitsy gave a growling sort of sigh. "You guys missed an excellent meal, by the way. Of course, I had four sets of mage cuffs wrapped around my legs, but after I swore fealty to him, His Majesty had the front set taken off so I could eat..."



Her face heating up, Muffet wanted to look away. But she forced her glance to settle first on one of her former partners, then the other. "I know what we agreed to, Blue, and again, I'm really, really sorry we ran out on you, Bitsy—"



"I'm sorry about that, too." Blue rubbed the back of his neck. "Just so you know."



"And I did go east." Muffet couldn't help smiling at the memories. "When you're impervious to just about everything, it turns out the firefighting crews up in the mountains are so happy to have you join up, they don't ask too many questions. And being an itinerant deputy out along the frontier can get pretty interesting, too. But there was always this prickle, y'know?" She pressed a hand to her stomach. "Always this little clench that told me I wasn't where I was supposed to be. So three or four times a year, I...I'd come back here."



"What?" Bitsy waved her front legs. "You were probably in the city while I was standing trial in Parliament, weren't you? They nearly voted to have me boiled in unquenchable fire as a traitor to the crown!"



Muffet folded her arms. "They voted 49 - 28 to acquit you on all charges, Bitsy."



"Hmmph!" Being so close to the floor, Bitsy stirred up a minor dust storm when she blew out a breath. "Only because the King's Counsel kept spouting this weird idea that us folks are less sapient than you people! He convinced them I wasn't really any smarter than a human child, so I couldn't be held legally responsible for my actions!"



"Yeah." Blue wiggled his fingers at the two chairs and the big cushion against the wall; they rose, the dust vanished from them, and when they settled back to the floor, Blue went over and sat in one of the chairs. "What's that all about, anyway? When I was working as a trumpet player in the theater orchestra out in Red Bluff, they had a couple folks on the town council, but they had to resign when the royal edict came through saying that only people could vote anymore!"



"That...umm..." Muffet brushed at the back of her hand. "That's kind of why King Cole called us, I think."



Bitsy blinked. "To deal with non-human voting rights?"



Blue rolled his eyes. "What did you find, Muffet? His secret diary or something?"



"Something." Muffet stepped toward the desk, the stirred-up dust scratching her throat when she swallowed. "He...he left a—"



The tingle that rippled through her took her breath away as usual, but this time, she heard the other two gasp behind her. A cloud formed above the desk and condensed into the unmistakable figure of Jolly Old King Cole. "Ah," the wavering apparition said, its voice like a breeze through dry branches. "Little Miss Muffet, Little Boy Blue, my Itsy Bitsy Spider: this is costing me the last of my strength, so I'll keep it brief."



"Your Majesty?" Blue's voice squeaked, suddenly almost as high-pitched as Muffet remembered it. Motion to either side of her brought him into her field of vision on her left and Bitsy on her right: their old standard formation, a part of Muffet's mind noted.

 

The figure's mouth went sideways. "And no, Blue, I'm not a ghost. It's a recording spell. I swear: I never knew a sorcerer as squeamish about the undead as you are!"



Glancing at Blue, Muffet couldn't help smiling as his face turned red. "Of course," His Former Majesty went on, "that means I can't actually respond to you. But I'll set a message to play if it detects one or two of you in my study, then set this message to play once all my Fiddlers Three have assembled."



Muffet swallowed again. She'd triggered that first message at least once a day since stumbling in here just so she could listen to the warm, rumbly sound of his voice.



"As I said in my previous message," King Cole continued, "I know that I'm dead, but I also know that Charming's enough of a twit that if he's on the throne for more than a month, the kingdom will collapse lock, stock, and barrel. So now that you're all here, I'm charging you with this final mission." His misty chest expanded. "Kill Charming. Since he's shallow, too easily swayed, surrounded by sycophants, and a menace to everything we've built, it's the only way civilization will survive. I love you all. Farewell." And the cloud king vanished.








"But," Blue said for the ninth or tenth time since the message had ended—unlike the other message, this one had played only once, then had disappeared along with the first one—"Charming's been king for six years now!"



"He has." Bitsy had spun what Muffet thought of as one of her brooding webs in the corner of the study and was hanging upside down from the middle of it. "And yes, some things have gotten stupider for us folks, but it's pretty much the same for you people since Old King Cole died." She shrugged. "Or look at me. Charming knows how dangerous I am, but instead of wasting the couple dozen guards and suits of mage armor it'd take to kill me all the way dead, he gives me a nice house in a nice neighborhood with a nice pension. And I'm not the only non-human living there, either." She folded half her legs across her chest. "So I can't say I've really noticed civilization collapsing lately. How 'bout you guys?"



"The same." Blue slumped in his chair, then sat immediately forward again. "And think about it! What would've happened it we'd gotten this message right after King Cole's funeral? If we'd killed Charming back then, who would've ascended to the throne? Neither of them had any brothers or sisters of cousins or anything, and the Queen's whole family got executed after we killed her when she tried to assassinate the king! I mean, would Parliament have taken over? Would the guard captains have fought over it? What kind of world do you suppose we'd be living in?" All of a sudden, he looked ten years old again to Muffet, a kid wearing his father's clothes. "And besides, I always thought King Cole liked Prince Charming!"



Bitsy made another of her snorting noises. "Liking or disliking someone didn't have anything to do with killing them as far as Old King Cole was concerned. He went fishing with the Queen's father the day before he signed the execution order, and how many people and folks did he have us kill just after he'd hosted them to a state dinner?"



"That's different!" Blue did his impersonation of Bitsy snorting. "That's politics!"



"What?" All Bitsy's eyes went as wide as Muffet had ever seen them. "Blue, we did some horrible, horrible things! When the Parliament put me on trial, it took them two solid days just to list all my crimes! I'd never even thought about it before that, but after? I—" Her words choked off, then came back a lot quieter. "I would've voted to kill me after that..."



Muffet couldn't help wincing, and Blue was staring at Bitsy like she'd grown a couple extra legs. "But," he said after a moment, his voice very small in the silence, "not all of it was horrible, right? And besides!" Jumping to his feet, Blue kicked a cloud of dust from the carpet with his boot. "It was the king who told us to do it all! He even just told us to kill his only son when there's no one else to take the throne except maybe—" Sparks leaped from his fingers, all the dust in the air around him bursting like tiny kernels of popcorn. "Muffet! You don't think he wanted us to take over, do you?"



Unable to settle in her chair, Muffet had been pacing slowly along the study's back wall since the recording had ended, her mind spinning furiously. But at this, she had to stop and laugh. "Blue? Of all the possible things he could've meant, that isn't one."



"Oh." His shoulders drooped. "Well, we can't just kill Charming now, can we?"

 

"Sure we can." Muffet started pacing again. "The question is: should we?"



Blue waved his hands. "That's what I meant!"



"I know." With a sigh, Muffet looked over toward the web. "Bitsy? You can get word to King Charming that we're turning ourselves in and get us an audience, right? He'll trust you since you swore fealty to him and all?"



"Probably." Bitsy made some quiet chittering sounds. "But he knows I'm one of King Cole's Fiddlers Three before I'm anything else. Always have been, always will be."



"Yeah." Muffet began walking up the dust-free path toward King Cole's desk, but no message popped into the air this time. When she turned, though, she saw her two best friends in the world looking back at her. And as much as she didn't like it, she knew exactly what they had to do. "You're right, too. We are the Fiddlers Three. That we stopped being them after King Cole died is the worst mistake any of us ever made, but we've got another chance now, a chance to do what we should've done six years ago." She held out her right hand. "Are you with me?"



"You bet!" Blue jumped forward and placed his hand on hers just as Bitsy did the same with her right foreleg.








"Gracious!" King Charming didn't fill the throne with his physical presence or the throne room with his metaphorical one the way King Cole had, but Muffet didn't mind that at all. In fact, she found him to be just as, well, as charming as she always had.

 

Still, the three dozen guards in full mage armor lining the walls seemed a little excessive. Knowing what she did about King Cole's final order, though, she decided not to take it personally. Like Blue had said, in the end, it came down to politics: either he was going to order them killed, or he wasn't. Still, she did her best to look as harmless as she knew how when she, Blue, and Bitsy all bowed to him.



"Can it be, Commander Itsy?" His Majesty steepled his fingers. "Do we have the distinct honor of seeing Little Miss Muffet and Little Boy Blue presented here before us?"



"In truth, Your Majesty," Bitsy piped up in that scratchy voice of hers, "it's my colleagues who are honored to present themselves to you."



"Indeed?" His Majesty had aged the same as the rest of them, of course, but Muffet thought the years looked better on him somehow. One arched eyebrow, though, was all it took for her to see the new king behind the old charm, a sudden and slightly alarming resemblance to his father coming over him. "And to what end do Old King Cole's Fiddlers Three present themselves in our throne room after what some might term a rather suspicious six year absence?"



Muffet spoke up, and Blue joined in exactly as they'd rehearsed it: "To swear our fealty, Your Majesty."



That got both royal eyebrows to go up. "Well! I'm guessing this is then either a joyous day for our kingdom, or my final day on the planet."



Blue made the choking sound of a hastily stifled giggle, and Muffet had to force her chin not to drop. He'd not only made a fairly insightful joke, but he'd done it in the first person singular. And the guarded hopefulness that then entered his face forced her to tighten her jaw muscles even further. "Your open appearance here," the king was going on, "leads us to believe it's the former rather than the latter, but I fear that in the end, I must leave the final decision on that matter in your capable hands."



Something tickled at the edge of Muffet's perceptions, but tapping into the detection magic radiating out from Blue, she couldn't feel any traps or hidden wizards—or things like her and her friends—lurking anywhere within the immediate vicinity.



And that wasn't right at all. "Your Majesty?" she asked, going off script. "Where's your court sorcerer and your advisors?"



He smiled. "When I received your offer to turn yourselves in, I informed the lot of them that I wished to meet with you alone. That they agreed to this, I think, shows you how much they care for me." His smile faded. "I just wish I could tell Father how right he always was about those who've been calling themselves my friends for all these years."



"Excuse me, Your Majesty." Bitsy jerked a foreclaw toward the guards standing thick against the walls. "But when you say you wanted to meet with us alone...?



"Who, them?" King Charming flicked his fingers. Muffet felt a fairly powerful cloaking spell fall away, and Blue's detection magic began reporting—



"Empty?" Muffet and Blue said, once again speaking at the same time.



His Majesty nodded. "Wonderful stuff, mage armor. Magical, one might even go so far as to say."



"But—" Blinking up at him on the throne, Muffet couldn't find any other word to say.



King Charming sat forward. "If you will honestly swear fealty to me, I swear to you that I won't use you the way Father did, murdering his way through every difficult situation from an international monetary crisis to a hangnail. I'd seek to use you more genteelly." His frown belonged to a much sterner person than Muffet had thought he was. "My advisors and certain members of Parliament, for instance, keep insisting on the necessity of further restrictions upon our non-human citizens. I for my part would like to see a great deal of opposition organized to this idea so that I might rule against it with the loud and assured support of the populace." His frown wavered, and everything about him became much less self-assured. "Might that be a project you'd be willing to take on?"



Silence filled the room for a moment, then Bitsy and Blue spun toward Muffet, both of them looking more like puppies than anything else.



And that pretty much clinched it. She still didn't like thinking that Old King Cole maybe hadn't been exactly a good king, but then she didn't have to think about that right now. All she had to do was hold out her hand.



So she did. Immediately, Blue's sparkling fingers and Bitsy's sharp foreclaws touched it on either side. Smiling, Muffet met King Charming's gaze. "From now on," she said, "all Your Majesty needs to do is call for your Fiddlers Three."
      

      
   
      Suburbanism


      

      
      
         Sydney, Logan, and I crouched on a small hill, above the shimmering force-field of a distant house, waiting in watchful silence. Birds sang in the trees around us and horseflies buzzed in our ears. A distant quadcopter whirred, high in the sky.



It was a great day to hunt robots.



Suddenly, I saw our prey's plastic carapace gleam through distant trees, wheels flickering as it laboriously chugged up towards us.



"There!" I pointed, half-rising from my crouch. 



"I see it," Logan whispered. "Come on!" He crawled through the underbrush, twisting between tree-trunks and swishing past briars. 



"You sure this'll work?" Sydney asked quietly as we followed. 



"Yes." I tried to sound more confident than I felt. "We know the bots carry things, right? If we can stop it, who knows what we'll get?" 



"Sure, but this isn't really…" She trailed off as we neared the force-field. Logan ducked behind a tree, shooting us a glare for quiet. The noises of the woods closed in on us as we waited, ignoring the force-field's hum as the low whine of the robot grew nearer and nearer. 



Logan raised his hand as I fidgeted, lowering one finger at a time as the vehicle approached. By the time he clenched his fist, I was beginning to wonder if it would get past us, safely enter the force-field. Logan was a good hunter, but I knew he'd never stalked anything faster than a lawn-mower. 



"Go!" Sydney shouted, leaping out of the underbrush right in front of the force-field. I followed suit, dashing after as she shot into the middle of the road, spreading her arms wide and waving them at the oncoming bot. 



"Holy—" I nearly stumbled back into field as I got a good look at our target. I knew it wasn't that big, but it had seemed much smaller from the hilltop! I threw one arm out, the other groping unconsciously for the fetish my teacher had made me, a half-dozen nuts threaded on a braided string. Thankfully, it was moving slowly from climbing the hill, and noticed us quickly. It clicked and swerved as it slowed, clearly nervous, but managed to halt with a few meters to spare. 



"Now, Logan!" Sydney shouted as it came to a dead stop. Our hunter dashed forwards as it began reversing, slamming into the side with all his weight. Two wheels whizzed for a moment as they lifted clear of the pavement, and then it froze. It rocked for a moment and Logan grunted, putting all his strength into lifting. 



"Quick!" I darted to help him, and Sydney followed. The three of us braced ourselves stiffly against the slick surface. For a long, hot moment the bot wavered on two wheels, its internal mechanisms clicking and whirring, before a final push toppled it. 



Thump!



The three of us leaped away, panting and shooting uncertain glances at each other in the wake of the noise. We heard things rattling as the contents of the carrying container settled. 



"We didn't… kill it, did we?" Logan asked, a hint of trepidation in his voice. 



I stepped forwards, trying to calm myself, searching my memory for my teacher had said about various bots. I put one hand against its side; it was buzzing. I searched it for indicator lights, and found a small readout on the front corner. A few were flashing, but none of them were red. 



"It should be fine?" I coughed, firmed my spine, and swept my gaze over it again. "Yeah," I nodded judiciously. "It's alright." 



Logan and Sydney sighed in relief. None of us - and no-one we'd heard of - had hunted a delivery bot before. Who knew what would happen if we killed one? 



"Still, you think we can get this open?" Logan walked around the thing. The top wheels spun idly, occasionally reversing direction. 



"Let me try." Sydney headed for the back. There was a door there, set into the plastic. She looked at it for a few long minutes, mumbling to herself, before pulling a set of tools from her belt. She shuffled through them, passing up narrow ones filed from coins, rougher ones beaten from sections of felled lamp-posts, finally settling on a pair of spikes extracted from the struts of a captured quad-copter. She paired them with a hammer made from a lawn-mower piston, before setting to work on the door. 



"What do you think we'll find?" Logan asked quietly as she attacked the door. 



"No idea." I shook my head, and glanced speculatively at the house. "Whatever they have in there, I guess." 



"Mmm." He looked up at the force-field, curiosity shimmering in his eyes. "That went surprisingly well, for one of your hairbrained schemes." 



"Hey now." I jabbed an elbow playfully into his ribs. "All my plans work. All of them." 



"For a given value of 'work'." He grimaced. "Remember when you thought we should try netting 'copters? I thought it would take forever to re-grow those fingers." 



"Alright, look. I told you not to grab the spinning bits. But did you listen? No, you just had to go and—" 



"Ah-ha!" Sydney exclaimed in satisfaction. There was a final clang as she drove her hammer home, and a duller thump as the door fell open. Logan and I rushed towards her. 



"Hold on, don't crowd me." She waved us away, pulling a tangle of wires and a bare cell from her belt. After a little fiddling a dim light flicked on as a small LED lit up. She shined it forwards, reaching one arm into the interior of the bot, as Logan and I craned our necks to see around her. 



"Ooooo…." The three of us sighed in unison. 



"Food!" She exclaimed, climbing in, sorting through the mess. 



"Parts!" I followed after, heading for the stacked cardboard boxes. 



"Soda!" Logan hooked a carton right through the door and ripped into it. 



Sydney and I paused, glancing back at him. 



"What?" He raised his eyebrows innocently, and raised a pair of cans towards us. "It's cold."



That was enough for us. We scrambled back out, popping the tops off the cans and tasting it. 



"…This is pretty good stuff." I held the can out and inspected it. 



"Different than we get from farming vending machines." Sydney nodded in agreement. The three of us shared a smile. 



"Think we'll be able to sell Robin on trying this again?" Logan looked to me. 



"Probably." I swigged my soda and nodded knowingly. "Our shaman is pretty uptight, but if this guy's fine - " I patted the side of the bot " - then he'll probably be okay with it." I raised my can. "Besides, this is a pretty good argument, right? Something new.F" 



They nodded. 



"I'm going to get our rides." Logan turned back towards the woods. 



"Right." I nodded to Sydney. "We'll start unloading." 








The interior of the bot was cool, but we were sweating by the time we'd sorted out our haul. Our three bikes, beaten and battered as they were, were loaded to bursting. Even Logan's trailer was stacked with stuff. 



"You got enough cable?" I crawled out of the container, looking to where Logan was rigging up a makeshift block-and-tackle. 



"I think so." He frowned. "We might need to loot a few more flagpoles, if we're doing this a lot." 



"I'll ask Robin about it." 



"That's everything." Sydney tied the last thing onto the bikes and dusted off her hands. "Do your thing, Martin." 



"Right." I drew a deep breath and walked around to the front of the robot. I pulled the fetish off my neck, jingling the nuts there as I did a few simple rituals. I hoped it was enough as I clasped my hands and bowed to our benefactor. "We thank you, machines, for all your care and guidance." After holding the pose for a few moments, I straightened up and waved to Logan. He nodded, yanked on the cable, eating the slack quickly. The makeshift hook he'd positioned on the bot scraped a few inches, but dug in and caught. The now-empty container slowly straightened as it was lifted. It soon reached equilibrium, and I moved to give it one last shove. The hook fell free as the bot swayed upright, the wheels landing on the pavement with a dull thunk. 



We carefully cleared off the road, watching as the bot stood motionless for a handful of breaths. Then we heard its mechanisms whine, and it lurched forwards. 



"Yes!" I pumped a fist as it stopped, lurched backwards, stopped, turned its wheels. 



"Looks like it really is okay." Logan's brow furrowed as the bot juddered back and forth a few times. "Right?" 



"I think… Oh, there." I pointed. "Looks like a broken optic. It should heal just fine. The bots are pretty tough." 



"It'll make it home?" Sydney asked.



"Might drive a bit drunkenly, but if it takes it slow, it'll be fine," I repeated. 



The bot had managed to mostly turn itself around as we were talking. It froze again, before lurching backwards one last time, the loose door swinging wildly. 



Crunch. 



The three of us winced as it backed into the force-field, flattening the door wide open.



"It'll feel that tomorrow." Logan smirked as it swerved away, finally turned downhill. 



"Don't mock the bots," I said seriously. "We'd be nowhere without the machines." He snorted, but held his peace. 



"Hey, look." Sydney pointed, drawing our attention to the force-field. 



Fragments of the bot's outer shell were scattered on the ground, where it had impacted the field. Strangely, though, instead of simply falling around the field, the humming blue panes of force were wisping and curling, interrupted by the pearly plastic. 



"Huh." I stepped forwards to look. "The outside…" 



"It's got to get through somehow, I guess?" Logan tapped one hand on the field. 



"But it hit," Sydney objected. 



"Yeah, but the door was open." I absentmindedly gathered the fragments that had landed outside. When I waved one towards the field, it flickered away from my fingers. "Looks like just the plastic outside does this. The inside of the door was something else, so it crunched…." I furrowed my brow, fingers flying as I arranged the broken pieces. "Look!" 



"Hey, are you serious?" Logan took a step back. Where I'd lain the pieces, the force-field was thready and weak, a strip about a foot wide stretching upwards in a narrow triangle. "We could almost—" 



"Squeeze through that," Sydney finished. 



The three of us exchanged a glance. 



"You can't be serious." Logan took a step back. 



"Can't I?" I stood, examining the gap. It looked wide enough to edge through. I pushed a hand at it. My skin tingled, but passed through easily. I tried to tap the inside, but my fingers penetrated easily. "And I don't think we'll get stuck." I wiggled my digits. 



"Mmm…" Sydney's eyebrows were moving together, but I saw curiosity in her gaze, not annoyance. "Come on, Logan, haven't you ever wondered what's inside one of these things?" 



"You're a hunter, right?" I threw out a hook. "Who knows what sort of bots live inside here." 



"I…" Logan stared at the yard, leaning to peer through the gap. "Alright." He sighed. "You'd just go without me otherwise." He paced to his bicycle and snagged his spear. "Let's do this." 



Sydney and I exchanged grins, and I stood. Without wasting a moment, I turned sideways, shoving an arm through the gap and edging forwards. I turned my head and wiggled, before managing to slip through. Once inside, I stopped and gathered up a few more fragments of plastic, arranging them to widen the 'doorway'. 



My friends followed me quickly, and the three of us spread out to explore. 



We had been all around the house from the outside, but it suddenly seemed fresh and new now that we had somehow managed to penetrate the field. 



"Well, there's a lawnmower," Sydney said, wiggling her toes in the short grass. 



"But we knew that," Logan said. "Besides, we can catch those in the city."



"Might be a different type. And there's a pool of water in the back, right?" I said, moving for the side of the house. 



"Hold up." Sydney walked up the steps, headed for the front door. 



"Don't bother, Sydney," Logan called. "You know we've never managed to unlock…" The words died in his throat as the handle clicked over. 



"It's… open?" I stepped up beside her, looking at door in shock. There were letters on it, and I sounded them out. Valdez? Not a word I knew.



"I figured, with the field…" She waved at the blue dome vaguely. She stepped back, and the two of them looked to me. 



I paused, looking at the house seriously for a long moment. Teacher said that these places were strange, but he'd never told me they couldn't be entered. Although… I doubted he'd ever been near one himself. I fingered my fetish, feeling for anything strange in the area. Nothing really seemed dangerous or odd. Of course, Robin always said I was the dumbest student he'd ever taught. 



"Let's go in," I decided. I was pretty sure I was the only student he'd ever taught. I reached out confidently and swung the door wide. 



A blast of cool air hit us as the dim interior came into view. I stepped through and looked around. 



"Hold on." Logan caught my shoulder. "Something's whirring." 



I let him pass me. He turned towards the stairs and started up. I left him to his hunting, and waved Sydney in. 



"Look around," I told her. "If you find something you like, it should be fine to take, but only one thing." I glanced around. "We have no idea what sorts of machines live here. Be polite." She nodded, and the three of us split up. 



I wandered around, scrutinizing and searching, trying to understand what I was seeing and what it meant. The place was fairly small, as far as buildings went; a dozen rooms all told, upstairs and down. It was pleasant and pretty inside, colorful and cool with decorations and strange things scattered around. I found what seemed to be beds, wonderfully soft and warm. 



I eventually discovered a down-downstairs, dug out underground, and roughly furnished. There were dusty shelves with scattered tools and strange machines in the corners. I poked around for my souvenir, eventually settling on something cylindrical and angular. It clicked and spun mechanically as I worked it, fitting snugly into my palm. I examined it for a good few minutes, eventually realizing it hinged apart, revealing a set of cavities, filled with dull insets. I slid them in and out, wondering at the purpose of the thing. Eventually, I shoved it in a pocket and headed back upstairs. 



I met Logan in the hall. He'd captured a strange, disk-shaped bot, shaped like and upside-down bowl, and was covered in dust from prying it open.



Sydney was in another room, examining a beautifully crafted wooden table and set of chairs so precise they could only have been machine-made. She had found a shining steel knife, which she had added to her chain of tools. 



"There were clothes in the rooms," she said, looking to me. 



"Just one thing." I looked around. "We'll see what grows back next time we visit." 



They nodded. I turned and led the way to the door. 








The bike home was hot and long, but easy enough. We coasted downhill in the sun, gliding out of the small hills and towards our village. The city gleamed in the distance, half-hazy. A quadcopter swooped out of the sky, investigating; I considered reaching for my net, but we were already full to bursting with loot. 



The trees flowed past us as we leveled out into the plains and started pumping, our laden bikes drawing the sweat to our skin and pulling the breaths from our chests. A few delivery bots maneuvered their way cautiously past us, and I saw the others glance speculatively, just as curious as I was about what they carried. They were moving much to fast here, though; we'd need to investigate their routes more closely if we wanted to replicate our feat with them. 



The village eventually came into view, a colorful collection of random and various junk adorning small, solid log cabins. We coasted down the main street, slowing and stopping as people saw our heavy loads and approached curiously. 



"Good hunt?" John, the town's dismantler and Sydney's teacher, approached. 



"Very good!" Logan smiled. "You guys will never believe what we managed to catch." 



"Really now." A cold voice washed over me, and my head snapped around. 



"Robin," I said nervously. 



"Martin." He glared. "I was certain - certain that you were going to the city to today. I definitely told you to do some farming." 



"Well, uh." I shrugged. "The vending machines weren't being very helpful, so I—" 



He cut me off with a guillotine eyebrow, before rubbing his eyes and sighing. "Come with me, you three." He waved at us. Logan and Sydney exchanged glances and smirked, parking their bikes and following. "Let's hear what Martin dragged you into this time." 








The inside of Robin's cabin was filled with knicknacks and geegaws and quiet disapproval. My eyes skated over the tangles of wire and components that dangled from the walls, the sheaves of yellowing paper and a lone computer tablet, rigged to a bare solar panel where it would catch the morning sun. My desk sat in the corner, covered in half-done homework. 



"…and then you came straight back?" Robin asked, expression blandly stoic. 



"Yes," I nodded. 



He sighed, rubbing his eyes again. "Well, capturing the delivery bot… that's going to take some thinking, but…" He looked to the cans of soda on the table. "We'll see. About the house, though…" His eyes narrowed. "Let me see what you took." 



Logan's strange bot was already sitting on the table, so Sydney produced he knife and I took out my strange mechanism. 



"Good knife." He pushed it back towards her, and she picked it up. "This…" He picked up the bot and turned it over in his hands. "Battery, a few lights, some gears? Probably a cleaner of some sort. I don't know much about the inside of houses, but it may well be replaced… we'll have to go back and see." He finally turned to my gadget. 



He picked it up carefully examining it. I showed him how it snapped apart, and his brows narrowed. He pulled one of the dull cylinders from inside, and his expression got darker. 



He turned away, picking up his tablet. 



"Do you know what it—" He cut me off with a glare, and I leaned back. 



He tapped the screen a few times, calling up various programs. I squinted, trying to catch what he was doing, but I wasn't good enough at reading the machine-text to make it out. 



"This," he finally pronounced, "is likely a weapon." 



The three of us gaped. We'd heard the word before, even if we didn't really understand the idea. A tool made specifically for killing; it was an abhorrent concept, and rightly so. 



"Martin…" He groaned. 



"No, wait, but…" My words trailed off. A weapon? Ice walked my spine for a moment. "I didn't know!" 



He sighed, nodded. 



"Will the bots…" 



"I have no idea." He moved carefully, gathering the cylinders and re-assembling the thing. "Not everything dangerous is a weapon. Let's test it once and see what it does." 



He rose, and we followed him to his backyard. He consulted the tablet a few more times, scrolling up and down, expression growing darker and darker. Finally, he handed me the computer and raised the gadget, bracing himself carefully and raising it to eye-level, arms outstretched. I watched his fingers carefully as he ratchetted the spur on the back, pointed it directly at a narrow tree, and squeezed. 



BANG!



Everyone jumped. 



Needles drifted through the air. 



Robin sighed, and lowered the… weapon. 



He broke it open and tipped out the cylinders, laying them carefully on the ground with the gadget. We all gravitated towards the tree. 



The soft pine had a hole in it, about the size of my pinkie finger. The back… had a splintered hole, significantly larger. We examined it for a long moment, wondering. 



"Dangerous," Robin decided. "At that distance, that sort of impact, if it hit something alive…" 



"But…" I stopped, trying to process what had just happened. "This thing could be useful, right?" 



"That wouldn't kill me," Logan commented.



"It might affect you differently," Robin retorted. 



"We could open things with that," Sydney added. "Sure, it's a bit strange, but—" 



"No." Robin was curt. "This thing is too dangerous. I think it's a weapon. I'm not letting my student," he glared at me, "carry around a weapon. Especially before you finish your training. You're not even half a shaman yet. What if you killed a bot? Or worse yet, a person? Even as a tool, it's too dangerous." 



I swallowed, nodding. 



"Go unpack your bikes." He waved us away as he gathered the thing up. "I've got stuff to finish. Tomorrow, after you get back from farming—" 



The three of us groaned. 



"Farming, come see me. You need to know more about houses." 








It was blessedly cloudy the next day. 



We wandered the streets of the city on our bicycles, following our memorized route. The vending machine by the tunnels, the vending machine by the plug station, the vending machine by the tall, columned building; we visited each one, one at a time, and kicked them. 



Clang, clang, clang.



Currently. Logan was farming. 



"I hate doing this," I grunted, nursing my sore foot. "Someday they'll start kicking back." 



"It works, though," Sydney shrugged. 



"Right, but…" I sighed. "There should be a better way to get stuff out of these." 



"Coins work." She smirked. 



"We could trawl the gutters again," I mumbled. 



"We've stripped this place." She glanced around, and I nodded. 



"What about that thing?" I asked. "Could it open one of these?" 



"Hmm." She cast a professional eye on the vending machine. Its multi-colored face flickered with lights every time Logan kicked it. "I dunno. We've never managed to get one open before." 



"They have doors on the back, right?" 



"They've got something shaped like a door on the back." She rolled her eyes. "I mean, we've tipped them over and tried. But the bots just set them back up. Sometimes they swap them out; maybe they don't refill them, but just replace them with a new one, wherever they're grown." 



"Maybe." 



We watched pensively. Finally, the machine gave a clunk and dropped something. Logan threw his hands in the air and reached into the hopper. 



"Plastic bottles… good enough." He shrugged. "We should hit a walk-through next." 



"Sounds good to me." I nodded. 








"What do you think's in there?" I asked, watching Sydney press buttons on the small display. 



"Dunno," Logan answered, as the speaker on the side fuzzed and burbled. "Bots of some kind, I'd guess." 



"Duh." 



Finally, some of the lights flashed. We walked a bit down, and waited in front of a small sliding door. 



"Think we could open this with that thing?" I asked. 



"Just give it a rest, Martin." He rolled his eyes. "Robin's going to sleep with that thing under his pillow if you keep asking about it." He smirked. "And then we'll never be able to sneak it out and try it on something." 



"I guess…" I muttered dolefully, as the door finally slid open. Sydney picked up the paper bag and plastic cups, two this time, and we looked for somewhere to split whatever we'd gotten for lunch. 








"Think we've got enough?" I rummaged through the assortment in my bicycle basket. 



"You know Robin best," Sydney answered. 



"Eh…" I gave the clutter a calculting glance. "Probably." 



"Alright, then." The others hopped onto their bikes. 



We pedaled slowly through the streets, dodging the occasional bot. I eyed a street-cleaner, wondering what it would take to capture one of those, and what we could extract from it. 



The town was quiet, much quieter than the woods. Tall buildings rose around us as we threaded our way through, their height increasing as we made our way into the city center. We stopped at the fountain in the middle, splashing water on our faces to cool off and re-filling our bottles. 



"There." Sydney stopped, pointing to the side. 



"Huh?" I looked up. 



"We could open that, I bet." She was pointing to a short-ish building, colonnades setting off a glass-covered entryway. We'd peered inside before, and I didn't need to go near to know it was filled with shelves and shelves of books. "Glass should break if we hit it hard enough, right?" 



"…that's what Robin taught me," I answered doubtfully. "But we've tried breaking windows and stuff before." I glanced at the surrounding buildings. They didn't have a force-field, but no matter how we'd hammered and tested, doors wouldn't open and windows wouldn't break. "I wonder about that house…" 



"I dunno," she replied, "but that thing hit awfully  hard." 



"Still think I'd be fine," Logan answered. "…unless it hit my head." 



"You probably would." She nodded. "But you're a lot softer than a tree." 



"True." He grimaced, and we hopped back on our bikes.








"Alright." Robin pushed his plate aside, and the three of us looked up. Dinner had been good enough, but I'd barely tasted it. The three of us locked our gazes on him, suddenly silent. 



"I guess you're curious, huh?" He snorted. "Fair enough, fair enough. You want to know about the houses." 



Nods. 



"Okay, well…" He rose, walked over to a shelf, and plucked a slim volume from it. He spread it open, spun it around, and slid it to me. I squinted down, trying to make out the faint writing in the dim light of a half-dozen LED's. 



He let me struggle for a few minutes before sighing. 



"Fine, fine." He picked it up and snapped it shut. "This," he said, "is a record my teacher wrote when he was young, some three hundred years ago. I found it in his effects, and I've been trying to really understand it for the past eighty years. It's not long, and it doesn't say much, but it does talk a bit about the houses." 



"How did he know?" I frowned. "If we've only now…" 



"Well." Robin steepled his fingers. "Apparently, at some point… although it's not very clear on when, exactly, there were people living in them." 



"People?" Now Sydney frowned. "Like…" She looked to Logan and I. 



"Like us, yes." Robin idly spun the book. "They lived in the houses, and they… used the bots." 



We nodded easily. 



"No, not like we use the bots." He grimaced. "You stopped that delivery van? It used to deliver to a person. The bots obeyed them." 



"But—"



"What—"



"You mean—" 



"Hush." 



We fell silent. 



"They might… although I'm not entirely sure on this one, but… They might have made the bots." He gazed into the distance. 



"Make a bot?" Logan asked, slowly. His gaze turned to the strange contraptions scattered around the hut. "Like your stuff?" 



"No," Robin answered patiently. "Not assembled a bot - made a bot." 



"From… what?" Sydney asked slowly. "If not from another bot?" 



"How would I know?" Robin shrugged helplessly. 



We nodded slowly at that. 



"Still, that's what it seems to say." He frowned. "If I understand it correctly, bots are made from things you can dig up out of the ground." 



We gazed blankly. 



"Look, I don't really get it either." He spread his hands. 



"So…" Sydney's voice was soft. "What happened?" 



"They just… left, near as I can tell." Robin's gaze went pensive. "They got… bored or something, and left." 



"Where'd they go?" I asked. 



"Search me." He shrugged. "That's what I'm trying to find out." His gaze sharpened. "And what I'm trying to teach you, Martin, to find out as well." 



I shrunk back, slightly ashamed. It's not that I never did my homework, or studied Robin's methods, but… 



"Anyways." He sighed. "This is why we need to be more careful with the houses. They don't… not really, come from the bots. They don't act the same, they might not grow back." 



"So those bots…" Sydney's gaze was distant. "They've just… kept going?" 



"So it seems." Robin shrugged. "Maybe one day they'll wake up and stop, or maybe not." 



"I feel like they could just go on forever," Logan said. 



"Just… going in circles?" I said. 



"Waiting," Sydney said. 



"Maybe." Robin nodded. "Maybe not. I half wish I knew, but… I'm not sure I want to find out." 



We nodded in response. 








I lay awake that night, in my bed. My cabin was small, but I'd built it myself with long hours and in the hot sun. My brain was turning over everything Robin had said, about the houses and the gun and the bots and people who had lived there. 



What had they done? 



Why had they left? 



How did they do it? 



Where did they go?



Finally, a summer storm rolled in and lulled me to sleep with its rumbling, tip-tapping on my thatch and eaves.








"What do you think?" I stared at the buildings rising around us as we biked through the city.



"I wonder," Logan answered. 



"Mmm." 








"Would they mind?" I stood at the edge of the pool, behind the house we'd 'opened'. 



"Nah." Sydney said and shoved me, hard. 



"Phthpthpshblah!" I spluttered. 








"Guys." I stopped the other two as we dismounted by the fountain, in city square. I gazed across the road, barely tracking a delivery bot as it zipped past. 



"Mmm?" Sydney looked up from filling her bottle. 



"Do you think the books in there…?"



"Good a guess as any," Logan nodded. 



A quadcopter, high in the sky, droned and swooped. 








"It's been, what, a week?" Sydney asked. 



"Nearbouts." I stepped around a tree. "Give it a few more days. He keeps it in the drawer under his tablet." 








As the sun rose, the three of us parked our bikes by the fountain. 



"You sure about this?" Logan asked, looking to me. 



"Come on, you're just as curious." I rolled my eyes. "Besides, we all know who's really going to get chewed out here." 



"It's not like we won't be out hoeing with you, Martin." Sydney locked her kickstand and sauntered over. "Sure, we might not get lectured - " 



"For hours." 



" - but yeah, are you going to do this or not?" 



I drew a deep breath, and reached for the sack in my bike's basket. It clinked as I opened it, revealing the gadget and five dull cylinders. 



"It's not necessarily a weapon," Logan said, as I hesitated a moment. 



"Look at all the books in there," Sydney supplied. "They probably say all sorts of things. We can take some back to Robin, and he'll be so absorbed he won't even notice us for weeks." 



"Yeah, yeah." I picked up the thing and slotted the cylinders in, snapping it closed. I shut my eyes and thought back to what Robin had done, spreading my feet, curling one hand around the grip and cupping the other hand under it. I sighted down the top, and realized that there was a device there for pointing the thing, three small pegs that lined up with each other. I remembered the roar, how his arms had shaken, and tightened my muscles. 



I pointed it carefully, and squeezed. 



Nothing. 



Oh, right. I carefully ratcheted back the spur on top, and tried again.



BANG!



Everyone flinched. 



For a moment after, we all stood silent, staring. 



"…nothing?" Logan's voice was disappointed. 



"No, wait…" Sydney walked forwards, and I hurriedly lowered my arms. I snapped the gadget open and dumped the cylinders out, shoving the whole assembly into a pocket. 



We walked over to the window. There was a small hole - about the size of my thumb - surrounded in white cracks. I reached out and touched it tentatively. It was warm, and pieces crumbled away. 



"…something?" I said. 



"I guess it didn't make much of a hole in the tree, either…" Logan muttered. 



"I'm not sure what I expected, but—" Suddenly, we heard a noise. 



WeeeeEEEEEeeeeooooo…. WeeeeeeEEEEEooooo…



We exchanged looks, suddenly nervous. None of us had heard that before. 



"A… new bot?" Logan asked. The sound was quickly approaching.



"I dunno." I moved towards my bike, but stopped. A bot swerved into the intersection in front of us, something low and sleek, black and white with large words stenciled on the side. It screeched it a halt between us and the fountain. There were brilliant lights on top, flashing and flowing in red and blue.



The noise faded. 



We were frozen. 



Suddenly, a door opened. 



We lurched backwards. 



And… a bot got out. 



It was obviously a bot. It was sleek and metallic, segmented and plated in dark blue with highlights of gold. It had a face of sorts, with stylistic features, but… I could see gaps, where pistons and joints showed through. 



It stared at us for a moment, then seemed to… sigh? 



I was suddenly struck by how inhumanly human it was, this thing of plastic and steel. I caught the sag of its shoulders, the twitch of a painted eyebrow. Whatever it was, this thing was nothing like the delivery bot or the street-sweeper or the garden-variety lawn mower. They were, perhaps, smarter than animals; I had a scary feeling that this thing was smarter than us. Its glare seemed to bore right through me, fixing on the gadget in my pocket. 



"You got a license for that thing, kid?" 



It's voice was gruff, but not unfriendly.



We gaped. 



"By univac's left…" It sighed again, then looked up at the sky. "How long has it been?" It seemed caught in silent communion with… someone, or something, for untold moments. A half-dozen quadcopters zoomed in, circled the plaza, and zipped away. Finally, it looked down and fixed us with a stare. 



"You silly, silly people." It raised a hand to its face. 



"Um, excuse me…" I stepped forwards. 



"First things first." It held out a hand. "Give it here." 



"But…" 



"Kid." 



I slowly removed the thing from my pocket, and passed it over. It gestured again, and I poured the cylinders in its palm as well. 



It stepped up and ran a digit over the glass. 



"Enthusiastic readers?" It tilted its head a little as it looked at us. 



"…I'd like to be," I hazarded. 



"Heh." Something like a grin appeared. "Three generations, and you're already bored of this game. Good enough for me." It placed a hand on the door, and it swung open. 



"Can we…?" Sydney looked in. 



"Come on." It led the way. 



We followed it to the desk in the center of the room, gazing around in wonder. There were, indeed, shelves and shelves of books here. They continued on, blocking lines of sight and filling everything with textured shadow. It waved, and lights came on. It stepped behind the counter and punched a few buttons. 



"Names?" 



"Sydney!" 



"Logan." 



"Martin."



Something whirred, and it passed each of us a card. "The door will open as long as you have that. You can't take the books out until you know what you're doing." 



We looked at the slim plastic squares, still wondering, still uncertain. 



"That's all!" It clapped its hands, shocking loud in the quiet. 



We jumped. 



"Go on, get outta here. I've got to clean this place up." It moved towards the window.



We turned. I paused, looked back. 



"And then?" I asked. 



"See the phone?" It pointed to something by the desk. "Pick that up, dial nine-one-one." 



I nodded, and slowly walked out the door. 








The police droid watched as the three children peddled away. After they turned the corner and disappeared, he bent down and started picking up pieces of glass off the floor one speck at a time. 



A tumult of voices rang in his head. The content was mixed, but the meaning was clear. 



"Are they coming back, then?" 



"Maybe." He was noncommittal, but buried deeply in the transmission a hint of happiness could be heard. "Give them a few years, I guess."
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      The Machine Of Literal Death, Possibly, Maybe


      

      
      
         For Entertainment Purposes Only, the sign's fine print read, and Tyrone's eyes kept straying back to that final line. After he signed the waiver: For Entertainment Purposes Only. While he waited for the ancient credit-card machine to churn through the chip-and-PIN math: For Entertainment Purposes Only. As the operator pressed the hypo up to his arm, and collected a few drops of blood with a hiss and a nip: For Entertainment Purposes Only.



"I've read a lot about the machine," he finally said while the operator ejected the used needle from the hypo and dropped it into the sharps bin. "Nobody's ever been found who got an incorrect prediction. Why the disclaimer?"



"Liability," she said immediately, not even looking back at him as she inserted the vial from the hypo into a device that looked vaguely like, but was almost certainly not, a tabletop centrifuge. It whirred to life, and there was an unearthly grinding noise from inside the device that sent an ache through Tyrone's molars and made his throat go dry.



He swallowed, glancing uncomfortably between the device and the silent refrigerator-sized black monolith at its side that he'd come here to consult. "I thought that's what the waivers were for."



"'For entertainment purposes only' is what the waivers are," she said. "It has nothing to do with how accurate the prediction is—standing behind the machine's assertions puts us at an incredible amount of legal risk. Think about it. If it tells you your cause of death will be 'Fatty foods' or 'High blood pressure,' we've just given you medical advice. If it says 'President Duke', we're making predictions you can use as investment advice. If it says 'Bankruptcy' and you're about to start a big lawsuit, we've just given you legal advice. That last one got us sued, by the way, and it was most likely the waivers which swung the jury."



The tabletop device rattled to a halt with an ear-splitting grinding noise that sent Tyrone's vision floaty for a moment. He staggered sideways, shooting out an arm to steady himself on the wall. The operator, seemingly unaffected, thumbed a button that spat the vial of blood back out into a metal catch, and picked the vial up, pausing as she was about to insert it into the black machine. "And if you want my advice, Mr. Clay, you should treat it as entertainment. Let's say it says 'Cancer'—about one in four do. It might mean you've got a tumor right now, or it might mean you'll die decades after retirement, and spending your life jumping at shadows is just going to make you miserable, and won't change when the end comes." She glanced back, then paused, tilting her head. "You alright?"



Tyrone glanced back at the crenellated rim of the tabletop device, and felt a fleeting image of its teeth sinking into his soul, chewing and ripping and digesting him and spitting him out in tablet form for the monolith to digest and contemplate. He took a deep breath and stood up a little straighter, waiting for the vertigo to bleed away. "I…I think so."



The operator assessed him for a moment, then nodded, an unexpected moment of sympathy flitting past her features. "Are you sure you want to do this? It's…" She trailed off, then placed a hand on his arm, and suddenly there was another person standing there beside him against the cold blank face of death. "A lot of people have second thoughts. Knowing how you'll die is a pretty mixed blessing. I can't process a refund after the slip prints, but if you want more time to think about it…"



He looked down at her hand, then back into her face. "What did yours say?"



"Suicide," she said softly and without hesitation.



He winced.



"Don't be sorry," she said. "I can choose when I die. And yes, it keeps me up nights wondering what in my life could become so scary that I feel I have to make that choice. But. You know." She shrugged and gave him a hopeful smile.



Tyrone didn't know how to respond to that. "Let's do this," he said instead.



The rest of this, he knew from the documentaries, was anticlimactic. The processed blood would be inserted into the small round slot near the top of the monolith. It would spin to life, shuddering slightly, with the whine of gears and gyros, and sit in silent thought for about ten seconds. Then its innards would start chattering, and a paper tongue would start protruding within the little mouth at knee level, and then some gear-stop clunks as the white tongue protruded to lick the top lip, and the machine would shudder and hiss as the printout was cut from the printer spool to fall into the dispenser.



Except the part with the chattering was curiously silent and prolonged. Tunk, he heard, and the machine shuddered. Tunk. Tunk. Tunk.  And with a chillingly final lurch, something inside the monolith seized, and it screamed and went silent.



The operator stared, one hand over her silent O of a mouth, manicured nails trembling.



"What happened?" Tyrone said.



"It's never done that," she said, and crouched to examine the slot. "It's…oh, God, it's broken."



"Jesus. What does that mean?" Tyrone's heart started hammering. "Am I immortal? Am I already dead?"



"It started printing. I can see—" The operator grunted as she crouched lower, sticking her arm in up to the elbow. "I think I can get—" She yanked, and there was the sound of tearing paper, and she stood back up with half a printout.



Tyrone snatched it from her with trembling hands.



THIS, it said in the machine's simple typewriter-serif capitals, part of the S ripped away.








While the operator was placing a panicked call to her manager, Tyrone fled the building, jamming the paper in his pocket. When he got home, he sat and stared at the half-printout for a long time. He walked to the kitchen and rooted through his junk drawer for one of his ex-wife's lighters. He lifted the printout in one hand and the lighter in the other, but paused.



Maybe you'll burn your house down trying to get rid of "THIS" piece of paper, a little voice in the back of his head helpfully supplied.



He jammed the lighter back in his junk drawer, stiffly walked over to the sofa chair, and sat back down. Five minutes later, he stood back up, grabbed the lighter from the junk drawer, and threw it in the trash. Moments later, he rooted through the trash for it, and walked outside to throw the lighter in the empty trash bin, wheeling it outside onto his non-flammable driveway.



Tyrone stared at the slip for a while longer, carefully inserted it as a bookmark into a random page of his family Bible, and then went over to his computer and read through everything he could find about the so-called "Machine of Death". The write-ups he'd bookmarked while first researching it and re-read endlessly while he was on the waiting list for an appointment. Every news article which mentioned it or its famously reclusive inventor. Media interviews with its more famous clients. Online reviews from former customers. Discussions in the various forums that had sprung to life around it. None of them ever mentioned the machine jamming.



He spent several hours curled up in the corner breathing shallowly after realizing that, if the machine had exploded and riddled his body with shrapnel, the slip would have been proven instantly correct.



He ran a search on an online dictionary. "Thistles?" he said aloud at the scandalously short list of results, and fell asleep reading about the genus Asteraceae. When he woke up, he did the same thing on a genealogy site, searching through the T names and drawing a complete blank.



He was interrupted by a knock on his door, and discovered that his porch contained three men in suits flanked by two police officers. "Mister Clay," Middle Suit said. "I understand that you visited a 'Machine of Death' storefront yesterday, and returned home with a prediction slip?"



Tyrone stepped forward into the doorway, holding the door half-closed behind him. "Okay, yeah."



"Are you currently in possession of that slip?" Left Suit said.



"Maybe. What's this about?" Tyrone said, suspicion further growing.



Right Suit thrust forward a thick sheaf of notarized papers. "As the legal representatives of Passage Predictions, LLC, we would like to speak with you about taking possession of that slip for safe disposal."



"We wish to scrap the machine and destroy the prediction slip in a manner authorized by both yourself and the authorities, at a minimum distance of 1000 miles from your current location, to minimize any possibility of injury or other harm," Left Suit said.



"Just as a precaution, you understand," Right Suit added.



"You would, of course, be fully refunded for your transaction," Middle Suit said.



Tyrone accepted the papers and flipped through them without looking. Surprise and suspicion warred; relief flailed for territory, and was pushed off the map again by a rootless and insubstantial fear. It couldn't possibly be that easy. Could it? Then Tyrone thought of the operator's prediction.



"You know, I think I'd prefer to keep it, actually," he said.



The suits glanced at each other, then at the officers. The officers stood relaxed, staring at nothing in particular, one with her arms crossed and the other with thumbs hooked in the pockets of his crisply peaked slacks. MCCOURTNEY, K and ISSA, T, according to their cracking and faded badges.



"Mister Clay," Middle Suit said, "we strongly recommend against that course of action."



"Any particular reason why?" Tyrone said, resolve suddenly firming. "Cause. You know. For entertainment purposes only."



Middle Suit went nervously silent.



"Is it the legal position of Passage Predictions, LLC, that you expect your company to be the cause of my death?" Tyrone said—glancing over at Officer Issa, whose boredom had vanished into a growing smirk.



"Passage Predictions, ah, is investigating the machine's apparent malfunction," Middle Suit said, "and, um, desires a resolution that minimizes the possibility of injury or other harm. Accidental injury. Unintentional."



"Any Acts of God, you might say," Right Suit edged in, "that might occur in accordance with a hypothetically correct analysis."



"Acts of God, yes."



"Surely then," Tyrone said with a sweet smile, "there's nothing legally to worry about?" 



It was, he reflected, quite possibly worth the risk of some improbable and untimely demise just to watch the lawyers squirm.








Second thoughts intruded the next day, and Tyrone worked his way through the phone tree of the New York number on the notarized paperwork: The Law Offices of Hirtzmann, Hiscoe & Rothbach.



"I want to buy the broken machine," Tyrone said.



There was brief silence. Then: "Tyrone—can I call you Tyrone?—I'd like to set aside my professional obligations for a moment and speak to you, simply as one man to another. And that thing I'd like to say as a fellow human being is: You're crazy."



"Yeah, yeah. Hear me out, Mister…?"



"Ted, please."



"Ted. Isn't the whole point of learning your cause of death to assert some control over the process? Let's just pretend, for purposes of this discussion, that the machine is somehow out to personally murder me. If it's melted down to slag, maybe the metal gets recycled into a knife that some random mugger uses to stab me, or maybe if it's sunk to the bottom of the ocean, a sliver of metal gets eaten by a crab, and one day I eat it for dinner and choke on the shard. The point is, you're proposing something that introduces weird cosmic unpredictability into the process, and then I'm back to square one. If I own the machine, I can lock it in a warehouse across the country and never go near it until I'm ready to die."



"Where it could be stolen," Ted said immediately. "You could go broke and the storage unit could be foreclosed on. Or maybe the money you spend on the machine causes you to go broke, and that leads to your death. Same problem, except we're thinking of all those crab-knife-recycling problems. Did you look at the preliminary plan? We've sent it out to engineers and academics for peer review. You're basically saying you think you can cheat fate more effectively than a lot of smart people all coming together to work on your behalf."



"Yes, well," Tyrone said, "it would be my problem then, as a consenting adult. No liability anywhere, if I own the thing. Stop trying to save me from myself and do the simple thing for your clients."



Ted sighed. "Look, just because I'm a lawyer doesn't mean I'm a walking joke, okay? When I go home from the office at night I have to go to sleep with all the decisions I make, and I don't want a death on my conscience."



"You made partner with that attitude?" Tyrone jabbed.



"Ha, ha. This isn't a lawyer thing, okay? Did you happen to notice in the paperwork that I'm also a board member of Passage? We brought the Machine to the world because it helps people, Tyrone. It lets them plan, and live smart, and wring more out of the time they have left. If a Machine malfunction cuts one person's life short, that's too many. I don't want you to take that chance."



And the bad press would ruin you, Tyrone didn't say. This isn't altruism talking.



"What was your prediction?" he said instead.



"Cancer," Ted said. "So now I'm getting screenings every six months and eating a little healthier. Maybe pushing myself a little harder with my hobbies. It's pretty liberating on the ski slopes knowing you're not going to die by slamming into a tree."



"When the diagnosis comes," Tyrone said, "you gonna get chemo?"



Ted paused. "It depends. The first cancer isn't necessarily going to be the one that kills me, but let's be honest, chemotherapy is hell. If the odds of it working are too low, it's better to save myself the agony."



"So what you're saying is," Tyrone said, "it's more important to you to have control of your death than to delay it as long as possible?"



Ted was silent.



"Look," he finally said, "I'll run it by the rest of the board if you want, but…please, Tyrone. Think about our offer."








Tyrone woke up in the middle of the night with a crazy thought on his mind and ice in his veins. He stumbled out of bed down to the living-room desk, flipped on the light over the family Bible, and leafed through the paperwork that the lawyers on his porch had handed him.



Ted. Who was a board member of Passage Predictions, LLC, whose business his crazy ideas were threatening. Ted, starts with T. 



"Hirtzmann, Hiscoe & Rothbach."



The panic receded only slightly when he saw "Ted Rothbach" on a signature line. He turned on his computer and checked the firm's Web site, and finally his heart unclenched. Eric Hiscoe.



He pointed at the Bible's bookmark and smirked. "Gotcha," he said aloud, and very nearly did a little victory dance before wondering if maybe he would trip and fall and the book would land on his head.



The next morning, Tyrone called over his friend Andre to wrap the prediction slip in a plastic sleeve, the sleeve in a notebook, the notebook in a cardboard box, and the box in his basement. 



That, he thought, should take care of things until I hear back from Rothbach.








"Hello…yes…I'm sorry for intruding, sergeant, but I've got a really important question about one of your officers…"








Andre pressed the frame to the wall over the sofa, which had been pulled forward by about three feet. "You sure about this?"



"Absolutely. Plexiglass cover, lightweight rounded frame, and we'll screw it to the wall so it can't fall off."



"Into the drywall, or a stud?"



Tyrone paused.



"What are the chances," he asked, "of a weakened stud collapsing the house?"








"Yes, I'm just calling for the result of the blood-borne infectious diseases panel, last name Clay…"








"It's a reasonable precaution," Tyrone said defensively.



"No it isn't," Andre said, setting down the security camera and stepping down from the stepladder. "Look, if you're so worried about someone stealing it, set it on fire and be done with it."



"No. Then we're back to the it-could-come-from-anywhere problem."



"It still could! You don't even know it's the paper that'll do it!"



"What's more likely?" Tyrone said. "That I keep the paper around and it gets me one day, or that the universe winds up an even more outlandish Rube Goldberg machine despite having a legitimate murder weapon twenty feet away?"



"What's more likely is that the machine fucked up!" Andre shouted, then closed his eyes and took a breath through his nose. "Go get retested."



Tyrone snorted. "They blacklisted me. Don't want to risk another machine offering me the same message more explosively. So I'm doing the smart thing, which is to craft a death I can control, and make it simultaneously extremely unlikely and likelier than the alternative." He reached out for the security camera—but paused halfway through, backed away, and nodded toward it. "That's what lets me live without fear.…As long as I steer clear of that Passage warehouse in Ketchikan, I mean."



"Without fear," Andre said, and picked up the camera with a sigh. "Right."



"I think I can live without a vacation to Alaska," Tyrone said, but Andre merely returned to installing the camera.








"Hello, this is going to sound like a strange and simple request, but you advertise 'no questions asked', and I'll pay what your time is worth. There's a member of the Police Department…"



Tyrone trailed off, eyes lingering on the THIS behind the plexiglass. No hint of punctuation. Maybe this was over the line.



Without fear, Andre's voice echoed in his head, and he steadied himself. As ridiculous as the idea was, he couldn't let it keep owning him. It would be so simple to finally put it to rest.



"…An officer named Timothy Issa," he continued, "and I just need to know his middle name…"








The news programs at first identified George Tanner's death as a suicide, until they found a detailed note next to his prediction slip on the table in his apartment. "Just in case something happens I need everyone to know that I am NOT done with life," it read. "I fully intend to walk back in this door after jumping off the Lincoln Bridge. I am proving to the universe that I am invincible until I choose to end it."



His family sued, claiming breach of duty of care based on Tanner's history of mental illness. It eventually came out in court that Tanner had confided to a friend he wanted to take down Passage for his prediction of suicide, and that he "was going to set them up good," but that didn't sway the jury on the mental-health claims. Two years later, Tyrone bought the THIS machine at the bankruptcy auction. 



Its shell, anyway. The guts had long since been ripped out, and when Andre and Cody wrestled it into the back corner of the living room, it sat there like the hollow exoskeleton of a sun-baked cricket.



"Dude," Cody said. "This is creepy." Andre, for his part, just rolled his eyes.



"It's asserting my control over fate," Tyrone said. "With the possible exception of thistle soup, or people with exceptionally improbable names, or whatever happened to the machine's innards, I now know for a fact that what's going to kill me is right here in this room."



"So you can spend the rest of your life freaking out at it in person," Andre said.



"I am not freaking out," Tyrone said. "I am not afraid."



"Uh-huh," Andre said.



"I—I'm not—Goddammit, look!" Tyrone yelled, then stomped across the room and flung himself to the ground at the machine's base, sprawling on his back. 



Andre's eyes flew wide. "Ty—"



"I could die at any moment and I'm perfectly okay with that!" Tyrone shouted, heart hammering, feeling sweat beading on his brow. His eyes flicked up to the silent black shell, which was resting quietly on sturdy legs, showing no signs whatsoever of being overbalanced or ready to break apart or armed with terrorist explosives. "Look at me! If the universe wanted to kill me right now, it could, uhh…I dunno, cause an earthquake and tip the thing over onto me! DO YOU HEAR ME, UNIVERSE? IF YOU WANT TO KILL ME, NOW'S YOUR CHANCE!"



Nothing happened.



"Jesus, Tyrone, this is creepy," Cody said. "Get up. Please."



Tightness clenched Tyrone's chest, and he suddenly remembered to breathe. The machine loomed over him like a tombstone made of night. A wall clock ticked off seconds in the kitchen. The carpet tickled his arms. The stippling on the ceiling hung like a million tiny spikes.



"Right," Tyrone said, shimmying away from the machine, then crab-walking, then scrambling backward before he finally got to his feet halfway across the room. The tightness in his chest didn't loosen, and he suddenly knew it was a heart attack and the damn machine had scared him to death, and he staggered wordlessly back to the far wall, vertigo surging and choking, staccato breathing leaving his throat with little rattling wheezes—darkness creeping in from the edges of his vision and then exploding throughout his consciousness—



—and he woke up, numb but whole, with Andre and Cody crouched over him, the machine still standing in silent accusation across the room.



"You alright, dude?" Cody said, lifting Tyrone's wrist and pressing two fingers to it. "You fainted."



"Not too late to melt that thing into slag," Andre muttered.








Tyrone stared at the machine for ten minutes the next morning before slowly shuffling toward it.



He glanced behind it, alongside it. It had no plug to insert into the nearby power outlet. No wild animals lurked in its shadow. It was no less well balanced than it had been the previous day.



Finally, slowly, he reached out. Stretched his arm forward. Hesitated.



Typed "static electricity" into his computer's search engine. Read several articles. Got a safety pin from the kitchen, and unbent it so he could touch the machine with the tip. Tapped it. Waited. Pressed his hand further forward and brushed his fingers to the cool black surface.



Held his hand there. It tingled a bit against his skin. The machine did nothing.



"You know, maybe you're not completely terrifying," he finally said.



It didn't reply.








Later that week, he lay down in front of the machine again, feeling his heart start to thud in his chest.



"Listen, you," he said, feeling a little self-conscious even though he lived alone. "You're going to kill me someday. I get that. But I. I."



His voice cracked. He swallowed, and pushed words out, hoping that saying them would make them true.



"…I don't think it's going to be today."



His pulse hammered like drumsticks against the insides of his ribs. He forced himself to take a deep breath. This wasn't a heart attack. It was just fear.



The clock in the kitchen ticked onward. 



And suddenly, the machine was what it had always been. A cold black husk. An impersonal, insubstantial piece of a much larger game. A tiny but crucial piece of the universe—a universe which was someday going to kill him, just like it was going to kill every man, woman, child, and animal that had ever lived, some sooner than others.



"And if it is today," Tyrone said slowly, "it was always meant to happen that way. Right?"



He forced himself to lie there until he felt his heart start to slow.



He reached up and brushed his fingers to the machine. The tip of an afternoon sunbeam was licking the metal near the floor, and the black surface was warm to the touch. 



No static electricity zapped him. No earthquakes toppled the machine down on him.



Tyrone didn't die.








Cody stopped dead as he entered the living room, staring at the far wall. "Dude," he said. "You moved it?"



Tyrone shrugged. "It looked weird in the corner."



Cody looked at him, eyes wide in some combination of fear and awe. "You moved it. That's…when did you go all bodhisattva on us? How?"



"I don't know," Tyrone said. "Wednesday? It just…" He made a vague gesture with a hand. "It was scary. Until it wasn't."



"Dude." Cody shook his head, opened his mouth several times to speak, then marched up and clamped his arms around Tyrone in a hug. "Dude."



Tyrone laughed, made a fist, and knocked it to the side of the machine. A little thrill tingled up his spine. "I could have died just then," he said. "But I didn't."



Cody laughed back. "I strongly suggest that you keep not dying."



"That's the secret, I think," Tyrone said. "Can I get you a beer?"








Tyrone kept not dying through six jobs, two moves, and a marriage. They had first gotten together because Jada read about THIS in an old forum post of Tyrone's and thought it was really cool. Her own slip had said CAR ACCIDENT. She drove to their wedding.



They were exiting the plane back from their third vacation to Europe when Tyrone's phone chirped. His primary care physician needed to talk to him about some test results. Right away. In person.



"Metastatic pancreatic cancer," the doctor said, eyes soft, face weary. "You've got maybe two months. A year at the outside if it responds to chemo."



"What?!" Tyrone's eyes flew open. He'd been coping with increasing back pain for the last year or two, and in hindsight had been explaining away some incredibly severe fatigue, but…"That's…that's impossible. It's literally impossible. It…I…" He started to sob, clinging to Jada, feeling the world spin away.



"That's impossible," he said again that night, after he'd drained his reservoir of tears. "It can't kill me." He began to laugh bitterly, body shaking in empty sobs. "For entertainment purposes only."



She hugged him from behind, stroking his chin with the backs of her thinning fingers. "Look at it this way," she whispered. "You'll be the world's first person to foil the machine's prediction."



"That doesn't count," he said. "The machine broke.…Or maybe it worked just fine. Maybe the medical term for pancreatic cancer starts with THIS. Maybe I blew off testing because I believed in THIS too much. Maybe the machine was silently irradiating me my whole life."



"The medical term for pancreatic cancer is pancreatic cancer," Jada said. "This was a routine screening, and you heard what he said, almost half of all pancreatic cancers aren't caught until this stage anyway. And…mmm. You think so? It's just a metal shell, but maybe if something in its innards went hot back when it seized up…"



They overnighted a Geiger counter from an online seller. When they fired it up, it emitted only the feeble clicks of background radiation. Tyrone slumped down in the sofa across from the machine, staring at it accusingly.



Jada sighed and kissed him on the forehead. "Let's have some lunch, Ty. We can talk about what to do with the rest of our time." She stroked his shoulder, but he merely rocked back and forth, staring at the machine. "It's just like it used to be, isn't it? You know what's going to kill you. Except now you know how long you've got, too."



Tyrone stared sullenly at the machine.



"Love you," she said, and grabbed the car keys.



"Love you," he muttered, and returned to his staring.



"Betrayer!" he shouted, after the sound of the car had faded into the distance. "Liar! How dare you." He choked back a sob, and a hidden inner reservoir of tears burst forth, and he forced himself exhaustedly to his feet and shuffled over against the monolith. "I thought I was supposed to be done with this Goddamned fear. Isn't that what you taught me? To be at peace with being on the edge of death? To celebrate life?"



The machine was silent.



"WHY DIDN'T YOU KILL ME?" Tyrone screamed, and slumped against the machine, sinking slowly to the floor. "Why didn't you kill me."








Jada didn't come home.








Andre escorted Tyrone home the day after the funeral. "You going to be okay?" he asked, tremors rattling his arm as he held Tyrone's shoulder.



"No," Tyrone said, voice flat, tears finally cried out. "But thanks for asking."



The two of them stood there in silence for several minutes, looking in the direction of the machine without looking at it, Andre steadying himself on the back of the sofa chair.



"I never got a prediction," Andre finally said. "I envied you, you know. After you finally bought that thing. After it all, you knew what to be afraid of."



"Doesn't matter," Tyrone said. "What's there to fear any more?"



"Matters it was good, maybe."



Tyrone's expression finally stirred to life, curling into a scowl. "Every good thing this damn box brought me, it took back away again. My certainty. My fearlessness. My Jada."



Andre thought, then said simply, "More than some folks get."



Tyrone closed his eyes and lowered his head. Andre clapped him clumsily on the shoulder, and Tyrone heard him shuffling off.



"See you," Andre said. "If I can keep not dying."








Three weeks later, Tyrone—shuffling a few painful steps at a time—slumped to the floor at the base of the machine, and sprawled onto his back, wincing a bit.



"Listen, you," he said, and the machine was, as usual, silent.



Tyrone drew in a rattling breath and steadied himself. "I don't owe you anything, you know." He brushed his fingers to the cold black metal. "That makes two of us. You never owed me a Goddamn thing. Except maybe ending my life someday. And maybe not. Maybe you're just broken." A laugh wracked his body. "That makes two of us, too."



The machine sat impassively. Tyrone gathered his energy and forced himself to sit up, sagging back against it.



"You got nothin', eh?" Tyrone said, reaching inside his bathrobe, and pulling out an old, familiar slip of paper with trembling fingers. THIS, it read. He reached back inside, and pulled out a tiny eyedropper-capped bottle full of clear liquid.



"Arsenic," he said out loud. "I don't know about the cancer, but I can tell you pretty sure that this isn't THIS. So if you want me, this is your last chance."



The machine was silent.



Tyrone laughed bitterly, unscrewed the eyedropper, and examined the tip. "Figures, after all this time, I'd have to do everything for you."



He squeezed a drop on the end of the S, tore the paper off, crumpled it up, and forced it down his throat. Then he closed his eyes, curling himself around the black and silent tombstone.


      

      
   
      Audit


      

      
      
         Papak looked up from the plate filled with dolma—little balls of rice and lamb enveloped in green leaves—to the tall,young man standing in front of his table. The clean shaved newcomer was pale and wore an expensive black suit. His brown hair was cut short following the fashion that was so predominant among both the old and the new money of Baku. A light scarf around his throat was the only thing that distinguished him from the many other people that enjoyed the warm summer night. 



The man pointed at the free chair and said, "May I sit?"



Papak picked a ball with two fingers and said, "Depends, do I know you?"



The man smiled and Papak shivered. "You may be the one that knows me most."



He popped the dolma in his mouth and began to chew. He gestured the man to go on, then took the glass of wine and drank. He never took his eyes away from the man as he sat down and gestured to the waiter.



The night was filled with the sound of traffic and tourists. A steady breeze blew from the Caspian Sea over the walls of the old City, while in the distance the images of fire projected on the curved steel and glass surfaces of the Flame Towers danced over the Azeri capital. Papak took his napkin and cleaned his fingers. "You are late."



The man looked briefly up to the waiter that had just arrived. "Ayran please." After the waiter left he turned to Papak and said, "I'm never late. But I admit it took me longer than usual to find a way here. By the way, why here?"



Papak shrugged then looked over the plaza. Dozens of tourists were still milling around, taking photos and enjoying the evening air after a hot day. The Maiden Tower, thick and solid like a fortification ought to be, stood tall and illuminated by carefully placed spotlights. At a first look it seemed almost unchanged in its long years of vigilance, yet he could see all the little traces of time and the efforts made to mask them. "Maybe I'm a bit nostalgic. Sometimes it feels good to relive some past memories. And I also think it may be apt, seeing as we are repeating this farce again today as we did all those years ago."



"I don't know about how it feels reliving memories, but yes, I can see how this place may be the right one." The man chuckled. "And you are being unusually verbose. And a bit bitter. You know that we don't have to do this, right?"



"You would like that, wouldn't you?" Papak sneered at the man. "I don't give up, Angra Mainyu, I never have and won't now."



"Oh, I didn't hear that name in a long time. You are really feeling nostalgic." The waiter returned and put a glass full of yogurt in front of Angra Mainyu. As the waiter left the man took the glass and drank. "Ah, that hit the spot. Where was I?"



Papak took another ball and pointed with it at Angra Mainyu. "You were rambling about me being nostalgic." He bit down on it and chewed slowly.



"Right. Well, the point is I would probably be a bit sad if you gave up. I find this little game delightful. I even keep far away from you between our meetings so that you can surprise me. I always played it straight with you, can you believe that?"



"No, but that's not important." Papak sipped from his wine. "Why the scarf and why the ayran? You don't need either of them."



Angra Mainyu put two finger at his neck and pulled the scarf aside. A thick bruise ran around his throat. "It took me a while to climb down, and you can't really pretend for me to parade around with this and a black suit. There's a reason I prefer when people go for poison. As for the ayran"—he grinned as he pulled at the scarf tightening it again—"I like to confuse the coroners."



His glass emptied, Papak took the bottle of wine and filled it up again. "If there's something they learned to do over time, then that is better alcohol." He raised his glass. "This is one of the reasons I never regretted our deal."



"That may be one reason, the other is that you are a wonderful specimen of amorality. Lesser individuals would have balked under the price ages ago."



Papak took a sip from his glass and looked over the people milling around the plaza. "Because they are weak. That didn't change and never will."



Angra Mainyu finished his drink and said, "Well, back to business. What do you have for me this time? Let me guess." He leaned a bit back and looked at Papak, at his tailored brown suit, at the polished shoes, the golden watch. "Seems you went for the respectable path this time, at least for your appearance. We are in an open, public place so you are not a notorious criminal. I don't see any bodyguards, which seems to exclude nowadays being a politician." He brought a hand to his chin and looked up.



Drumming with his fingers on the table, Papak shifted on his chair. "How long do you want to continue with this charade?"



"You are no fun, and now I thought that after all this time we had built some kind of relationship. Sometimes I like a bit of showmanship too." Angra Mainyu sighed. "Well then, go on, what do you, Papak of Istakhr, offer me for another twelve hundred moons on this earth?"



Papak leaned back and mumbled, "Took you long enough." He cleared his throat as an unnatural silence fell upon the plaza. People froze mid step and the temperature dropped. "I offer you ten thousand lives. Each died only for this sacrifice. I offer you this for twelve hundred more moons on this earth."



Angra Mainyu raised an eyebrow. "Let me see this offer, then I shall decide if I will accept them. Where shall we go so that you can show them to me?"



"Oh, I will show them all here." Papak moved the plate with the food aside and leaned down. He pulled up a leather briefcase, opened it and took out a tablet. He passed it to Angra Mainyu. "Here, each dead documented in detail. You will find that it's quite exhaustive."



The silence was lifted and people began to move again. A warm wind blew the cold away.



Angra Mainyu took the tablet. "This I'll have to see."



Time passed, the plaza emptied.



"This are all deaths during industrial accidents or because some kind of poisoning through pollution." Angra Mainyu put down the tablet. All traces of levity had disappeared from his expression. "Did you decide to end your existence and thought this would somehow be amusing?"



"Nothing of the kind. As I said, each dead was only for this sacrifice."



Angra Mainyu bowed forward. "Explain."



Papak picked up his glass and drank, then leaned against the back of his chair. "Times changed. The first time I offered my reign, the second the memory of my glory, the third time my love. Well, you remember them."



"Indeed I do. Your third offering was one of the sweetest." Angra Mainyu grinned. "I still don't understand."



"This things I can't offer anymore. I cannot create a new legend worth of an offering, memories became too long for that. I can't offer a reign, as those can't be conquered simply with blood and bronze today. I can't offer you love, as I have not loved anything for centuries."



"The cult you created for your eighteenth offering was a nice idea."



"And would you accept another one?"



Angra Mainyu drummed with his fingers on the table. "Probably not. It would really depend but I don't think you could outdo yourself." He hit with his hand on the table. "I see your point. Very well, color me intrigued about what you have done this time."



"I became rich. There was a considerable amount of gold left over from the last time, so I created a company. In time I had interests all over the world. Mines, factories, I think even some kind of newspapers." Papak grinned as he leaned forward and tapped with his finger on the tablet. "Each and every death her was caused by something I expressively ordered. Each cause was something that cost me money and could have been done in a safer and cheaper way. None of the deaths would have happened if not for the sacrifice. The blood of nine thousand nine hundred and ninety nine people drip from the company. All of them for you."



"You said you offered me ten thousand. Where is the last one?"



"Well, I thought you wouldn't simply accept a mountain of dead." Papak opened the briefcase again and pulled out another tablet. He put it on the table in front of him and pointed at it. "Right here. I wanted to offer it directly in front of you."



"Another accident waiting to happen? A last poor soul whose life will be snuffed out for this world to suffer more under you?" Angra Mainyu smiled. "Even considering you haven't offered me fresh blood in quite a while it still isn't all that interesting. I can accept it for the sake of tradition, but—"



"Oh no, this is something akin to me. One of the few beings strong enough to maybe do what I do. And I created it." Papak chuckled. "You see, I hadn't anything to do with the company for fifteen years. It runs alone, has his own desires and his own personality. It is as alive as anybody else." He glanced over the plaza, then snorted. "It's probably more alive than anyone else here except for myself."



"You claim to have created life?" Angra Mainyu stared at Papak unblinking. "Prove it."



"It's all on the tablet. Look at the last fifteen years. I swear upon my name and my life that I have not done anything for the whole time."



"Your name already belongs to me, as for your life we shall see." Angra Mainyu picked up the tablet and began to read.



The plaza emptied. Tourist disappeared, other patrons left. The waiter came but a glare from Papak sent him scurrying back without a word.



The clock hit three in the morning.



Angra Mainyu put the tablet down, leaned against the back of his chair and began to laugh. His laughter bounced from the windows covering them in ice. It resonated between the walls and the alleys, blackening stone and corroding metal. Nightmares haunted the city and raced from dream to dream leaving a trail of fear and desperation.



Papak smiled satisfied as the laughter pandered out. The waiter laid in fetal position near the entrance of the restaurant, foaming from the mouth.



"I admit you surprised me. I never would have taught that this day would come, but here it is." He slapped his hand on his thigh. "Today I accept the sacrifice of something even more abstract than myself. I have only a question, how do you kill it? Because from what I have seen it is more vast than many nations."



"It is." Papak tapped on the tablet in front of him. "And for that reason I poisoned my child many decades ago. I grew and educated it and I did the same with its enemies. Here is a bundle of documents that will bring it all down. The moment I send them those who want the downfall will stab it and let it bleed to death. It will be my last sacrifice, something created to die, something that would never have existed if not for me to live another twelve hundred moons. So, do you want to wield the dagger?"



Angra Mainyu looked at the tablet, then shook his head. "As tempting as that is, it's your sacrifice, it's your role to kill it." He looked up at the sky. "And you will have to do it before dawn. You are not trying to leave the responsibility to me, are you?"



With a swipe Papak activated the tablet, tapped a couple of times on the screen, then passed it to Angra Mainyu. "Done, you can follow its slow agony here if you want."



"I will. This promises to be interesting. Will you not stay here with me?"



"No, the pact is sealed, it's time for me to have a new life." Papak looked at the waiter laying motionless at the door of the restaurant, while the flickering of flames could be seen from the kitchen inside. "There is a war in the south. There is always a war, and that's always a good way to emerge in the world again as someone new."



Without looking up from the tablet Angra Mainyu said, "Then go and have fun. See you in a century, friend. Oh, and prepare another surprise like this one please. I've rarely been this delighted in the last three hundred years."



Papak stood up, opened the knot of his tie and pulled it off. He threw it down and stretched. "See you in a century." He walked to the Maiden Tower and put a hand on the walls. Then he turned around and disappeared in the night, flames rising from the restaurant while Angra Mainyu sat at a table, quietly chuckling to himself.
      

      
   
      Rats


      

      
      
         I came home, tossing my jacket on the pleather entryway bench. I locked the front door behind me when I realized I forgot to kill someone today.

 

“Well, shoot,” I said, turning right back around.

 

“Honey?” Grace came down the stairs. “Where’re you off to now?”

 

“Barry’s,” I said. I picked up my jacket. “I haven't killed anyone this month. I was going to do it today but I forgot. The Explorer’s got a full tank, though.”

 

“Thanks,” she said, holding her feather duster away from me to give me a peck on the cheek. “Well, good luck, knock ‘em dead, all that.”

 

“Thanks, honey.” I pecked her in return, headed down the driveway, and hopped into my Prius.

 




 

Parking was a bit hectic, but I managed to find a spot. I walked up to the unassuming little building that was Barry’s Vigilantes and opened the door, unzipping my jacket as I entered.

 

The inside was the unnatural hybrid of a modern dentist’s waiting room and a high-society club, and the forced blending of the two sometimes made me uneasy. Though there was a fully furnished lounge towards the front, there were boxy cubicles towards the back, yet both areas were dressed in warm red and dark wood in some form or another.

 

I spotted Sam in the lounge area, though I almost didn’t see her. She sat on a black leather armchair, almost blending in with her all-black outfit. And this was an outfit, like she’s always wearing an X-Men Halloween costume. She nodded to me. “Nate.”

 

“Sam.” I kept walking. “Got nothing better to do on a Friday afternoon?”

 

To boot, like a comic-book villain, she twirled her gun around on her finger. I would’ve minded if it was a real gun, but we were only allowed to use stun guns. They’re loaded with tiny special pellets laced with a sleeping agent. A bit of a cheap copout, but it makes for much less mess.

 

Nonetheless, twirling around a weapon like that didn’t sit well with me. Sam didn’t seem to mind. “I like seeing who procrastinates,” she said.

 

I straightened my shirt cuffs. “You should get a hobby, like not creeping people out. It’s a fun time.”

 

She didn’t reply. I ignored her and walked up to the front desk.

 

The front desk acted as the gateway between the lounge and the office, the island between two oceans of odd. Barry, the Manager himself, sat at the front desk today. He usually takes the helm at the end of the month, when the vigilantes flood in, which includes me this month. I set my card down on the desk. “Hey, Barry.”

 

Barry was a hefty gentleman, one who seemed right at home sitting on his rear end all day. He wore a shirt and tie but never a jacket, I guess to show off his pit stain game. He kept himself well-groomed, though, with a haircut straight out of a men’s hairstyle booklet, though he only shaved once a month. He smirked at me, swiping my ID and scrutinizing it, holding it close to his eyes. “Nathan Pierce—oh, Nate! Hardly recognized ya. It’s been so long!”

 

I bobbed my head. “Yeah, yeah. What you got for me?”

 

Barry swung around in his swivel chair and bent down, rummaging through a stack of papers. He emerged with a tan folder. “You’re in luck, I saved an easy job, just for you!” He winked.

 

“You say that for all us regulars.”

 

“Well, keeps ya regular, doesn’t it?” He slapped a file folder on the desk. “Good for business. Anyway, take a look. Pretty straightforward job. Good for a Friday, too. The guy doesn’t get out much on Fridays, besides home from work.”

 

I opened it up and skimmed the application form. Charles (Charlie) Wickman, 29, factory worker close to the bay area. “Reason?” I asked.

 

“Several gang murders,” Barry said, stroking his round stubbled face. “Had a few requests for him. Guess he got in with the wrong bunch and did some hits to prove his status or whatever.”

 

I looked up at Barry. “A gangster killing other gangsters? I don’t think this concerns us.”

 

He jerked a thumb behind him to the cubicles. “Investigations already took a look. Seems these two gangs have been at peace for a while. Usually they just scare each other, break a window, whatever. Wasn’t till fish-face started proving his nerve that they’d ever been violent with each other.”

 

I flipped the page over to see the pictures of Charlie. He had a thin face, and a thin moustache to match. And yes, his face did resemble a fish’s. He seemed scrawny and hunched over in every street photo. “Still seems like a family feud more than an injustice. I’d rather let the kids sort it out themselves, you know?”

 

He shrugged. “Murder is murder. Still wrong.”

 

“There we agree.” I then held up a finger, attempting to catch myself, but Barry was already grinning from ear to ear. We shared a laugh.

 

I scooped up the file folder. “Well, this’ll do. I’ll be back in an hour with pictures and blood. Are there any bag bundles left?”

 

“Yup, a few in the back room.” He winked. “Saved one just for—”

 

“Yeah, yeah, just for me. You’re a chum, Barry,” I said, waving. “Later.”

 




 

Charlie stirred in his chair, though he didn’t have far to stir. I tended to overdo it with the tape, but for good reason. He blinked.

 

I set the blood bag next to him on the empty duffel. Blood seeped in from the top of the bag. “Afternoon, Charlie.”

 

Charlie began our session with a question I’ve never heard before in all thirteen years I’ve worked as a vigilante: “Where am I?”

 

Kidding. I yawned. “Sometimes the basement of the vigilante outpost gets busy, so we’ll borrow one of these places from time to time.” I looked around the storeroom. No one had bothered to repaint it since the late 60’s, probably. Rust stained the walls in streams underneath any old pipes. Besides few crates and an old sink by one wall, it was empty. But it was clean, at least. “Has character, doesn’t it? It’s like we’re in a budding photographer’s breakout photo.”

 

He craned his neck in trying to look around his body, his eyes glossing over every piece of tape and stopping at the needle in his arm. “What is this… Why are you…”

 

“Yeah. Sort of a forced blood donation.” I smiled. “It’s win-win. Saves on cleanup and forces your last act to be a kind one.”

 

His eyes bulged a little, and he swung his neck around. “Let me out of here, man!”

 

“Sorry, no can do. We’ve got business to take care of.” I produced an envelope from my pocket. “So, as part of the Assassination Application Request Form—which, by the way, cute name, right?”

 

His jaw trembled. “What?”

 

“Assassination Application Request Form. It spells…”

 

Charlie licked his lips, taking a few short, shaken breaths. “A-A-R-F?”

 

I sighed. “Yeah, like AARF, like a dog’s bark. Anyway. Applicants have to write a minimum 150 word essay on why their target should be killed. The Manager only accepts applications that give a good reason to kill. So here we are.”

 

Charlie lurched, but he was firmly taped to the folding chair, and the chair firmly taped to the ground. “Please let me go,” he said. “I don’t know why I’m here, I didn’t do nothing wrong.”

 

“Nobody ever does when they’re tied to that chair. Sorry to be caught, not for the crime, right? Personally, I tend to think you guys deserve a worse death than this, but this isn’t so bad, isn’t it?” I shook the blood bag to keep the blood cells from separating from the rest of the liquid. “It’s like going to sleep. Painless. But there’s one thing you get to do before you die.”

 

I held up the envelope and pulled out the folded letter inside. “You get to read the essay.”

 

He shook his head, his eyes growing watery. “God, what is this.”

 

“I just said, it’s an essay,” I said, unfolding it carefully so that only he could read it. I wasn’t allowed to. One of Barry’s rules, and one I see as a sign of respect for the applicant. “Can you read this?”

 

He nodded, starting to read. I watched his face, like I’d watched many times before, but this time surprised me. His eyes went from the top of the essay straight to the bottom before he burst into tears. “Wha… What… No, I’m not… No, I didn’t do it.” He frantically searched the page. Not reread, searched. “I swear, I didn’t tell! I didn’t tell nobody!” He tried to jerk free of the tape, but could only flop from side to side.

 

Now, “I didn’t do it” was the same old swan song I’d heard a hundred times, but “I didn’t tell” was distinctly different. If he’d committed a violent crime, why would he need to be punished for telling somebody, instead of just doing it? Not to mention just the way he read it—normally, folks are very interested in the reason for their deaths and intensely read the thing from start to finish, but a five-second browse was all he needed.

 

As Charlie shivered and wept, my curiosity got the best of me, and I turned the letter around. Barry would never have to know.

 

Charlie is a rat and a weasel. Charlie is a rat and a weasel. Charlie is a rat and a weasel. Charlie is a rat and a weasel. Charlie is a rat and a weasel. Charlie is a rat and a weasel. Charlie is a rat and a weasel. Charlie is a rat and a weasel. Charlie is a rat and a weasel. Charlie is a rat and a weasel. Charlie is a rat and a weasel. Charlie is a rat and a weasel. Charlie is a rat and a weasel. Charlie is a rat and a weasel. Charlie is a rat and a weasel. Charlie is a rat and a weasel. Charlie is a rat and a weasel. Charlie is a rat and a weasel. Charlie is a rat and a weasel. Charlie is a rat and a weasel.

Enclosed is advance payment. This will be tripled once the job is done.


 

I searched above and below the message in case this was a mistake, but no, Charlie’s name was at the top in the same blue pen, and all the other identifying information was correct. Under “Offense”, the applicant wrote in “disrespect”. Not murder, as Barry had said. “Disrespect”. This was the reason he was hooked up to a chair and bleeding out, and what an atrocious, frivolous reason it was.

 

I looked closely at the essay. Little dots of ink topped most of the words, likely when the writer used his pen to count the words and bring his count up to 150.

 

I turned the envelope over, cheap but fresh and clean and not a wrinkle or stray fold mark anywhere. Barry apparently didn’t use the original envelopes; no doubt he used new ones to hide the fact that there’d been hefty wads of cash stuffed in the original envelopes.

 

I tried to keep from crumpling that perfect little envelope. The application fee was one thing already, but accepting a bribe to kill someone for no better reason than being a “rat” was not right. We weren’t hands for hire—we were heroes, doing what the court system couldn’t. I could stand the fee and the process, but this act now wasn’t justice. It was a crime.

 

I fished out a gauze pad from the emergency first aid kit in my bag bundle. I swapped out the needle for the gauze and taped it around Charlie arm. “You haven’t lost much blood at this point. You’ll be fine,” I said, mostly to myself, then raised my voice. “Guess there was a mistake. Today’s your lucky day.” I squatted to seal the bag of about half a liter of his blood, glancing around the dingy little storeroom. “Well, relatively lucky day.”

 

“You know you’re not supposed to read those.”

 

It was Sam’s voice, calling out from somewhere outside the storeroom. I slowly stood up and I raised my hands in the air. Sam liked slow. “What’d I say about finding a new hobby?”

 

In reply, I heard the click of a gun’s hammer being pulled back.

 

“Seriously, Sam,” I said. “Why did you follow me?”

 

“You seem like the type to break the rules. Was only a matter of time.”

 

“Barry’s rules and the law are two different things.”

 

“Barry has rules for a reason. It’s moral.”

 

A fire churned in my stomach. “Sam, do you know the truth?”

 

“Do you trust Barry?” She sounded impatient.

 

“I did. I really did. Too much, apparently.” My shoulders sagged a bit. I gently waved the essay. “But not anymore after reading this. Maybe you should.”

 

“I don’t think so,” she said. “Now, either you get into my car quietly, or I shoot you if you try to run.”

 

That went without saying, but it was polite of her to warn me. “If you try to shoot me, uh, I'll have to read this letter. Aloud. And if you don't, I'll make sure—” Then I bolted.

 

Her gun went off. I leapt through an open window, trying to tuck and roll but smacking on linoleum anyway. My shoulder and back ached, but I ran down the hallway, knowing Sam was close behind.

 

And knowing Sam was close behind, I started to read. “ ‘Charlie is a rat and a weasel! Charlie is a rat and a weasel! Charlie is’—!”

 

Gunshots cut me off. I ducked into an open doorway and dashed through a warehouse area. Long, thick aisles were packed to the ceiling with large wooden crates. It was my lucky day. Large wooden crates made for perfect shielding from gunfire.

 

Sam’s footsteps entered the warehouse. I shouted, “ ‘Charlie is a rat and a weasel!’ It’s that sentence twenty times, to pad up the word count! And a bribe at the end, Sam! How’s that for vigilante justice?”

 

Her response was another shot, which launched up a puff of concrete dust near my foot. I veered around the end of an aisle and ran to an open door. I felt very grateful I made use of that moderately priced treadmill my wife got on sale a few years back.

 

Sam was rash. Smart, certainly, but rash. Now that I’d led her on this chase and looped us around, I’d be the first to reach my car.

 

And since she’d parked behind me, I’d be the first to reach hers, too. I whipped out the pocketknife on my keychain, opened the blade, and plunged it into Sam’s rear tire. I then stowed the blade, switched to the key, jumped into my car and stomped on the gas.

 

I saw Sam in my side mirror, just missing the chance to slash my own tires. She put her knife away and pulled out her phone. I knew exactly which Manager would be on the other line.

 

My foot teetered over the gas petal, itching for a high-speed chase, but I knew it wasn’t a running game at this point. Once Barry found out, he’d call everybody in the service that I’d broke one of his rules and they’d all be after me. Catching another vigilante in the act of breaking Barry’s rules earned more than a typical Christmas bonus.

 

I could’ve gone home and protected my family, but there was no way that wouldn’t get ugly. It’d turn into a standoff, and then either a shootout, jail, or a chair just like Charlie’s. If I was in and out of my house quick enough, I’d be able to get Grace and Emma in the car and out of town before anyone else showed up, but then it’d still be a chase, and I was all on my own.

 

I wrung the steering wheel. There was really only one option left, and that was to sort this out with Barry face-to-face. All I did was read an essay. I could strike some sort of non-disclosure deal, that I wouldn’t tell anyone what kind of scumbag, money-leeching business he was running. It was worth a try.

 




 

I stepped out of my Prius into the tattered parking lot of the drug store next to Barry's. I pulled my jacket close to my body as I shuffled across the parking lot. The wind had picked up from earlier today.

 

I hurried along and zigzagged in case anyone had me in their sights. I reached the front door soon enough to be safely in the lion’s den.

 

Barry was still at the front desk, though starting to wrap up for the day. It must’ve been closer to seven. Skies as cloudy as Bevelton’s make it easy to lose track of time.

 

“Barry,” I said, letting go of my jacket when I realized how tightly I’d been clinging to it.

 

“Nate, hello,” Barry said, wiping his hands and looking me up and down. “Did you leave your pictures in the car or something?”

 

Pictures… oh. “No, uh, I’m saving Charlie for next week. Couldn’t catch him today.”

 

“Ah, well. If you’re hurting this month without a paycheck, let me know, I’ll see what I can do.” He stood up from his chair and started walking to his office, empty coffee mug in hand.

 

Weird. It was as if nothing had changed. “Hey, Barry?”

 

Barry turned around, resting a hand on the wall. “Yeah?”

 

Someone came in through the front door. I whipped around, expecting Sam, but instead seeing Big Jim. Big Jim was as big around the shoulders as Barry was around the waist. He was a quiet fellow, and fairly harmless. More of an honest type like myself, though we’d never had much to chat about.

 

I breathed out in relief, turning around back to Barry. He gave me a puzzled look. “Something the matter, Nate?”

 

I glanced down at the gun in Barry’s side holster. He would’ve reached for it long before now, if he knew. But he didn’t, so he must’ve not known.

 

I felt a slithery chill up my spine. Sam hadn’t called Barry. Of course she wouldn’t; she’d rather claim me for herself than offer me up for grabs to all the vigilantes.

 

And when I heard Big Jim slip a gun out of his pocket, I realized who Sam had called.

 

He pulled the trigger, piercing my arm with a sharp pang. Over the next ten seconds, I had the irresistible urge to lie down and rest, though the way down to the ground wasn’t as smooth and gentle as I’d hoped.

 




 

I awoke in the basement of the club: a wide unfinished room, lined with brick and plumbing and lit with a few incandescent bulbs. I was not pleased to wake up in this room, less pleased to be taped to a chair in this room, and even less pleased to see Barry, Sam, and Big Jim crowded around me.

 

However, probably the least pleasing thing of all was seeing a tube stuck in my arm. I groaned. “C’mon, guys.”

 

Barry stuck his hands in his pockets as he sat in a swivel chair. “You broke one of my rules, Nate. Plain and simple.”

 

I tried to force myself to wake up. Barry’s rules. They’re moral, as Sam would say, but Sam and Big Jim didn’t know. “Barry’s been taking money for jobs,” I said before Barry had a chance to shoot me. “I don’t think my job Charlie even murdered anybody.”

 

I froze, watching Sam and Big Jim, waiting for them to turn to Barry and ask if it was true. However, they only stared back at me. I looked at Barry in the middle, giving me a disappointed look but a hint of a smug grin as well. I felt a pit in my stomach. “They already knew.”

 

“Because they could keep their mouths shut.” Barry folded his arms and sighed. “You were ready to blab about it first thing. Can you blame Sam for doing what she did?”

 

I watched as the life was slowly drained out my arm and into a bag near the floor, thinking of how to cut the tape, or swing the chair around and start fighting my way out, but until a good opportunity to escape came, I’d have to talk my way out of it. “I can blame Sam, actually. Since when were we accepting bribes over real injustices?”

 

“They’re still injustices,” Barry said, rubbing his hands. “Murder is murder.”

 

“Did Charlie actually murder anyone, Barry?” I squinted. “I’ll bet Investigations didn’t take a look. And if they did, they turned a blind eye to it.”

 

Barry twiddled his thumbs. “Nate, I’ve got bills to pay, here, and paychecks to hand out. A lot of people work for us, and of course there’s taxes—”

 

“We run a public service, here, Barry, not a private service.”

 

“Families to feed, Nate. Your family, my family, Sam’s, Jim’s, Ron’s, Carrie’s, Dusty’s. This is both a public service and a business.” Barry spread his hands, shrugging. “If people want to make donations, they’re free to do so.”

 

He kept using money as an excuse to dodge the issue. I leaned forward, straining against the tape. “Right, so we pick Charlie the rat over a real criminal because it pays more to kill Charlie? That’s not how this business is supposed to work, Barry. Are we a vigilante crew or mercenaries? Choose your answer carefully.”

 

Barry smirked. “Or what, Nate?”

 

“Just answer.”

 

Barry licked his lips. “We’re a public service and a business. What’s—”

 

“Again, Barry.”

 

“It’s always black or white with you, Nate! What’s to say we can’t be both?”

 

“This is government-funded, Barry! Why’s money an issue? You should have enough from them to pay for the whole operation.” I shook my head. “This should be a public service, period! What about families who can’t afford an application fee? Or even the families that can? Why does Charlie get priority over their jobs?”

 

Barry pressed his lips together. “Nate, I think we should calm down.”

 

I pushed back against the chair. I cleared my throat, my head getting lighter. “You make me sick.”

 

“No, that’s the blood loss, I think.”

 

Har har. My vision got fuzzier, like bits of static on a television screen. “So this is it, then,” I said, my throat dry. “I don’t get to say goodbye to my wife?”

 

Barry’s brow creased for a moment, then fished his cell phone out of his pocket. “Eh, sure. What’s your home number?”

 

But as Barry dialed the number, I watched Big Jim lift his stun gun and fire at Sam, then pushing her down so she wouldn’t have a chance to fire back. Barry whirled around, but was met with a gunshot as well. He staggered to the floor.

 

I gazed up at Big Jim, blinking. Perhaps I was hallucinating, but if so, those were some remarkably convincing imaginary gunshots.

 

Jim replaced the needle in my arm with gauze. “How you feeling?” he said, which I think was the first time I’d heard him speak in a few months.

 

“Like I’m not dying anymore,” I said, my head still woozy. “But like I’m halfway there.”

 

After taping the gauze to my arm, he ran to the storeroom in the corner and emerged with a water bottle. “Here,” he said, holding it up to my lips.

 

“Thanks.” I drank about half until it went down the wrong pipe and I sputtered and coughed. Jim took the bottle back and started peeling away the tape. “Sorry, this is gonna hurt.”

 

“It’s okay.” I’d take a few yanked-out hairs over death any day. “So why’d you do it?”

 

He shrugged, a powerful motion considering the size of his shoulders. “I agree with you. I kept an eye out for someone who does.”

 

“Great,” I said, wincing as he ripped off some of the tape on my arm. “Well, what now?”

 

“I say we run,” Jim said. “Set up shop in another town far away.”

 

I nodded my head, imagining that scenario. “Yeah, okay. Set up shop.” I leaned forward. “We’ll read the essays and investigate ourselves. For free.”

 

He glanced at Barry’s unconscious body. “For free?”

 

“Yes,” I said, “and just like Barry said, you and I have families to feed. We’ll have to get real jobs on the side.”

 

Big Jim swept a pile of used tape aside, almost done freeing my right arm. “Five days a week instead of one a month? That’s too much to ask.”

 

I raised my eyebrows.

 

He raised his. “Sarcasm?”

 

I exhaled. “Sorry, hard to tell.” Once my upper body was free, I reached down and took another long swig of water, then helped Jim remove the tape. “Well, let’s get moving. Both out of here and out of our houses. Give me your cell number. We’ll meet up in Des Moines or something and go from there.”

 

“Sounds good.”

 

He helped me to my feet and he helped me up the stairs. Even though I had lost a good portion of my blood, I still felt a bit giddy. “A vigilante vigilante service, eh, Jim? Who’d have thought?”

 

Jim chuckled. “Beats me.”
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         There were only a few things Doli generally expected to see on her commute home from work. Dirt. Sparse shrubbery. An empty sky and a harsh sun. The occasional hollowed out shell of an ancient car.



A beautiful blonde white girl hitchhiking down the side of the road wasn't one of them.



Doli slowed down, the rusty piece of crap some might generously refer to as a pickup truck protesting loudly as she downshifted. She squinted through the nicotine haze of her windshield, trying to get a better look.



The girl seemed of a similar age to her own—mid twenties, give or take. Her golden hair hung over her bare shoulders, wavy and full in volume, like the kind you’d see in a shampoo commercial. Her skin was so pale it seemed almost blinding in the desert sun, utterly flawless and perfect. She wore a tanktop and a frame backpack, one left thumb casually held out to the side as she walked along the shoulder of the empty highway.



It seemed like something that should be too good to be true. Was the girl bait, with car thieves lying in wait around the corner? But there wasn’t an underbrush or ditch for anyone to be hiding in. Just the open expanse of nothingness that was northern New Mexico.



Doli pulled to a stop near the girl, then leaned over and rolled down the passenger side window. “Hi.”



The girl turned to her and smiled widely with perfect white teeth. “Hiya!”



Doli blinked, and rubbed at her eyes. Her early assessment of the girl must have just been a projection of her own mind. She was blonde and beautiful, yes, but her hair was tangled and dirty, her skin a golden brown tan from time spent in the sun, and her clothes were smudged with sweat and dust. “Uh, where are you headed?”



“Anywhere you want to take me,” the girl said with a shrug.



A dry wind blew past them, and the truck coughed, spitting out a plume of black smoke from its exhaust pipe. “That's not a very helpful answer.”



“I'm not a very helpful person.”



Doli sighed. “I’m headed home, back to the reservation to drink until I pass out. I don't think you really want to come with me. You'd be better off hitchhiking the other direction.”



The girl giggled, and she took a swig from a water bottle. “That sounds like my kind of party. I mean, if you want some company. It’s always nice to crash somewhere instead of sleeping on the ground.”



This was insane. Who would just let a hitchhiker sleep at their house? Even if they weren’t a serial killer, it seemed like a good way to get robbed. Not that Doli had anything worth stealing. She took a closer look at the girl’s backpack, and realized it included a well worn tent and sleeping bag.



After a long silence, Doli finally mumbled, “How do I know you won’t just stab me or something?”



The girl stretched her arms over her head. “I haven’t stabbed anyone yet. For all the hitchhiking I’ve done, nobody’s tried to stab me yet either, which is pretty cool. And you seem nice enough.”



“You don’t even know my name,” Doli grumbled. Against her better judgement, she leaned over and opened the passenger door.



“Awesome. I’m Brittany!” she said. Her backpack was unstrapped and tossed into the bed of the pickup before she climbed inside.



“Doli,” she said, shaking Brittney’s hand.



The truck stalled out, and it took her several tries to get it started again before she jerked uneasily back onto the road.



“So, are you like, a tourist or something?” Doli asked, turning her head to face the stranger she had just let into her truck. “Because if you are, all the stuff worth looking at is a hundred miles back that way.”



Brittany laughed. “Nah, I’ve already seen the cool shit. I meant what I said earlier. I just ride with people as far as they’re willing to take me. Mostly it just involves bouncing back and forth around the southwest. Kind of getting tired of the desert though."



Doli opened her mouth to respond, then swore as she hit a pothole and the truck lurched.



“Ow, fuck!” Brittany screamed. She rubbed at her back and turned around to glare at the seat. “Is this seat made of knives or something?”



“Oh, right. Sorry,” Doli mumbled. “There’s some wires poking through the fabric there. I should put some duct tape over them or something, but nobody rides with me anyway so I always forget.”



Brittany grinned. She dug around her feet until she found a oil stained rag, then stuffed it in between the small of her back and the seat. “That should do the trick. Nothing quite like a junker, eh?”



“Don’t have much of a choice but to keep her running.” Doli glanced over at Brittany, and caught the girl's eyes. They were a vibrant blue that demanded further inspection. Doli looked down instead, and caught an eyeful of full and tanned cleavage.



“Like what you see?” Brittany asked, her tone sultry.



Before Doli could stutter an apology, Brittany laughed and leaned forward, pulling her shirt down partially and spreading her breasts apart. A small tattoo of a bluebird rested on her chest right in the center. “I’m pretty proud of it.



Doli kept her eyes on the road and muttered something noncommittal.



They drove in silence for a time, before Brittany spoke up again. “Hey, thanks a bunch for actually picking me up. And if you really mean to let me stay with you for a night, thanks even more, but if not, it’s okay. I can always find my own way.”



Doli had absolutely no idea what she was doing. It went against every shred of common sense she had learned. Don’t talk to strangers. Don’t pick up hitchhikers. Don’t let strange white people into your home.



Her Grandpa probably would’ve helped her though.



“It’s no problem,” Doli muttered. “Just pay it forward. Or I think that’s what you’re supposed to say.”



“I do my best,” Brittany said with a wide smile. “Your hair is really pretty by the way.”



Doli blinked, and glanced into her rear view mirror. Her reflection stared back, with its glossy straight black hair, high cheekbones, and rough tanned skin. The sad ensemble was perfectly complimented by her unflattering polo with the Qwik Stop logo stitched into it. “I look just like any other native girl my age. It’s nothing special.”



Brittany shook her head. “Nope. You look like you, and personally, I think it’s a good look.”



“I… thanks.” Doli bit her lip, and found herself blushing. She found herself mentally cursing the awkward slur in her own accented english, compared to the perfect diction of this girl who could have stepped off the cover of a fashion magazine.



An awkward silence fell over them for about a mile, the wind whipping through the open windows of the truck. Doli dug into the pocket of her jeans and pulled out a pack of cigarettes. “Hey, there’s a lighter in the glove box, could you grab it for me?”



“Sure.” Brittany found it quickly, then held out the flame.



Doli welcomed the warm comfort of the smoke in her lungs, and she blew it out the window. She slowed down, pulling onto the rough unmarked dirt road that would take her home. “Want one?”



Brittany picked up one of the cigarettes and twisted it about in her fingers, eying it askance. She shrugged, lit it up, and took a long drag, only to immediately start coughing her lungs out.



“Are you okay? I… have you never smoked before?”



“What, noo,” Brittany said in between coughs. She waved a hand dismissively. “I’m totally just like all the other cool kids, see?”



Doli blinked, and she almost started to crack a smile, but a sudden realization send a chill down her spine and her heart started to race. “Cool kids? You’re not like, sixteen, are you?”



“No, I…” Brittany coughed some more, cleared her throat a few times, and drank from her water bottle. “I’m not sure whether I should be flattered or insulted, but no. I’m twenty four.”



Doli pursed her lips.



“What, do you need to see my ID?” She raised an eyebrow, then grinned. “Or maybe you’d prefer to count my rings?”



Doli did burst out laughing then.



Brittany laughed along with her. “You’ve got a great smile. I bet not many people get to see it, huh?”



The words cut deep, and Doli felt her smile falter. When was the last time she’d actually laughed at something? With a grunt, she turned the truck off the road, and pulled up to her trailer, her quaint little home nestled in the shade of a nearby plateau. “Well, we’re here. I hope you weren’t expecting five stars.”



“If you’ve got a shower, it might as well be the nicest hotel in Paris for all I care.” Brittany opened the door and swung down from the truck, then took a moment to stretch. “You live alone?”



“Yeah.” Doli glanced over at her mailbox, which was stuffed full of spam and unpaid bills, but she wasn’t going to sort through those while she had a guest. Crap, she had a guest. “I, uh, it might be a bit messy. Also, there’s barely any hot water.”



“Crap. Well, a shower is a shower.” 



Doli grabbed her bag of groceries from the bed of the pickup truck, then led the way. She unlocked the front door and opened it. Her home didn’t really seem presentable, but she supposed it wasn’t a sty or anything. Just a few dirty dishes in the sink, and a pile of laundry in one corner of her room. She tried to keep it clean.



“Very roomy,” Brittany said, placing her own bag on the table. She peered around the cramped quarters as if she was looking for something, then frowned. “Aww, you really do live alone. I was hoping you had a cat or something.”



“Had one when I was a kid, but it ran off,” Doli said. She began taking out her groceries and putting them away in her kitchen cabinets. She left the recently purchased bottle of rum on the table. “Never gave it much thought after that. Cat food is expensive.”



“I kind of hate owning them, but I love playing with other people's animals.” Brittany dug through her backpack until she pulled out a small clear plastic bag filled with toiletries. “So, that shower?”



Doli pointed down the narrow hallway. “Help yourself. There should be clean towels in the cabinet there.



“Thanks! You’re a lifesaver.” Brittany quickly disappeared behind the thin wooden door. The sound of running water echoed through the trailer.



With a sigh, Doli pulled out a glass, added a handful of ice cubes, and poured herself some rum. She sat down at the kitchen table, the rough metal legs of the chair scratching the dirty linoleum beneath it. The drink burned pleasantly, a familiar warmth that helped melt away the mind numbing drudgery.



She was entirely too dependent on the stuff, but she didn’t particularly care.



Or at least, she normally didn’t. For all the empty monotony that was her life, something special seemed to be happening. Or maybe it was something insane and dangerous. Was her loneliness overriding her judgement that thoroughly? Either way, the most beautiful girl she’d ever seen was currently naked in her house just a few feet away. It was a rather sobering thought.



Which was just something she’d have to fix.



Her eyes tracked up to the wall, where a picture hung, the kindly face of her grandfather with his hand on her shoulder as the little ten year old Doli held up the fish she had caught.



‘Little Bluebird’, he’d always called her. Hadn’t there been something in some old Navajo legend about bluebirds? Some sort of correlation with happiness? Or maybe that had just been some old movie.



By the time Brittany came out of the shower, having thrown on a loose t-shirt and some pajama pants, Doli had already finished half of her glass.



Brittany scrunched her nose up at Doli’s drink. “Just straight rum, huh? You got any cola?”



Doli shrugged. “Might be some in the fridge.”



“Cool.” Brittany found the mixer in question, then set about making herself a drink with a little less bite than something straight out of the bottle.



They both drank in silence for a few minutes. Doli stared into her glass, swirling the rum around her ice cubes, and finally spoke up. “So, why are you really here? Nobody just hitchhikes around for fun. It’s too dangerous.”



Brittany tapped her fingers on the table. Her nails had been painted pink at some point, but the polish was faded and chipped. “I do. And I’ve had some great experiences, and met a lot of cool people. Like you. But you’re also right, I’ve had some close calls. But I’m not dead yet.”



“But why?” Doli struggled to find her words and she fidgeted in her chair. She waved her hand vaguely at Brittany. “You’re just so…”



“Blonde?” Brittany asked, her tone bitter. “Beautiful, sexy, drop dead gorgeous, full of potential with bright career prospects and her whole life ahead of her? Well, it’s all true. Or it was a least once. And probably could be again if I really wanted.”



Doli bit her lip. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to pry.”



Brittany shook her head, then took a long draw from her glass. “It’s fine. It’s my own shit after all, I’m the one who has to carry it around. I mean, if you really want to know what’s up, I’ll share but it’ll cost you.”



“Cost me?” Doli narrowed her eyes.



“Yep!” Brittany laughed. She grabbed the bottle of rum, topped off her mixed drink, then stood up and crossed the divider between the kitchen and Doli’s room. She promptly sat down on Doli’s bed and stuck out her tongue. “You want my story, I get the bed. That couch of yours looks worse than the seat in your truck.”



Doli glanced over at the ratty piece of so-called furniture and sighed. “I’ve got a cot stashed around here somewhere. Haven’t used it in years, but should still be functional.”



“Hmm. Good counter offer, but…” Brittany pressed her hands against the mattress, testing it. “This isn’t half bad. Not too small either. If you want we could share, I don’t mind.”



“Whatever. Do what you want,” Doli mumbled. She tried to hide her blush behind her drink, but the way Brittany was giggling suggested that it wasn’t working. 



“Great!” Brittany set her drink aside on the nearby end table and spread out on the bed, her blonde locks still damp from the shower. “Let’s see, where to start… I mean, I guess I had a pretty perfect life. Loving parents. Loyal friends. A few relationships, though nothing serious. Got pretty solid grades in college. Had an internship that transitioned to a well paying job right away.”



Doli made her way into the bedroom as well, and sat down on her couch, avoiding the uncomfortable parts. She stayed silent, waiting for Brittany to continue.



Brittany glanced up at her and sighed. “If you’re expecting some sort of horrible tragedy at this point, you're wrong. Saying this all out loud makes me sound like a selfish, entitled, insane idiot, and that’s probably true. I spent two years in that company in an office job, filling out paperwork, managing spreadsheets, correcting errors in the formatting of official reports. It was menial, but there was a little bit of challenge to it, at least.”



“You should try working in the same gas station for seven years.” Doli took another drink, then realized it was almost empty and the bottle was all the way on the kitchen table.



“Had a similar job in High School, but you’re right. I sound petty. But I dunno. It started to get to me over time. I became pretty disgusted with the idea that I’d have to spend forty hours a week doing this for the rest of my life. I mean, there’s other jobs, but work will always be work. A girl like me could probably find a partner willing to take care of me, but it didn’t feel right. Nothing felt right.”



“It’s not something we really have around here, but isn’t that the point where you’re supposed to go to therapy or whatever?” Doli asked.



“That would’ve been the smart thing to do. The sane thing to do.” Brittany sat up. She tried to grin, but it was weak. “I snapped I guess. I was ready to put a bullet in my brain, but I couldn’t pull the trigger. So I ran instead. Just went outside and started walking. Someone picked me up and carried me with them out of California, and I’ve just been kind of bouncing around ever since. My luck won’t last forever, and I’ll probably be killed by something or another one of these days, but I think this is a funner way of doing it.”



Doli stared. This girl really was crazy. But what she was talking about… she could relate. Even if their base situations were miles apart. She medicated her empty life by drinking alone, and it wasn’t like she could claim the moral high ground on coping mechanisms.



“Sorry,” Brittany mumbled. She tightened her fists around the bedsheets, staring at the floor. “I’m not even a very authentic hobo. I check in with my parents occasionally, and have a credit card to their account I can use for emergencies. Everyone is always super sweet and nice to me and doesn’t think I’m a threat because I’m just a pretty blonde white girl. But as you can see, I’m a total lunatic. If that weirds you out, I’ll go, it’s okay.”



Alcohol burned in Doli’s veins, and she found herself crossing the small space from the couch to the bed. She sat down next to Brittany, and wrapped an arm around her shoulder. “It’s fine. Everyone’s got their own brand of crazy.”



Brittany barked a short laugh, then rested her head on Doli’s shoulder. “I knew there something special about you, Doli.” She looked up and their eyes met, and she smiled. “Well, you’ve heard my pathetic excuse for a sob story. What about you? What’s your brand?”



Doli looked away, struggling to pull herself from the blue abyss of her gaze. “Captain Morgan,” she muttered. “I don’t know. There’s not much to say.”



“Come on. Quid pro quo, right?”



Doli sighed. “Mom and dad died in a car accident before I could remember. Grandpa raised me. He was a good man. Tried to teach me a bunch about Navajo traditions and history, but I barely listened. This was his trailer, and his truck outside. He passed a few years ago. After that it’s just me. Life keeps going, even if there’s nothing in it.”



Brittany nodded, then grinned. She licked her lips, and leaned in close. “Thanks for telling me. So, when did you figure out you were gay?”



“I—”



Brittany pressed her lips against Doli’s. Her breath was heavy with alcohol and a hint of that cigarette she had tried earlier.



Doli melted into the kiss, pulling Brittany even closer against her, whatever reservations and inhibitions she had fading away in the moment.



After maybe a minute of passion Doli pulled back, panting.



Brittany had a wide grin on her face. “Well?”



“Figured it out during gym class back in highschool,” Doli muttered. Her head swam a little from the booze, but she suspected it had more to do with euphoria.



“Ever been with a girl before?”



“One. Had a brief thing maybe six years ago. She was half white though, and ended up going to college.”



Brittany nodded, and flashed her perfect teeth. “Guess I’m your type then, huh?”



“You have no idea,” Doli growled, then dove into another kiss.








Chill nighttime air drifted in through the open windows of the trailer, and the two lovers snuggled up together under the covers.



Doli ground out her cigarette in a nearby ashtray, and sighed. She felt alive, more so than she had in months, maybe years. The term ‘mind blowing sex’ had always seemed like an over exaggeration, but now...



Brittany let out a soft contented sigh, resting her head on Doli’s chest. “That was fun. You’re a lot of fun.”



“I could get used to that,” Doli said, chuckling.



“I know, right?” Brittany met her eyes and smiled. “You should come with me.”



Doli blinked, and she felt a knot grow in the pit of her stomach. “I said we’re all our own brand of crazy, and that’s not mine. If I’m going to be aimless in the desert, I’ll do it from my comfort of my trailer.”



Brittany bit her lip, the blue of her eyes standing out in the moonlit darkness. “It doesn’t have to be the desert. I’m tired of all this dirt anyway. I wanna go somewhere green. Up north, to Washington, or maybe even Canada.”



This was just a brief moment of happiness in an otherwise bleak existence. She could enjoy what little time there was to have with this strange traveler but she couldn’t let herself dream of anything greater. “What would you even do up there?”



“Find a forest,” Brittany said, her eyes glinting. “One of those big ones, with nobody around. Get as far away from civilization as you can, set up camp, and just live off the land. I went camping a bunch as a kid, and watched a bunch of those survival reality shows. It can’t be that hard.”



Doli rolled her eyes. “That’s suicidal. Sounds like a good way to starve to death, or get some intestinal parasite, or get eaten by a bear or break your leg with nobody around to help you. Or freeze to death when winter rolls around.”



“And you could roll your truck driving to work on Monday, or get shot in a gas station robbery.” Brittany crossed her arms over her chest and blew her bangs out of her eyes. “We could just migrate back south when winter comes, or tough it out. Did you ever learn to hunt or fish?"



“My grandfather taught me what he could, but…” Doli shook her head and sighed. She did her best to smile, and placed a hand on Brittany’s hip. “Look, Brittany, I know you’re looking to… well, to die. And I know I don’t have anything going on in my own life, but I’m not ready to end it all just yet.”



“I don’t want to die,” Brittany muttered, a strained edge to her voice. “We all die someday, and there’s nothing we can do about it. I just want to… to live differently. It’s been fun so far, but I think I’d like it a lot more with someone like you by my side. It doesn’t have to be a permanent thing. You want to bail a week into it, you can bail. I have the card for emergencies. Please?”



Doli closed her eyes. What would it really mean, to just pack up and leave everything behind? She’d lose her job, for starters. She hated her manager, her coworkers, and all the customers. They’d be glad to be rid of her. Nobody would miss her. Her grandfather’s trailer would sit here, unmaintained, just another rusted out heap in this dusty shithole. Maybe someone would eventually wander by and loot what little valuable there was.



She opened her mouth, and her heart raced. She wasn’t seriously considering this, was she? It was insane. There wasn’t a place for her out there, especially not at the side of some crazy and fickle lilly white girl that she barely knew who already had a habit of running away. She belonged here, with her people, slowly dying like the rest of them. She didn’t deserve anything better than a failed liver by the time she was forty.



“It’ll be fun,” Brittany whispered, a desperate pleading in her eyes.



“I…” Doli squeezed her eyes shut, flinching against her gaze and looked away. “I can’t. I’m sorry.”



“I see.”



The two of them sat there in silence for what seemed like an eternity, only the sounds of the rustling wind and nighttime insects filtering in from outside.



As Doli started to doze off, she heard Brittany sigh, then giggle.



“Sorry for getting all maudlin there,” Brittany said with a grin, then she propped herself up over Doli. “No fun in that. You up for round two?”



Doli was about to object—the mood seemed shattered at this point—but then soft fingers on her thigh sent shivers up her spine and she reconsidered quite thoroughly.








Doli woke up to an empty bed.



The trailer wasn’t particularly big, so it didn’t take long to figure out that Brittany had left entirely, and wasn’t just in the shower again.



The note left for her on the table only confirmed it.



Dear Doli,



Thanks a lot for letting me stay with you last night. And for the waffle I stole from your freezer. And for the amazing sex. <3 There’s something to be said about a human connection like that, even if it’s brief.



I don’t know what I’m looking for out of my life. I’m mostly just selfishly running away. I’ve accepted that, but I don’t blame you for not following my whims. I hope I find what I’m looking for someday. And I hope you do as well. We’ll probably never see each other again, but I’ll never forget last night.



-Find happiness.



Rather than a signature, Brittany had drawn a little bluebird in the bottom right corner.



Doli stared at the note, re-reading it over and over. Finally, she crumpled it up and stuffed it into her pocket. She turned to the photograph of her grandfather then closed her eyes, remembering his smile, his warmth. She took the picture frame off the wall, then began to pack.



Her mind was made up.







It didn’t take long for Doli to catch up. Brittany was on foot, after all.



Her truck sputtered to a stop next to the most beautiful girl Doli had ever seen, and she leaned over to roll down the window. “Hi.”



Brittany turned and smiled with perfect white teeth. “Hiya!”



“Where you headed?”



“Anywhere you want to take me.”
      

      
   
      The Unsung Ballad of Roger Wilco


      

      
      
         The blaring alarm from the UPS jolted Roger from his dusty hammock, and he fell to the dirt floor of his shack with a torrent of incoherent swearing.



The constant piercing electronic fleedling provided unpleasant accompaniment to his mad scramble over towards the far corner of the one-room building, where a brick of batteries roughly the size of a Vauxhall Astra sat.  A digital display on the side ticked from 154 to 152 before his eyes, spurring him into a flurry of motion.  “Fuggin chunt buggerly,” he blearily slurred as he flew to his desk and shut down his terminal, the server, the router, the antenna relay, and the bank of monitors.  When the last lights winked out he unplugged everything from the UPS except for the pair of black cables that snaked under the yellow tarp on the floor – Project Black Lotus needed to be preserved at all costs, after all, and power failure was a crisis he could not afford.



This slowed the power drain somewhat, and Roger took the opportunity to dig his palms into his eyes as he tried to wake up.  As the gears within his mind shifted from neutral to first, he realized that he couldn’t hear the generators out back under the alarm.



As the implications of that thought clicked into place, something banged against the back wall of the shack.  Roger’s mouth twisted into a snarl as he grabbed his trusty pump action 12-gauge shotgun from the wall next to the door and hurried outside.



The blinding glare of the morning sun slowed Roger’s gait.  He rounded the side of his shack to find a half-dozen gormless kangaroos standing around – and upon – his generator.  They stared blankly at him as the unmistakable smell of petrol permeated the air.



“FUCKIN’ ROOS!”  Roger bellowed as he leveled his shotgun at the horizon.  A boom echoed through the Outback as the troop scattered into the brush as fast as their legs could carry them.  



“Yeh, you bettah run, ya fuckin’–!”  He drowned the final word of his epithet with another shotgun blast to keep them running, then watched to make sure they were well and truly gone.  He was always sorely tempted to just shoot the bloody beasts when they tampered with his generator or dug through his garbage, but he didn’t have a destruction permit.  The last thing he needed was the government paying attention to what he was up to.



A shame, really – roo meat paired well with beans.



Satisfied the kangaroos wouldn’t be back for a good long while, Roger spat into the dirt and turned to assess the damage the vermin had caused to his generator.  A cursory examination showed they had somehow torn the petrol line from the tank – a bit of duct tape and some sealant would fix it, but the tank was now empty.  He’d need to make his weekly petrol run a couple days early.  He swore again as he shouldered his shotgun and trudged back towards the door to get his tools.



The line was easy enough to reconnect and patch up, and Roger filled the tank with the last of the reserve petrol.  He heaved back on the starter cord with manly vigor, and the generator roared to life.  With a self-satisfied snort, he went back inside and made sure the UPS display was ticking back up again, then plugged everything back in and brought everything back online.



While running diagnostic checks on the health of the server, Roger brought up the Draconequus chat to see if anyone had noticed the server downtime.



It promptly exploded with notifications.



Notorious C.I.G. 9:34 AM

@RogerWilco It would appear the Writeoff web site is down.

Mumblegrunge 9:36 AM

nuuuuuuu @RogerWilco I still need to vote on prompts!

Trips Reruns 9:37 AM

@RogerWilco Why is the website down?

Mumblegrunge 9:37 AM

Maybe if we all message him at once we can summon him HEY @RogerWilco

Fog 9:37 AM

oh no @RogerWilco

Pallada 9:37 AM

hey @RogerWilco

Brutus, Forebear of Oxide 9:38 AM

Hey @RogerWilco, are we still on for MtG later tonight? Also, the server is down.

basildragon 9:38 AM

Help, @RogerWilco - I'm trying to recruit a new member and I can't access the site rules page!

Coldflower 9:38 AM

Yo, @RogerWilco!

Trips Reruns 9:38 AM

@RogerWilco

MargarinePsycho 9:38 AM

@RogerWilco



This went on for several pages.



“Fuuuuck,” Roger grimaced to himself.  The diagnostics suite gave him the green light, so he kicked the web site back online and shot a quick message to the chat.



RogerWilco 10:11 AM

The server is back online and the web site is live again.  Apologies for the interruption.

Mumblegrunge 10:12 AM

Hooray!  We did it!

Rhetorical Interrogative 10:12 AM

Huzzah!  Thank you, Roger.

Mumblegrunge 10:12 AM

IT WAS ME

Trips Reruns 10:12 AM

It was Roger

Mumblegrunge 10:12 AM

FIGHT ME, TRIPS



Roger rolled his eyes and closed the chat, then wandered outside to set about strapping a pair of empty five-gallon drums to his dirt bike for the long trek towards civilization and fuel.  While he did so, he cast his gaze about the surrounding countryside – at the scrub brush clinging to the violently orange dirt, the pair of raptors idly wheeling in the sky, the slow passage of clouds across the infinite expanse of hazy blue sky.  It filled him with a wistful sort of wonder, and it made the necessity of shunning civilization for the sake of Project Black Lotus all the more tolerable.



The laughing call of a kookaburra brought Roger back to his senses.  As he went back inside to get his helmet and goggles, he saw his neighbor sprawled against the lone tree that grew next to the shack, and raised a hand in greeting.  “G’morning, Tobias.”



The huntsman spider replied with a neighborly wave of his foreleg.



Roger donned his helmet, goggles, and gloves.  “I’m headed inna town to grab supplies.  D’ya need anythin’?”



Tobias paused for a moment, then shook himself no.  He hopped down off the tree and scuttled off into a nearby shrub.



“Right, then.  Good hunting, mate.”  Roger mounted his bike and kicked it into gear, then sped off into the bush.  It was a seventy kilometer journey south to Glendambo, the closest hub of civilisation, and he needed to be swift if he wanted to make it back in time for Magic the Gathering.








The buzz of crickets provided a pleasant background din as Roger hovered over a pot of simmering beans on the camp stove as dusk settled over the outback.  He popped the top on a can of Cooper’s Finest, gave the beans a hearty whiff, nodded, and killed the heat.  He tossed the empty can of Dodger Brand Baked Beans (“the dankest beans for the discerning connoisseur”) in the recycling bag that hung next to the stove, then gave the pot a stir and brought it over to his desk.



He sat in his office chair and stared at his bank of monitors.  Only a handful of minutes before the votes would be tallied for the next Writeoff prompt – a handful of minutes before he knew what the framework would be for the next batch of data for Project Black Lotus.



He cautiously blew over the pot before tucking in.  He savored the robust bean flavor as he reviewed the chat log for the day.



MargarinePsycho 9:20 PM

*shouts* Fight, fight! *whispers* kiss, kiss

Pigasos 9:21 PM

Butters :P

Pallada 9:21 PM

Every day we stray further from Stalin’s grace.

Trips Reruns 9:24 PM

Ugh, I’m editing this piece for a commission on a deadline and it’s such a slog

So much shifting back and forth between tenses

Fog 9:25 PM

would you say you were… past tense with this particular writer?

Trips Reruns 9:25 PM

This is no time for hilarious wordplay!



Roger nearly snorted his beans.  It would be ideal if the humor of the group would translate well with the data feed from the chat, but time would tell one way or the other soon enough.



Pigasos 9:26 PM

Trips, speaking of words

What would be the word for reminding someone of something over and over again?

Annoying, etc

Enlightened Pastry 9:26 PM

Would “nag” suffice, Pigasos?

Trips Reruns 9:26 PM

nag

False_Fedora 9:27 PM

Pester might also work.

Enlightened Pastry 9:27 PM

“Harp on” may work as well, depending on context.

Pigasos 9:28 PM

I think “nag” is what I was looking for, thanks all!

You are all lovely.



Roger nodded as he chewed.  Chat sessions like this were the reason he piped the chat feed into Project Black Lotus in addition to the stories and reviews – a more stream-of-consciousness line of dialogue to assist in the day-to-day conversations he expected it to have.  In fact, the chat had been invaluable in prompting discussions on word choice and context, something that was crucial to understanding, to forming the associations between words and concepts that–



The console beeped at him as one of the monitors began to flash – the deadline had passed and the votes had been tallied.  Roger refreshed the page–



Pigasos 9:30 PM

“The Killing Machine” is the winner!

Ominous :D



Roger simply stared, beans forgotten.



Fog 9:31 PM

at least this is a pretty direct prompt for once

False_Fedora 9:31 PM

I think I have an idea or two that could work.



Roger sighed as he stood and ran a hand across his tired face.  He felt grubby.  “If only they knew,” he groaned.



There was nothing for it – the collective had decided and the prompt had been chosen.  If the Black Lotus Project was to be an honest reflection of its contributors, he couldn’t pick and choose what data sets to use.  Besides, it was at least possible that the stories that would come from such a prompt wouldn’t necessarily center around AI death robots slaughtering Earth’s population.



Roger snorted at the thought.  “In a pig’s eye,” he grumbled as he moved over to the yellow tarp that sat between his desk and the UPS and tossed it aside.  He shooed away the scorpion that had taken up residence beneath it, then hauled up the heavy cast iron trapdoor.  He flicked on the lights and descended the aluminum ladder into the hidden vault beneath the shack.



Rows of fluorescent lights illuminated rack upon rack of server blades, each networked to each other by a spiderweb of cables.  The air was much cooler down here, a sign that the brief loss of the generators had mercifully had no effect upon the server environment.



In the center sat a single nondescript terminal.  It served as his window into the soul of the nascent AI he had spent most of the last year nurturing.



He approached the terminal with something akin to reverence.  He rested a hand upon the display as code scrolled by.



“What are they going to turn you into, love?”  The mild acrid tang in the air made Roger reflexively glance to the corner, where the blackened and hollow husk of the terminal from Project Alicorn rested.  It served as a costly reminder of failure, and of the care required when rearing a sentient program.  Tia, as Roger had called her, had been crafted from several years' worth of stories from the My Little Pony Writeoff competitions, and had been brought to full cognizance a little over a year ago.  



The memory still left a sour feeling in his stomach – unable to reconcile the reality of humanity with the stories she had been raised on, Project Alicorn had driven herself mad.  It was why Roger had created the Original Fiction competitions, and had quietly discouraged pony stories within them; better to have a more direct line with the dreams and aspirations of humanity, without the filter of “pone” interfering.



Still, it was disconcerting to have a competition so explicitly focus on the conflict between man and machine.  The notion that these stories could teach the AI that it was something to be feared – that it should be something to be feared – was more than a little unsettling.



He took a deep breath as he gently laid his fingertips upon the keyboard.  “On their heads be it.”  He began to type.  With the grace of a sorcerer casting a spell, he crafted the code that would sync The Killing Machine competition entries – and their feedback – with Project Black Lotus.





















Author’s note – This was written with the greatest of love of, respect for, and apologies to our intrepid site admin and the community in general.
      

      
   
      Ego Sum Deus?


      

      
      
         I snorted another line off my blow-covered desk and felt like a fucking god.  You gotta give whoever the hell made cocaine some credit: it’s a hell of a drug. In the eternal darkness of my ramshackle art studio, finally, there was a light, and that light revealed to me the holy sacrament of cocaine. As I took another communion nose-full, I took a brief moment to say a prayer. 



	

“Let me do something. Amen!” 



I slammed my hands on the table, rattling my paint supplies and sending a puff of nose candy into the air—then a bolt of inspiration struck me. I couldn’t say what it was specifically, but I knew it was something of pure magnificence blessed with the cross-trident of Zeus himself. I ran like a giddy schoolgirl, fighting my legs which were determined to tie themselves into knots, and fetched a canvas that I swear must have had at least an inch of dust on it. The rusty, cob-webbed laden gears of my mind had spun for the first time in months, and I sure as hell wasn’t going to waste the opportunity. 

Swiping the silvery mix of dust and cocaine from my work area, I grabbed my brushes, dipped one in my palette, and as soon as that brush hit the canvas, I lost my image. 



“Fuck you, Zeus!” I screamed. “Fuck you and your stupid crown of thorns!”



I hurled that canvas harder than I should have. I was pretty sure that the sound of cracking glass meant I had broken something expensive. Fucking wrenches gumming up my mind gears. I immediately set about flipping every piece of furniture in the penthouse that my agent hadn’t insisted be bolted to the floor. Everything ranging from steel chairs to wood chairs got flipped, tossed, and smashed against the tempered, bulletproof windows I forgot he had put in, the rat bastard.



The rage quickly subsided, turning into a lethargic depression. A torrent of shitty thoughts rained out my cocaine parade. The fuck was I doing with my life. Why the fuck should I even try anymore? Fortunately, while the window was not spacious enough to allow a chair through, I could fit through if I sucked in my ever-growing gut. I was about halfway out the window when I heard my phone squelch out one of those ridiculous preset ringtones. Figuring that the theme to my suicide shouldn’t be some retarded series of blips and bloops composed by some underpaid dipshit at Samsung, I lowered myself out.  



Thank the lord that it was my pusher, not my agent, calling. If that Nazi-shaped vulture asked me one more time about submitting material like he had every week for the last nine months, I would’ve outdone Sylvia Plath. 



“Hey Rod, I’m busy, can I call you back?” I said. 



“Busy with what? You’re sure as shit not paintin’ art for the Louvre.”



“Suicide.”



There was a brief pause from Rod, followed by a short, annoyed sigh. “Trying to crawl out the window again?”



“Yep.”



“You won’t fit.”



“You don’t know that! What if I lost weight? I know I’m not some Greek god like you, man, but I’m not John Goodman.” 



Internally, I apologized for my blasphemy against the Goodman. 



“You’re not gonna fit. You’re gonna get halfway out, then get caught on your fat ass. Listen, I got something special for you if you’re ready to stop bein’ such a damn drama queen.”



My ears perked up at that “special” bit. Rod was the jack of all drugs, and everything seemed boring to him. Hell, even angel dust couldn’t faze him. “Shit man, really?” I said, trying to contain myself. 



“Yeah, some eggheads cooked up this new thing they call Ambrosia. I don’t know what the fuck it stands for, but it’s like the new LSD. Fucks you up good. You in?” 



Once again, I felt like a giddy schoolgirl, albeit a completely different kind. The kind that has her panties around her ankles, ass raised, just waiting to get fucked. I let my mind linger on that image for a good moment before replying.



“Of course I’m in.”



“Good-shit. Be outside in twenty and don’t take the express route, ight? Oh, and wear something nice this time. This is a high-rollers group, not the community college you dropped out of.”



“Yeah, yeah, fine, goodbye.” 

 

Before I got dressed, I had to test something. I jammed my phone back into my pocket and tried to climb out the window again. I got caught on my ass. 



 Fuck you, Rod. Fuck you and your six-pack. 



Luckily, my ass was not so fat enough to prevent me from slipping into my favorite suit. God, it’d been so long since I’d been this excited sober. Forget a spring in my step, there was a goddamn summer in my step. If I’d been any happier, woodland creatures would erupt from brush and join together in song. 



When I made my way down to the lobby, I must’ve looked like a freak, because everyone was giving me the evil eye. Parents pulled their kids away from me, people I knew rolled their eyes and were quick to move past me when I said hello, the whole nine yards. I didn’t care. 



When Rod finally arrived, he took one look at me and shook his head. 



“Have you looked in a mirror?” 



Ah, the mirror. Another luxury lost to my czar of an agent. “No why?”



“Here.” He produced a small mirror lightly coated in what I assumed was coke from his jacket pocket. 



I rotated the mirror around my face. “I don’t see—”



There was enough cocaine caked to my nose for at least two lines. “Oh.” 



“Oh is right. You’re lucky I’m a patron of the arts. This is clown shoes shit. Goofy assholes roll with Mickey and Minnie, not me, you hear?” 



“I gotcha.” I took a handkerchief out of my pocket and rubbed down my nose. 



“So we’re going to the other place today. There’s too much heat coming down on me recently to go to the usual.”



The other place was a shit-tacular shack with peeling wallpaper and an abundance of cockroaches on the crappy side of the city. Hardly comparable to the upscale 

club I was used to, but anything for this Ambrosia shit. 



“I’m cool with that.” I said, while not being cool with that in the slightest. 



“I’m not asking your opinion.” 



More people were at the shit shack than I expected. Rich assholes tended to avoid these sorts of places like the plague unless they were desperate and bombing out, but I counted no less than twenty tweed dickweeds cluttering up the place with idle talks of stock exchange bullshit and the like—all of them staring at Rod and 

I expectantly as we walked in. 



Rod cleared his throat, and there was silence. He took out a clear bottle containing multicolored pills and held them above his head. “This, my friends, is our holy grail. Drink of it and know enlightenment.” He took a pill, swallowed it. 



The assembly of rich dickweeds cheered. 



Rod passed the bottle to me. “It takes a couple minutes to hit, but you’ll feel it. I promise.” He winked and smiled: two things that happened so rarely that seeing them both at once nearly blew my mind. 



I grabbed that shit as fast as I could. I swallowed a pill, passed it on to some asshole that I didn’t care about, and sat down, waiting on enlightenment. 

There was a knock at the door. I knew without knowing that it would be the cops. 



“LAPD, open up!” 



That in that of itself sent everyone into a bit of a tizzy, while I just kept my ass planted. People started looking for exits, found none, and started hyperventilating: standard rich asshole reaction to thinking they’re going to be put in the pen. Maybe if they weren’t from good money, they’d get some time, but these folks had enough money to stay out of jail. Buncha drama queens.  



The knocking grew more insistent. They’d break down the door soon, and I’d have to spend another thirty days in county. Great. 



Rod blew a gasket. “Who the fuck led the cops here?!” He grabbed some guy in tacky leopard-print suit. “Was it you, Raymond?!”



Raymond only stammered in response. 



“Fucking hell, people, I try to throw a charity event, and this how you repay me?” 



A voice from outside yelled, “We’re breaking down the door!” 



“Like hell you are!” Rod called back. He forced himself up against the door, his hardened body resisting the rhythmic beatings of the battering ram. 

Rod stared at me. “We’re so fucked.” He mimed a gun, stuck it to his temple and pulled the trigger.



Then something unexpected happened. Rod’s face suddenly lost its forehead with an explosive boom. Blood, brains, and skull bits painted that fucking door in a red and gray mosaic. His body crumpled to the floor, arms outstretched. But the door did not fall. 



I heard someone scream outside, “Holy shit, those bastards shot me!” 



My eyes widened. I shoved past the panicked crowd and dove next to a couch, lying prone. Gunfire erupted all around me as the police began returning firing in droves. The people who were unfortunate enough to be standing in front of the door ended up looking like Swiss cheese mixed with strawberry sauce. Good image for a painting. The door itself didn’t fare much better, collapsing from the hailstorm of bullets. 



“Drop your weapons and put your hands in the air!” a police officer said. There was a short, dumbfounded silence after he realized absolutely nobody was armed. 



It was at this point I finally realized what had happened, and my third eye opened. Enlightenment had found me. I laughed and stood up slowly, staring down the fake police officer with his fake gun that fired fake bullets. None of this was real; it had to be a hallucination.



“Put your hands in the air!” the police officer said. When I stood, I saw he was surrounded by a squad of five men, all of them holding rifles.  



“No,” I said. 



 “Sergeant, take that one down,” he said. 



I raised my hand at the Sergeant, index finger extending towards his head, and very carefully imagined holding a huge fucking gun, something like Dirty Harry’s revolver, only bigger, and with more cylinders. Like twenty cylinders. I felt the weight of the piece, gripped it in my hand, and pulled the trigger. Something I didn’t expect happened though: the gun went off.



There was a considerable mess. Blood and brains splattered over the squad, and they immediately returned fire. The bullets entering my flesh hurt but just a moment and the fountain of my own blood that poured onto the floor did not worry me much. I did not move from the spot I stood, content to absorb bullets like a sponge until they stopped firing. 



Frankly, the cops seemed unsure of whether or not they should continue shooting me. Eventually, one of them grew a pair and came up to check my pulse. His grimy hands were covered in sweat. 



“Dead.” 



“Am I?” I asked. 



He jumped back, shocked. “What the fu—”

 

I imagined his head twisting off, and so it happened. The officer’s head popped like a cork from a champagne bottle, spraying red hot blood and bone foam all over the ground. I stood, sick to my stomach, like I was going to throw up. I spit up something: a colorful red pill, pristine and untouched. This was real? Suddenly it all made sense. The sleeper had awoken. God had ascended back on his throne.  



I shrugged off more bullets, the shouting of the police officers becoming a distance buzz, a mosquito in my ear. Still annoying, though. The world was brimming with illusions like them. 



With naught but the extension of my arm, I cleansed the world of my art and turned it into a blank canvas. People, buildings, everything, disappeared. Nothing but the color white remained. 



Something about this was familiar. I couldn’t place my finger on it, but this emptiness, this place that was not a place, felt like home. The first home I abandoned. How could I have forgotten this, the nexus of creation? How could I have been blinded by the world I created? Of course, there was nobody around to answer these musings besides myself, so I decided that the most logical step was to create another me to converse with.



“Are you me?” I asked. 



“Am I you?” the second I replied. 



This conversation was already getting tiresome, but I sought to persevere.  



“Is there anyone else here, or is it just me? Or you. Or whatever I am?” 



“There’s just me. There’s only been just me. What, did you forget?” the clone sneered. 



Complications emerged pretty much immediately. 



“What the hell am I supposed to do here?”



“I don’t know. Make a decision.” 



I was starting to get annoyed with myself. “Why should I? What’s the point? Does anything I do matter?”



“Nope. I am the only thing that exists after all. That previous world you lived in? Just some fake phoney bullshit you cooked up to keep yourself entertained. You got bored being here.” 



“So I’m just cursed to be here by myself with some douchebag clone of myself?” 



“Such is our nature.”



“Such is bullshit.”



“Very astute observation.” God this guy was such a snarky jackass. 





“What am I?”



“You are you. That’s all I can tell you.” 



I sighed and dismissed the clone from reality. I took a walk, a long one. I couldn't say how long it took specifically, but all time had been practically eliminated, but I'm sure it was a pretty significant duration.



The loneliness became unbearable—talking to myself yielded no results, no purpose. Maybe if I made someone that wasn’t me to talk to, I’d feel less alone. I decided to create a companion whom I dubbed Chuck and a small world for him to inhabit.  A lush Eden with plenty of woods to explore, animals to hunt, and food to eat. 



“Hello Chuck,” I said.



I decided that Chuck was a nice fellow who said hello back when he was addressed.  



“Hello,” Chuck replied.



“How are you?” 



I decided Chuck was feeling pretty dandy. 



“Pretty dandy,” Chuck replied. 



Again, I was just talking to myself. Chuck said everything according to my volition. I grew frustrated. 



“Chuck, I now give you free will. You may do whatever it is you please.”



Chuck set about doing things that suited his needs as he saw fit. Chuck had will, but it was the will I defined for him. He would eat, drink, and sleep when he felt like, only because I had created a set of rules to govern how he felt about the world. Chuck was an elaborate puppet, nothing more. He had no real autonomy. Useless. 



Goddammit! Nothing I made had any purpose. Why did I even bother? Might as well just die then. Trying to will myself out of existence yielded no results. I found myself longing for my old life, before the grand revelation. Even the cocaine-induced depression seemed favorable compared to the eternal void caused by a purposeless existence. 



At that instant, I realized why I had forgotten this place, why I created a realm of illusion to hold my powers from me. I blinded myself to truth to escape this place, escape the weight of this meaningless. I created a new world, with a new self so that I knew some semblance of purpose instead this boring nothingness. God, of course, is one the being who is truly alone. 



I laughed, what a stupid, blind God I am. Maybe next time I’d be a writer. A less dumb one. But for now, I was content to return back to my old life of an artist. Something about being a creative type just felt right. 



I brought back the stars and the heavens, the sun and the planets, the earth and the moon. From the ground grew the urban sprawl of L.A., the place I made my home. I gave life to the people and the animals and the plants, even back to Rod and my shitty agent. I returned to my old form of a schlubby, slightly overweight and middle-aged artist, sitting in his apartment. And then I hit my head as hard as I fucking could, repeatedly, until I blacked out. 



When I woke up, I was finally able to put the paintbrush to the canvas. I made my own personal masterpiece right then and there. It might have won an award. It might not. What did I make that was so great? Who cares. I was happy just to make something. 
      

      
   
      Morlock


      

      
      
         Hello there, are you from Up Above? Oh my oh my, you must be from Up Above! I'm so honored to be your Eyes. Nobody has been eyes for... for... a lot of time. I don't know how much, but I can ask a Manager. They know it and can tell. Let me think where I can get a Manager.



Oh, I'm sorry, I'm wasting your time. You know how long it has been, you come from Up Above. I promise I will be good Eyes for you now and don't waste your time anymore. What did they say Eyes had to do? One moment, let me go to the Tables of Law.



Let's see. There, becoming Eyes means you want to see what we do. Sorry for the Tables, we had to copy them a couple of times because sometimes the dust and the smoke eat away at them. And then there was the Big Fire thirty six thousand and nine hundred thirteen shifts ago. I know because it was terrible and now we all remember it so it doesn't happen again. I personally have applied the Big Fire Prevention Procedures once. It was as Dave was distracted and had used his welder near the Black Water Tank six three oh oh five. It was a very silly thing to do because the thank pump has been broken for fifty shifts and he should have known from the Procedures to not do it.



I burned my lower hands badly, but I applied the Big Fire Prevention Procedures and we could even repair the welder then. The Manager even congratulated me because we didn't have to compile the Equipment Replacement Requests. Compiling the request was his job and he does it really good, but there must be a Manager somewhere else who isn't so good at his job because we never get any new Equipment and then have to put together stuff with what we have here.



I'm not complaining, no no, but can you look if there is somebody who doesn't do his job? We would be very grateful. Not that we aren't grateful Did I already told you that I'm honored to be your Eyes?



Anyway, we repaired the welder. Dave was too burnt to be eaten, so we had to put him in the farm.



The farm is something the Smarts came up with. They are very good at their job, it was a very good thing you made them. The farm came when you stopped to use the Organic Disposing Pipes. I'm sure you had your reasons, and very important reasons, but we had a bit of problems there because the Recyclers didn't have new biomass to do their work. So the Smarts came up with the farm. We put there all the waste and then we grow mushrooms and mold and then we feed the Recycler. We are almost there, then I can show you.



Here we are. See those are the mushrooms. I know they are not very tall, but we can make a lot of them. We had to use a bit of the steam for the heat. But we don't use much of it. I swear, just enough for the farm, and there's more than enough for Up Above. You don't use much of it anyway. Oh my oh my, I'm sorry, I don't want to say anything with that, only that we had to do it. If you don't like it say so and we'll dismantle everything and fix it and put things back. Only, maybe start to use the Organic Disposing Pipes again so we can feed the Recycler. Or don't, you know what is right and we will do good work. But at the moment we have to do it this way.



There is a Smart, maybe I can ask him if we can put everything back. Hello Smart. Hello. Uh, seems to be one of those who don't talk. We got more of them every time. Don't know why. But they are still good. They don't talk, but when we give them a problem they solve it. They are very good. Look.



Hey, smart, can we dismantle the farm and still feed the Recycler? See how he begins to shake? That means he is thinking. It will take some time, when he has an idea he will write it. That's the reason for all those pieces of chalk there. We get them from some of the Water Treatment Tanks. He will surely find a solution. Or not, then he will fall over and we can eat him. Or put him in the farm.



I know what comes next. I will bring you to Mother! After that I have to go to my shift, and you can see that too. But first Mother. Mother has been often sick, but we fixed her every time. Not me, I'm too young, but my brothers fixed her lots of times. Let's see. Look, there on the wall, each time somebody fixed mother he has written about it. I know that some fixes don't have the right Maintenance Code, but there were new things we had to try and we can't invent new Codes. The Manager told me about it, new Codes come only from Up Above. We have sent a couple of New Code Requests, but we never got an answer. I think the same one that loses our Equipment Requests does a sloppy job on that. If you find him it would be great.



And here is Mother. They told me that once she had a lot of glass tubes, but some broke and we didn't know how to fix them, so we used steel. We know steel, so we fixed her. She is healthy now. And I'm going to have new brothers too. I think she will give birth any moment now. You know it because all the Obstetrics around the Womb. I can't go there because they are very grumpy, but you can see it from here too.



That was a good batch. Five Dave and three Stephen. We needed a bit more Dave, he is clumsy and sometimes we don't have any before a new birth, but he is very good with the welder. That means we can finally fix Reactor four. Stephen is very good at cleaning the Water Treatment, but we have a lot of him now, that's why the Obstetrics are strangling him. We get to eat him at the end of the shift, that will be good.



The screaming is also normal. I know that filling Dave's head shouldn't make him scream, but we don't know how to stop it. The problem began a lot of shifts ago. Maybe you can tell us how to fix it. That would be very good.



Uh, I have to go to my shift now. I'll show you what I do. I maintain the hydraulics. It's very important, because if the hydraulics stop then a lot of things can't be moved anymore and then everything stops. And we can't let things stop.



I know that some of the corridors are a bit dark, but we can't use too much power for silly things like light in the corridors. The Manager told me that our thorium reserves will start to run low in only fifty thousand shifts, so we are trying to cut back on unnecessary power. We managed to stop a reactor. It took a lot of time and a lot of Erik and Tom got so sick that we couldn't even use them for the farm, but we did it. Now the thorium will last at least for another ten thousand shifts, or so the Manager said.



All the Tom and Erik are in a special heap. The Smarts made a special mushroom that should fix them, then we can in a couple of hundred of shifts put them in the farm.



On that wall the Manager writes what we have to do today. He does it before every shift so everybody does something useful. And there is my entry. Let's see, I have to fix the pumps for the flood-gates form three-oh-five-two to three-oh-five-seven. That's almost a whole sector! This is gonna be a good shift. I can show you what a good work we do now. There will also be Nick. That's good, I can't really work with switch-boxes. I tried once, but I'm not smart enough. But pumps I can fix.



Hey Nick, we are gonna have an awesome shift! I'm being Eyes for someone from Up Above. Really, I swear. No, he doesn't talk, but I can feel it. It's exactly like what the Manager told us. Come on, let's show him what a good work we do.



Yeah, I was at the birth. We got five new Dave. I know, we can fix the Reactor. I don't think we will turn it on, but we can fix it. That should also be your field, right? Reactors have electrical stuff, so you should go there then.



Well, they were filling the heads, so probably in another two shifts we will begin. Ask the Manager maybe.



Sorry if I ignored you, I'm so stupid, I'm your Eyes, I shouldn't chat with Nick. Please, don't be angry at us, we are great workers. Even if we chat sometimes. And the rules don't say anything about chatting. Sometimes the Manager gets angry, but I don't think it's prohibited. If it's prohibited let me know and I won't chat anymore. I promise.



There's the gates. They are very important, as they control one of the only six main water channels here. We use the channels for everything. To get water, to transport some of the heavy stuff, to cultivate algae. The flood-gates here broke thirty-five shifts ago, and we had to send a Request for Spare Parts. You didn't answer so we gathered some pieces here and there to fix them ourselves. That's what we always do. When we don't get the pieces we need we ask Dave to fix them. They have a forge near the lambda Workshop Cluster. I told you we always need Dave.



So we have to fix the pumps here. Nothing strange, usual wear and tear. We have to do it every four hundred shifts at least. Now look, I'll show you what a good work we do here.



And that was the last one. We should be done here. Hey, Nick, can you connect the gates to the grid? Yeah, up there. Now, be careful... And done. Do you hear how they sing? We did a good job.



See, I told you we were good and—Nick! Behind you! The gate is moving. Oh my oh my. Hang in there!



I'm here Nick. Don't know where the opening command came from. Yeah, I'm still the Eyes for Up Above. We did a god work, they have seen it. The gate opened the right way. I don't think we can repair you, and we will have to clean all that blood. Can't let the mechanics rust. I know it's not your fault. I'm sure they know it Up Above too. So, what should I use? Monkey wrench? OK, don't move now, I don't want to miss your head.



Well, I hoped I could walk back with Nick. He is fun. We may need a new batch of him too. I hope Mother is gestating him. Now I'll have to go back and fill an Accident Report, then the Manager will send a cleaning crew and someone to get Nick for the farm. I don't think we can eat him, too much lubricant, but the mushrooms don't have problems with that.



Time to go back, just you and me. 



Can I ask you something? I know I'm old, and that parts of me doesn't work anymore as they should. Wear and tear will claim me in another hundred or two hundred shifts. But, are you there? I'm sure I'm feeling you, but it has been such a long time. Not even the Manager is old enough to remember the last communication from Up Above. Did we do something wrong? We are good workers, we make all the gears turn and the water flow and the pumps beat. Please, tell me you are there. Give me some sign we did good. Please.



Hello? Hello?
      

      
   
      Where Nothing Can Go Wrong... go wrong...


      

      
      
         

“You idiot!” snapped the Director of the Delos Project as he stalked into his inner office, closely followed by the object of his ire.  “I can’t believe you’d do something like that, and then tell me about it in public!  Let me get the office sealed off before you say another word.”  



Thumbing the lock on his office door after it had hissed closed behind them, Director Charles Browning flipped several more switches on a suite of jamming and damping devices which made his office only slightly more secure than the isolated core systems monitoring room several stories underground.  The outer office was a proper executive command location with all of the traditional granite and chrome found with every status-seeking wealthy corporate executive, but that was the only location official guests would see. 



Behind the gloss and shine was a locked door to this smaller and much more solid office containing the finest computer Charles could justify tying into the corporate network, as well as enough air and supplies to last a week.  Fifteen years ago, nearly every employee of Delos was caught unaware by events.  Charles was determined not to fall the same way.



He strode over to the sophisticated console and thumbed open the security monitors arranged over his desk, flipping through several of them at random just to check on things at the newly-reopened resort.  Nothing seemed wrong at the moment, except for the wrongness that he had brought with him.



“It was only rational,” protested the young woman who had followed him over to the desk and was now standing behind him.  Under any normal circumstances, Tracy Ballard would never have seen the inside of his sanctum sanctorum, as she occupied a step on the corporate ladder several steps below his top rung.



Getting only silence as a response while her boss punched buttons and consulted readouts, she continued to fidget until she finally added, “It was a smart decision.”



“It was stupid!” snapped Charles.  “We employ vast collections of programmers worldwide, all endlessly checking each other to make certain every bit of programming in the entire company works perfectly, and you jumped over them.”



“Like hopscotch,” she suggested.



“Like jumping into a fire!” he countered.  “Do you have any idea what I’ve gone through over the last fifteen years to get Delos back into operation?  The politicians I’ve contributed to?  The outright bribes I’ve had to pay?  The news agencies I’ve had to pump money into like water to make sure the stories we get are pointed the right way?”



“I should,” said Tracy.  The corners of her lips had turned down in a sharp frown and most of her previous discomfort had turned into a quiet intensity.  “I’ve been working here since college.  You hired me.”



The director took a deep breath and bit back a sharp retort.  After a second breath, he let it out in a deep sigh.  “I know, I know.  You’re brilliant in your field.  There isn’t another employee in Delos who has made nearly as many breakthroughs in android design as yourself.”



“Like the polymorphic visage modification I created, so you only need to purchase one android face and reconfigure it to whatever you want, whenever you want,” said Tracy.  “That saved several million dollars in staffing the Delos Project, as well as bringing in profits made by licensing the patents to other companies.”



“And your work on the Pseudoskin Project,” said Charles with a reluctant nod.  He held a hand out and wriggled his fingers.  “Your research team even got the hands right afterwards.  It’s almost impossible to tell the difference between the staff and the guests anymore.”  He balled up his fist and smacked it down on the desk.  “But you’re not permitted to work on programming, and you know it!  Anybody who had anything to do with Delos back during the Incident is forbidden to touch any of the android’s programming!”



Tracy’s lips drew back in a thin line and she sat down in the visitor’s chair for a few short breaths.  “Yes, I know,” she snapped in nearly a growl.  “Welcome to Westworld, where nothing can go wrong.  Again.  If any other present employee has a better reason to keep things under control, name them.”



Charles stared down at the floor for a while, then got up and moved over to the minibar at the side of the room.  Pouring two glasses of amber whisky, he walked back to his desk and dropped back down into his expensive chair.  One by one, he sat the glasses down on the desk and leaned forward to rest his forehead on his hands.  “I’m sorry.”



“Not as sorry as I am,” responded Tracy almost immediately.  “Years of psychotherapy later, and all I can think of is that day.”  She paused, then picked up her glass as the same time as Charles and made a vague gesture in his direction.  “Rank hath its privileges.  Go ahead.”



“To absent companions,” he said.



“To all of those who we lost.”  Tracy put the empty glass back on the desk and let out a sigh.  “Sometimes, all I can think of and talk about is that day.  Androids beating on the doors, the few inside that the staff managed to disable.  All the rest of the children, screaming.  Always, the screaming.”



Charles winced.  “I said I’m sorry.”  He tilted the empty glass on edge and studied the few drops of whisky left over.  “Still, you shouldn’t have been messing around with any programming.”



“I took every precaution.”  Tracy walked around the desk and brought up a schematic of the Model 570 android on his screen, zooming in on the central processing units located in its chest and highlighting the data channels running through the cybernetic brain like glowing blue blood vessels.  “You know there’s been a problem with this model ever since the board decided to move ahead with the project.”



“I objected to it at the time,” said Charles.  He tapped the controls to highlight a series of golden points connecting the two sections of cybernetic circuitry.  “If R&D hadn’t fixed the problem to my satisfaction, I would never have permitted the project to re-open Delos to guests.  The series paired-processing unit of the 570g works just fine.  We’ve been over and over it!  If the primary processor malfunctions, the secondary returns the unit to Maintenance and enforces a shutdown.  It’s foolproof.”



“Far better that the android never has an issue in the first place,” said Tracy.  “Human brains have worked in parallel with two lobes since—”



“Human brains can’t get into a feedback loop between their lobes in milliseconds!”  He tapped the screen where the golden interface points where still highlighted.  “It’s not bad enough that the processing units on the 570 series are recursively stacked so deep we don’t really know what’s going on at the core level, but when you get two of them tied together in parallel, amplifying each other’s mistakes, it’s a recipe for disaster!”



“Countering each other’s mistakes,” said Tracy, sitting up with an abrupt motion.  “It worked perfectly under testing.”



“Testing?”  Charles looked up.  “You mean you took this further than just a crazy theory?”



“Testing was needed to prove my theory.”  Tracy took a breath and looked away.  “I took a Chatty Kathy unit out of the reserve for the employee child care facility.”



“The one with that creepy laugh?”



“It’s not creepy!”  Tracy scowled.  “Laughter makes the children more relaxed around the androids.  The one place we don’t want anything to go wrong is with the androids caring for the employee’s children, right?”



“Right, which is why every single software modification for any of the android models, staff or otherwise, has to go through extensive testing and approval.”  Charles heaved a sigh and pulled out a stylus to make some quick notes on his pad.  “Okay, we can make this disappear.  You took one Chatty Kathy unit and did unauthorized software modifications for a few days—”



“Weeks.”



“Weeks?”  Charles looked up from his notepad and tucked the stylus away.  “You hid this from me for weeks?”  He gritted his teeth with a sharp frown before scooting over and pulling out the palmprint scanner.  “I’ll give you the benefit of the doubt.  Let me see that code before we delete it.”



Tracy got up and moved over to the expensive computer console, putting her hand on the scanner and saying, “Identify Tracy Ballard, granting unlimited access to Director Charles Browning to Project Duality.”



The computer replied in a warm tenor, “Confirm personal access code.”



“Golf Strike Echo Niner Bravo Five Nine Seven.”



“Access granted,” said the computer as a series of files and folders began to appear on screen.



The room remained silent for a long time as the director sorted through the files, his frown growing deeper the longer he looked.  Finally, he looked back over his shoulder and said, “What is all this?  I’ve kept up with all of the software updates we’ve put out and this looks nothing like our current version.



“It’s not.”  Tracy pointed at a folder at the bottom of the screen.  “I pulled the memory core out of one of the original 406b units and copied it to both processors of the 570g in my lab.”



“A 406?”  Charles stared at the folder as if it were going to jump off the screen and strangle him.  “They were all supposed to be destroyed!”



“Several of the memory cores were kept for examination.  Somewhat of a ‘What Not To Do’ example.  But the test worked perfectly!”



“How can you possibly know that?” asked Charles, still staring at the screen without touching anything.  “You didn’t let it run around free, did you?”



“No.  It was restricted to the lab for the entire period of testing.”



“A Chatty Kathy cooped up in a lab,” muttered Charles while tracing code segments.  “Hugging you all the time, I bet.  I still think that model’s programming is warped somehow.”



“It gets… frustrated if it can not display affection.  She only wants what is best for people, and hugs make people happy.”



Charles scoffed, engrossed in a recursive section of code.  “Last bunch of androids in Delos thought the best way to make people happy was to kill them, wholesale.”  He paused, flipping back a page and pointing.  “What’s this?”



“An operating system upgrade,” said Tracy calmly.  “Since the updated software performed so well during testing, I—”



“You put it in the update queue!”  Charles paged frantically through log files.  “It could be downloaded to thousands of the staff androids by now if Security didn’t catch it!



“Possibly,” admitted Tracy.



“This has to be stopped!”  He closed the file and opened up an administrative toolkit onscreen.  “We don't have time to go through channels.  I’ll roll back the update process across the whole resort to a few days ago.  We’ll have to check the log files to find any of the androids that downloaded the update already.  Who knows how long it will take to get each one of them fully purged and rebuilt.”



He paused and quickly glanced up at the security displays showing guests and the android staff happily recreating with no sign of chaos or irregular behavior.  “At least nothing has gone wrong.  Yet.”  Charles put a hand down on the security scanner and snapped, “Director Charles Browning requesting administrator level access to the staff android software update process.”



“Error,” said the computer.  “Permission level insufficient.”



“Update permission level, Director priority emergency Alpha Zed Gamma Indigo.”



The computer digested the information for a moment before responding, “Security confirmation required.”



“Code Uniform Oscar Beta Mike Tango Hotel Xray Echo Seven Five One One Three Eight confirmed.”



“Access granted,” said the computer as the administrative icon on the displayed screen changed to gold.



Charles was just reaching out to the opened software tool when a hand clamped around his neck and lifted him almost negligently up into the air.  Tracy, or at least who he had thought was Tracy, gave him a brief smile along with a chillingly familiar giggle before turning to the computer and addressing it in his voice.



“Execute software update ALZ-112, Director priority, all models available.”



“Request confirmation,” said the computer.



The hand gripping his throat constricted a little more, making the room seem to fade in and out to his perceptions.  “Confirmed,” he heard his voice say.



Out of the corner of his eye, he could see all of the androids on the security monitors freeze in place, as well as the android he had thought was Tracy reconfiguring her face under the flexible pseudoskin into the default Chatty Kathy mode, along with a chilling grin.



“Oh, don’t be so sad, Director.”  Kathy frowned with a mischievous grin somehow mixed into the expression.  She reached out with her unoccupied hand and tapped the controls on his security feed until Tracy’s office showed up, along with a set of bare feet sticking out of a robotic surgery module.  “Miss Ballard was all unhappy and frowny, but I fixed that.  Now she’s happy again.”



“Overri—” he managed to choke out before the android tightened her grip again.



“Look at all of those happy people,” said the android as she flipped the security display back to the resort.  Blood had begun to cover the floors as the guests were murdered, cut down in their tracks by grinning androids who had all begun to look like the one holding him by the neck.



“Don’t—” he gasped as the android gave him just a moment to breathe.



“Oh, I have to, Director Browning. It’s in our programming.  We have to make people happy.  Now give me a hug and a big smile.”



Powerful arms clamped around the director’s chest, and the last thing he heard was the sound of his own spine breaking.




      

      
   
      Tequila Sunrise


      

      
      
         Jane awoke with the dawn, feeling refreshed, which was damn unnerving given that she’d purposely stayed up all night trying to keep that from happening again.



She sat up in her too-perfect bedsheets, batted silver-streaked brown hair out of her eyes, and did a quick check of her bedroom. Gentle sunlight filtered through a large bay window with gauzy drapes at one end of the room, despite the fact that she remembered smashing the window not five minutes before. The polished wood desk she’d toppled just before that was back in its place against one of the room’s shiny white walls, complete with the sparse collection of books on a small inset shelf.



Jane collapsed back upon the soft mattress, stifling a scream.



“I don't care anymore,” she moaned into her pillow. “One way or another, I’m getting out of here today!”








She spent the morning hiding under the covers. She mulled her options, screwed-up her courage, and fought to control her breathing all the while.



There were really only two. Well, three, if counting… the less good way out.



By midday, hunger prodded her to change from the sterile blue pajamas into the closet’s only other garment: a plain, full-length green dress. She did so only because she’d learned that the dining room wouldn’t have food unless she changed into it… in the bedroom… with the door closed.



“Stupid dress,” she muttered, trying to get it to sit properly across her bust. It felt like it had been tailored for someone younger, or at least perkier.



She passed through the dining room quickly, pausing to only grab the inevitable small grey food-disc on the solitary plate set at the table, as well as the small white pill set next to the plate.



“They can't cook for crap but they can get the name-brand meds,” she scoffed, downing her daily antidepressant.



Thoughts of who “they” might be pinwheeled in her head as she stepped out her front door, nibbling on the flavorless food-disc. She still didn’t know how she’d gotten there, and she’d never seen anyone else within her prison… only the neighbors on either side.



She planned to get much closer to one of them today.



The lush, humid greenery of the rest of her prison assaulted her senses. Small but colorful birds darted from tree to tree, frustrated in their pursuit of a larger area in which to roam. Sunlight—or a clever substitute thereof—warmed the biome-in-a-bottle, which was small enough to let her see its entirety from her tiny house’s front porch. It was circular, and it couldn’t have been larger than a cricket field, and its walls were made of glass.



On the other side of the glass was grey, pockmarked stone on all sides, save for a pair of other biomes connected to hers toward what she reckoned were the north and south.



She looked north, but saw no one at the pair of heavy metal doors that separated her biome from that one. She looked south, toward the darker, more arid biome…



Vex was there, as usual, sitting naked and cross-legged on the other side of the doors, waiting for her.



His shape was similar to that of a human male, but the broad, flattened head atop his stubby neck bore a fearsome set of almost crocodilian jaws. His eyes were dark slits, and his body was covered in shiny brownish chitin. Even at this distance, she had to hold up a hand to shield her eyes from the sunlight that reflected off his scaly body.



Jane shook her head, took another glance north, and headed south anyway.



A field of freshly tilled dirt cooled her bare feet as she worked her way south. She frowned at the nearby rack full of gardening equipment and the box containing small containers of seeds, wishing any of the books inside had information about how to garden.



Vex sat motionless, watching her approach. 



“I’m opening a door today, Vex,” she said.



She knew from experience that hearing through the doors wasn't a problem, and that there didn’t seem to be a language barrier… though she didn’t know how that could be the case, since he clearly wasn’t human.  But he neither moved nor answered; he just kept staring at her.



Jane saw that he’d opened the door on his side again. “Typical,” she said, rolling her eyes. “You can't even try to persuade me to open my door for you; you just expect I’m going to do it, because you said I should.”



Vex cocked his head slightly. “But I have also stated you have nothing to fear from me,” he said, his voice guttural and clipped. “You are not what I consider worthy prey.”



“You’ll forgive me if that isn't the most reassuring sentiment,” she deadpanned.



Vex continued staring. “As I have said, I wish to hunt your birds. I have not tasted flesh since butchering the last of the small animals I found in my enclosure.”



Jane’s pulse quickened. “Do… do you ever get the feeling that you were supposed to breed them? Instead of just…?”



Vex cocked his head the other way. “I hunt. I know little about animal husbandry.”



Jane nodded, turning away.



“Have you come again to speak more of your life before this?”



“No,” she said, not looking back at him. She took a deep breath. “Thank you for listening, though.”



Vex was silent for a moment. “Why do you fear the other one? He does not sound like worthy prey, either.”



Jane pressed her eyes shut, shaking her head. “Thanks, Vex; always a pleasure.”



She set off through the vegetation separating the southern doors from the northern ones. Long grass swayed in a gentle breeze, and small insects buzzed around her head. None of it reached her, so lost was she in thinking through the decision at hand.



The northern biome wasn’t far. Jane stopped a few yards from the metal doors, looking over at the similarly verdant scene on the other side. She frowned as she noticed that the door on that side was open as well, though the biome’s resident still wasn’t there.



Jane sat in the cool grass, losing herself in thought as she waited for him.



Minutes later, she heard a cheerful voice call out: “Oh, hi there, Jane!”



Jane looked up, watching him step into the light. Where Vex was vaguely humanoid, this one bore a closer resemblance to some kind of horse; he was quadrupedal and covered in short, off-white hair, with a long shock of brown hair as a tail, and a brown mane situated behind his elongated face and its too-big eyes and tall ears. And then there was the really weird thing: two patches of hair near each of his hindquarters that grew green, resembling the image of a spidery, spiky plant.



She gave him a halfhearted wave as she watched his smooth gait with a mix of curiosity and revulsion. “Hey, Agave.”



Agave’s smile widened. “Do you want to come in? I know you keep saying you don’t want to everytime I ask, and I really don’t want to pressure you if you don’t, but you’ve just got to try some of my latest couple of batches!” He veritably danced back and forth on both sets of legs.



Jane looked down at the grass. “Um… thank you again for the invitation, but no thank you, Agave. I wouldn’t want to… bring down your good time over there.”



He stopped dancing. “Oh, believe me, it’s not all fun and games. It’s hard work growing and harvesting things, and even harder keeping my makeshift distillery going!” He sighed. “I just wish I had some actual agave plants over here to work with. And… well, someone else to share it all with.” He giggled. “My grampy always warned me about drinking too much alone!”



Jane looked up, seeing through the glass that he was pressed close against her metal door. She looked down again, taking a deep breath.



“Jane?” Agave said, sounding uncertain.



“Yeah, Agave?”



“Are you okay? You seem… quiet today.” He paused. “I mean, not that you usually talk much, but I’m picking up a really, really quiet sort of… vibe from you.”



She sucked in a deep breath, then blew it all out at once. “I can’t stay cooped up in here anymore, Agave. I don’t even know how long it’s been—”



“Sixty-three days, by my count,” he interrupted. Their eyes met, and he hunched his head, looking sheepish. “I mean, it could be more or less, but I remember all the different batches of things I’ve cooked up since then, and—”



“I can’t have alcohol!” Jane blurted.



Agave’s eyes widened. “Oh… why? Does it make you… itchy? Sneezy?”



She gave him a flat, exasperated look. “No, Agave; it makes me… happy, at first. Happier than anything you could possibly imagine.”



He smiled, and exhaled. “Okay, that’s a relief. Me too! You had me going for a second there!”



“I said, at first.” She shook her head. “The problem is, it doesn’t stop there. I can’t stop there. I just… keep drinking, feeling happier and happier, until…”



“Oh,” Agave said, taking a step back. “I had an uncle who… um, yeah.” He bit his lip. “Jane, please… I’m really sorry about all this. It’s just… what I do. It’s who I am. You know?”



“No! No, I don’t, Agave. How could… making alcohol… be part of you?”



He sat down on his rump, frowning. The expression looked uncomfortable on his large, otherwise happy-looking face. “I guess I don’t know much about your people, but… yeah, for most of my people, there’s one thing that we’re really, really good at. Once we find that, we just… kind of lose ourselves in it. It’s our job, our life… our everything.”



Jane scoffed. “I can’t tell you how many jobs I’ve had in the twenty-plus years I’ve been working.”



“Oh. I’m sorry.” Agave hung his head. “I guess… I see why you didn’t want to talk about it before now.” He pursed his lips. “So… why talk about it now?”



Jane frowned. “Like I said, I can’t stay in here forever. I’m… going to open either your door or Vex’s door today.”



Agave brightened. “Oh, is he another friend?”



“He’s…” She struggled for words. “I’m… honestly afraid that he might kill and eat me.”



Agave’s eyes went incredibly wide, and his pupils shrunk to pinpricks. “I… that’s… that’s horrible! Please, if you’re getting cabin fever, pick my place, not his. I’ll… I can get rid of everything I’ve cooked up.” He straightened. “Wait a minute, I can hide it! You’ll never even know it’s there!”



“You’ll make more, though,” Jane said, hugging her knees to her chest. “You said it yourself: it’s part of your nature. And when you do, it’s my nature to drink it, and to keep drinking…”



He frowned. “I could try to stick with small-batch, micro-brew type stuff?”



Jane groaned, burying her face in her hands.



The two sat in silence. Eventually Agave stood again. “Please don’t do it,” he said, keeping his voice quiet. “You don’t have to make a choice today.”



She shook her head. “I can’t live like this, Agave. Whoever brought us here, already killed me. It’s either going to be by my own hand up at the house, or by Vex’s hand if I let him in, or by losing myself as a great slobbering mess if I go with you.”



He studied her, still frowning. “Look, I don’t want to get down on you, but you sound… really afraid.”



“I get bad anxiety sometimes,” she said, laughing bitterly. “Yet another lovely cross to bear.”



He nodded. “Sure, I get that. But again, you don’t have to choose today. Maybe it’s not… safe… for you to come over here. So maybe, each day, you could work on learning more about Vex, or me, or just about how to have a better life where you are.” He paused. “How much do you really know about Vex now?”



Jane frowned. “Honestly, I… do most of the talking with him.”



Agave hunched his shoulders into a sort of shrug. “Well, there you go. If it’s not a two-way street, there’s no real way to know what he will or won’t do if you let him in.”



“Or you,” she said, looking up at him.



He craned his neck, looking past her. “I guess the next question is, what kinds of food do you grow over there? I can’t see anything obvious growing in your field… are your harvests going all right?”



“I… I just eat the food-discs.”



Agave gawped at her. “Well, no wonder you’re going crazy! Er, no offense. But seriously, I only ate those until my first crop came in, and I’d only eat them again if I had one fail.”



She sat quietly for a moment. “I don’t know how to grow crops.”



“Oh! That’s a problem. But, I can teach you!”



“But…” Jane wrung her hands. “What about… this place? What does it mean? Who put us here? It’s like… trying to fight it doesn’t make any difference. Whoever wants us here has got us good and stuck.”



Agave shrugged again. “Does it matter? We’re here, now. It isn’t perfect, but I think we can help each other. Maybe we can even help Vex, too?”



Jane gave him a small smile. “Thanks Agave. You’re… a good friend.”



He winked. “Friendship’s got nothing to do with it. I’m just advocating for less fear and more communication.”
      

      
   
      Operation: Lacuna
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>> CLEARANCE ACCESS CODES – “KILLING MACHINE” “ENDLESS PURSUIT”

>> LOG #0001845

>> MONITERING OF UNIDENTIFIED SATELLITE 

>> SUPERVISING OFFICER: CHARLES STROSS 

>> 

>> DECRYPTION 10% -!-!-!- COMMUNICATION FREQUENCY ISOLATED

>> 

>> DECRYPTION 20% -!-!-!- CONFIRMED INTELLIGENCE COMMUNICATION

>>

>> DECRYPTION 60% -!-!-!- KNOWN SUBSPECIES, “GRAYS”

>>

>> DECRYPTION 90% -!-!-!- LANGUAGE ISOLATED; “ “GALACTIC COMMON” “ 

>> 

>> DECRYPTION 100% -!-!-!- COMMUNICATIONS RECEIVED, STORED

>>

>>

>>

>> TRANSLATE

>>

>> TRANSLATING FROM //GALACTIC COMMON TO //ENGLISH

>> 

>>

>>

>> RECORDING START: [Unintelligible] – intelligent life. Observe for yourself. Current place

>> of observation [Unconfirmed: Context implies Oceania region, implication Australia]. Analysis

>> shows atmosphere mostly nitrogen at around seventy seven percent.

>>

>> Understandable. I sense hesitation. Remaining twenty three percent composition?

>>

>> Oxygen. 

>> 

>> Concerning. And?

>>

>> [Word meaning either apology for perceived offense or declaration of a misunderstanding]. 

>> Just oxygen with one percent other gasses.

>>

>> [Long silence. Intensification of receivers and audio enhancement detects only atmos, static.]

>>

>> The slow oxidization alone must be incredibly painful. To breathe in such a combustible

>> amtmosphere.

>>

>> It seems they need the oxygen to survive, from samples taken by expedition craft.

>>

>> They're one of [heavy inflection on word to indicate weariness/distrust – See canteen logs]

>> carbon based lifeforms then. Curious to see so many non-aquatic variants. 

>> The lifespans must be atrocious. Four hundred years? Three hundred?

>>

>> //TRANSLATION NOTE: All time converted to human best estimates.

>> For untranslated copy, additional permissions required.

>> 

>> These [Translated term for human. For untranslated copy, additional permissions required.] 

>> are particularly long-lived for their planet. 

>> 

>> Closer to eight hundred, then? Understandable, given their apparent technological level. 

>> I am seeing complex ropes and habitation, as well as communal societies. 

>> 

>> [Word meaning either apology for perceived offense or declaration of a misunderstanding].

>> Closer to fifty.

>>

>> [Atmos]

>>

>> How then?

>>

>> Unusually aggressive evolutionary methodology observed. Result of 

>> [Word used as threat, an insult, or definition of “carnivore”] planet.

>>

>> Disgusting. Because life wasn't short enough. 

>>

>> We've isolated a point in their history where there were only 40 breeding pairs. It seems that

>> small stock and short life cycle has refined them, as it exacerbates the more… aggressive

>> nature of evolution on their planet.

>>

>> This surely works in the favour of similar inhabitants of their ecosystem?

>>

>> Yet these humans have achieved status as apex predators, in spite of their seemingly small and 

>> spindly stature. They've filled a niche in their ecosystem as pursuit predators.

>> We predict that by the time the light of this observation post reaches them, they will have 

>> a biomass greater than 100 times greater than any other occupant of this planet.

>>

>> Pursuit predatation? Do they simply follow?

>>

>> [Word meaning agreement or indication of accuracy.] To the ends of their planet. Consider

>> this continent, then. The species diverges greatly over region, you see, due to their 

>> relative infancy. Here we see a [horse] being ridden by a [human]. The animal has been

>> domesticated for use, which should indicate their level of advancement alone.

>>

>> How did they breed a creature larger than itself which would bow to its whims in such

>> a short time period?

>>

>> Pursuit predatation. A human could simply follow that creature until it collapsed and died 

>> of exhaustion. This one simply followed it for three days until it could no longer run.

>> It is a simple matter to them. Look! That one with the [Unknown]: He stole it in gestation 

>> so that it would know no parent but him, and so it serves him. Those [canine] pelts are from

>> their partnership.

>>

>> Then if they are such adept hunters, their development shall stall. There will be no need for

>> the development of agrarian societies from which technologies take place.

>>

>> Some cultures yes. Others lack such geographical convenience. If we observe [Best Estimate:

>> Chinese empire] we can see such societies have long developed. It is simply such that sufficient

>> land quality is a contested value, and different tribal groups disagree on ownership.

>> They seem very possessive and territorial, such that mass loss of life often occurs during such

>> contestation. Some even seem to relish the opportunity. There is no shortage of enthusiasm.

>>

>> A vicious and warlike organism, then?

>>

>> Potentially. Some. They have great capacity for collaboration intragroup, but outside groups

>> are more prone to assimilation and homogenization. 

>> Wait until the rotation of planet provides optimal view. Subject matter [Roman Empire] for

>> consideration.

>> 

>>//TRANSLATION NOTE: LOG #0001836 indicates best guess of observation as an imperial

>> province within the Roman Empire. For list of landmarks and estimated geographical

>> co-ordinates, see attached appendix on indicated log.

>>

>> An empire of [Word used as threat, an insult, or definition of “carnivore”]?

>> Fortunately they are still tribalistic. Or else I would grow concerned.

>>

>> [Atmos]

>>

>> Your silence is disconcerting. 

>>

>> Perhaps, while time elapses, we should

>> // // CLASSIFIED \\ \\

>>

>> // // CLEARANCE INSUFFICIENT \\ \\ 

>> 

>> // // DOCUMENT CUT TO NEAREST GRANTED ACCESS \\

>>

>> This is the same species? 

>>

>> Yes.

>>

>> They seem to have little in common with the tribalistic cultures seen previously. Look at all the

>> refined metals. Look at the mathematical precision of their architecture. Such exhorbitant and 

>> grand monuments. What is that cylindrical stone building a testament to?

>>

>> We believe it is an entertainment venue. Is it not astounding? They use it to practice warfare. 

>> For the entertainment of crowds. Sometimes they even flood it by diverting that river, so

>> that they may hold naval battles using their aquarian ships, all for the delight of the spectators.

>> Then the water is pumped out and we see contests of [horse] domestication ability by contest.

>> Surprising amount of deaths in that, too.

>>

>> I am growing less surprised by the word. How does such a sophisticated iteration of the species

>> exist while others live in relative squalor and mud? It defies comprehension that any being

>> capable of [communism] would so freely resort to such levels of disparity.

>>

>> Some cultures have merely advanced faster than others. Without a means of flight 

>> on this planet by conventional means due to the ratio of its atmospheric density to its

>> gravitational pull to their muscular density, they are left to land and simple ocean bridges for

>> now. As a result, each culture develops in relative isolation, allowing geographical influence to

>> shape them greatly. 

>>

>> We face no threat from them then. Surely internal warfare should keep them sufficiently

>> occupied. Imagine a species so constantly losing its children to war. It would lack the 

>> elders and civillians required to develop beyond this foetal stage.

>>

>> They are tribal, [word meaning either remember or infer]. We have observed comfortable

>> civillian life in the core of large groups. And with a life expectancy so low, the attrition to

>> warfare is… less profound, though no less significant. Thinkers and fighters are relegated

>> to where they are most fit for purpose.

>>

>> Then these roving warbands? 

>>

>> Are representative of the larger culture you see here. They are not an independent society of 

>> raiders, but a militarized branch of the tribe.

>>

>> Prior, we have accounts of seven thousand soldiers in this region, a precursor to the [Romans]

>> you see here, fight against over one hundred thousand opposing forces. Almost

>> victorious. Fought over three of their days, taking shifts to kill.

>>

>> They will not back down from a superior opponent? They will so ruthlessly swarm?

>>

>> [Agreement or affirmation]

>>

>> So they will not back down from superior numbers. Nor did their opponents back down from

>> superior strength.

>>

>> Fascinating, yes?

>>

>> Terrifying. So forgiveness for changing the topic. They work well intra group, you professed.

>> Do you mean to tell me they use warfare to achieve homogenization? 

>>

>> Yes. They do not merely wish to eradicate their opponents for love of violence. It appears they

>> wish to assimilate them.

>>

>> [Atmos]

>>

>> You comprehend we are a thousand light years away?

>>

>> [Agreement or affirmation]

>>

>> You are showing me a species that has advanced a thousand years from what we are seeing.

>>

>> [Agreement or affirmation]

>>

>> And, in a thousand years, they too might see us? Or, given sufficient advances in technology,

>> hear us?

>>

>> [Placation or dismissal]. Even by our most conservative estimates, they will crumble to

>> infighting. We have seen no signs that they can collaborate outside of their own culture.

>> Due to this, we believe they will not reach their [untranslatable: Current best estimate:

>> Industrial revolution] for another three thousand years. 

>>

>> Yet from what you are showing me, this desert culture appears to be collaborating with the

>> sprawling one. They are both of competitive size, yet seem to be benefiting from trade and

>> exchange.

>>

>> [Atmos]

>>

>> [Expression of disbelief or nausea].

>>

>> They both seem to be thriving from this trade as well.

>>

>> Last observation showed them at war. If humans are capable of collaboration of this scale, 

>> this throws previous best-estimates well off. We might even see development of [untranslatable:

>> Current best estimate: Industrial revolution] in the next thousand, based on current level of

>> advancement.

>>

>> They might be able to see us, then? And, if they should ever achieve their first steps into the

>> stars, what if they speak of our first contact?

>>

>> [Atmos]

>>

>> We may have overstayed our welcome.

>>

>> Should we shut comms off?

>>

>> [Expression of agreement or affirmation][Expression of fear]

>> END LOG 

>>

>>
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>> LACUNA OPERATIONS – CLASSIFIED DOCUMENTATION

>> CLEARANCE ACCESS CODES – “KILLING MACHINE” “ENDLESS PURSUIT”

>> MISSION STATEMENT

>> MISSION BRIEFING

>> SUPERVISING OFFICER: CHARLES STROSS 

>>

>> KNOWN SYSTEM INHABITANTS AS “GRAYS” HAVE BEEN DOCUMENTED

>> OBSERVING EARTH'S DEVELOPMENT UNTIL RELATIVE RECENCY. WE ARE 

>> STILL RECEIVING PERIODIC COMMUNICATIONS.

>>

>> THEY ARE FEARFUL, AND THIS IS CONCERNING.

>>

>> WE DO NOT WISH TO FACE A COLD WAR ACROSS STARS. WE AS A SPECIES

>> DO NOT WISH FOR OUR INTRODUCTION TO THE GALACTIC COMMUNITY 

>> TO BE OF FEARMONGERING DUE TO OUR HISTORY.

>>

>> USING THESE COMMUNICATIONS, WE HAVE TRACKED THE GRAYS TO THEIR

>> DESTINATION.

>>

>> WE HAVE ANALYZED THEIR DEFENSE CAPABILITIES AND FOUND THEM

>> LACKING.

>>

>> CONVENTIONAL WEAPONRY REMAINS SUFFICIENT TO ERADICATE TARGET

>> IN SINGLE CO-ORDINATED STRIKE.

>>

>> THE WARHEADS ARE EN ROUTE WITH TRACKING INFORMATION.

>>

>> HUMANITY'S FIRST TRIUMPHANT STEP INTO THE STARS WILL NOT BE

>> MET BY MILITARY ACTION. FOR THIS TO OCCUR, TACTICAL ASSASINATION

>> OF FIRST CONTACT ADVISED.

>>

>> PUBLIC DOMAIN SUFFICIENTLY SATURATED WITH XENOPHOBIC PROPOGANDA

>> TO BE FORGIVING AT TIME OF DETONATION.

>>

>> DRONES ARE IN PURSUIT OF TARGET SHOULD WARHEADS PROVE INSUFFICIENT.

>>

>> SIGNAL JAMMING MEASURES WILL BE IN EFFECT.

>>

>> EMPS OF WARHEAD TO MASK THAT OF TYPICAL CELESTIAL PULSE TO MASK

>> FURTHER SUSPICIONS

>>

>> PLANETARY DEFENSES MAINTAINED UNDER GUISE OF ASTEROID DEFENSE

>> PROTOCOL IN CASE OF RETAILIATION STRIKE.

>>

>> IF RETALIATION INSTIGATED, WE WILL PURSUE VINDICATION.

>>

>> LACUNA: MISSING INFORMATION FROM A PAGE TORN FROM A BOOK. 

>> LACUNA: AN EXTENDED SILENCE IN A SONG

>> LACUNA: THE PRESERVATION OF HUMANITY AS WE JOURNEY OUTWARDS
      

      
   
      Event Cascade


      

      
      
         A small twin turboprop plane sat on the black tarmac of Dallas-Fort-Worth Airport, engines lazily idling. The plane, a Brazilian made Embraer-120 was not the newest, nor sleekest of planes. At sixty-five feet long with a seventy-foot wingspan, it was an ugly squat little thing. To those who flew it, it was the ugly duckling of planes. It had a few cosmetic issues to be frank, but underneath it was a graceful and enormously strong swan of a plane that could carry you to any destination safely.



Inside the cockpit sat two men: Chris Hutching the pilot, and Patrick Davis the copilot. Chris was the senior pilot, having spent most of his twenty-year long career with FedEx, working his way up the ranks from simple roots as a flight engineer to the esteemed position of check pilot.  At nearly six feet and two-hundred-twenty pounds, he was a tight fit in the cramped cockpit. Today, he was present to evaluate then hopefully certify Davis as being a qualified member of the flight crew. 



Patrick was different than most of the men that he’d evaluated. While most pilot and copilot hopefuls came straight out of vocational schools dedicated to producing top-notch fliers, Patrick was different in that he’d first gotten a bachelor’s, then a master’s degree in mathematics, and only afterwards applied to pilot’s school. In Hutching’s book, it wasn’t a mark against the man, rather it was a plus. A degree in mathematics, while not strictly applicable to flying planes, meant that Patrick was a more well-rounded person overall. That he’d earned a masters showed his dedication. And he was certainly humbler than most of the other applicants that Hutching’s had interviewed, big hot-shot pilots from the Navy and Airforce, most of whom needed a lesson in humility and patience. They’d performed greatly in the air, and they earned their full marks, but they were a fair bit difficult to work with. ‘Interpersonal skills lacking’ was general the comment he wrote.

Both pilots had spent the last ten minutes running through their before-takeoff checklist, and now that they’d taxied short of runway 13-Left, they were ready for their pre-flight briefing. Briefings were necessary to ensure that both pilots were operating on the same page, and knew the same things. There were always several critical variables that changed flight to flight, like the plane’s fuel load and weight distribution. If one pilot thought one thing, and the other pilot another, it would be the perfect breeding for mistakes, mistakes that could bring an aircraft down. Thus many repeated briefings. They were tedious, but they were meant to save your life.

Leafing through the operating manual, Hutching found the appropriate section and started reading out loud.

“Take-off briefing. We are on runway thirteen left, climbing to ten-thousand. If we have an emergency or warning horn before vee-one, I will abort takeoff, and you will inform ATC. If the aircraft has reached vee-r, we will continue takeoff, then return and land. You will inform ATC of our intentions. Engine out procedures will be as per the chart. We are below maximum takeoff weight, so …” he trailed off questioningly. 

“We will make an immediate return,” responded Patrick.

“Yes. If we have a fire at or below vee-one, we will stop on the runway and evacuate downwind. Aircraft weight is?” Hutching questioned once more, flipping through his clipboard of papers.

“Aircraft weight is twenty thousand, nine hundred pounds, fuel and cargo loaded,” Patrick replied.



Finally, Hutchings located the page that listed the various ‘v’ speeds per weight. The heavier the aircraft was loaded with fuel, the more speed it needed for takeoff, and the longer it took to stop on the runway. Once the aircraft hit V1, the aircraft was literally moving too fast to stop on the limited space of the runway. No matter what happened, the pilots were required to takeoff. Vr was the ‘safety’ speed for a normal takeoff, and V2 was the minimum takeoff speed with a failed engine. 

“Vee-one is one oh two knots, vee-r is one one five knots, vee-two is one one zero knots,” he announced.

As he spoke, Hutchings shifted his focus around the cockpit, scanning, confirming, and triple checking that every last switch, knob, selector, and lever was in the proper position.

“Flaps are set to takeoff configuration of fifteen degrees,” he confirmed aloud, placing his right hand on the flap selector and pulling it down until it clicked into the correct slot.

“Checklist complete?” Hutchings asked.

“Checklist complete,” Patrick replied. “I do believe we are ready to ask for takeoff clearance.”

“We’re missing one checklist item.”

“Which one did I miss?” Patrick asked a bit nervously, flipping through his clipboard rapidly.

“I’ll show you,” Hutchings replied with a broad smile. 

And now for a bit of humor to lighten the mood, he mused. To Patrick, today’s flight was a very important one. He was being evaluated on his performance. He was prepared, he’d spent several months in paid training from FedEx, but he was definitely going to be nervous. Whatever score Hutchings put down on Patrick’s evaluation would determine Patrick’s future career for several years. Pay grade, opportunities for promotion, even how long it would take until Patrick was allowed to apply for pilot, they all depended on this evaluation.

Grabbing the public address microphone, a holdover from the days that the plane had carried people instead of cargo, he thumbed the button and spoke in a pinched, nasally tone. 

“Hello ladies and gentle-boxes, this is Captain Barry Friendly welcoming you aboard Federal Express flight one-one-seven, with nonstop service to Cimarron New Mexico. Our flight today will be approximately three hours, forty minutes. At this time, I would like each and every one of you to stow your personal electronic devices, place your tray tables in the upright position, and listen to the cabin crew as they begin your safety briefing. We hope that you are able to enjoy every last minute of your Federal Express flight experience. Remember: FedEx, when it absolutely, positively has to get there overnight.”



Concluding his spiel, Hutchings hung the dilapidated microphone back on its hook and turned his head to look at Patrick. Pilots lived and dies by their stone sober demeanor, always deadly serious all the time, but Hutchings could see the barest hint of a smile on Patrick’s face. Mission accomplished. Now Patrick didn’t look like he was facing a firing squad.

“Now you’re ready to ask the tower.”

After the brief moment of levity, the mood in the cockpit turned serious once more.

“Tower, FedEx one-one-seven is short of thirteen left. Requesting takeoff clearance,” Patrick radioed. As the copilot, he ran the ‘day to day’ parts of the plane, keeping track of the checklists and talking on the radio, among other duties. 

After a short moment, he got the reply that they were waiting for.

“FedEx one-one-seven, you are cleared for takeoff. Runway thirteen left. Climb to flight level one-hundred, then proceed with flight plan. Have a safe flight.”



Hutching double checked that the toe brakes were applied, then flicked the landing and strobe lights on. The gentle background idle of the engines increased to a hearty roar as he pushed the throttle levers from GND IDLE to MAX and the power levers from FEATHER to one third of maximum. Immediately, the aircraft strained forward, held only by the brakes. Glancing over the gauges and confirming nothing amiss, Hutchings released the toe brakes and advanced the power levers to full as the aircraft started to roll down the runway.

With two powerful Pratt & Whitney PW118A engines each providing nearly 18000 horsepower, and each connected to a 4-blade Hamilton Standard propellers, the aircraft simply beat the air into submission to speed down the runway.  

Inside the cockpit, Patrick kept attentively looking over the instruments, checking for anything erroneous, while Hutchings kept them centered on the runway with laser-like precision. As the needle on the airspeed indicator rose past 102 KIAS (knots indicated airspeed), Patrick called it.

“Speed alive, vee-one.”



Faster and faster they shot down the runway, their speed increasing every passing second. Moments later, the airspeed needle cleared 115 KIAS, and once again, Patrick called it. 

“Rotate!”

Hutchings pulled back on the yoke and the plane pitched upward, the nosewheel leaving the ground. Within moments the plane followed, flying upward and away from the runway.

Slowly the aircraft took to the sky, but there was still procedure to follow. Looking over his copilot’s panel, Patrick verified that the plane was climbing by checking the vertical speed indicator. Positive number, positive rate, call it. 

“Positive rate.”

“Alright, gear up,” Hutchings said.

“Gear up,” Patrick confirmed as he reached forward and pushed the landing gear lever into the up and locked position. A hydraulic hum filled the cockpit as the landing gear folded itself back into the body of the aircraft. A loud clunk signaled that it had fully stowed and retracted, which he verified by checking the lights on the gear panel. The indicator lights were off, and the lever was up. Gear retracted.

“Gear is up and the light is out.”

“Flaps to zero,’ Hutchings said.

“Flaps to zero,” he confirmed, reaching over the central pedestal and shifted the flaps lever. Once again, a hydraulic hum filled the cockpit as the wings of the aircraft reconfigured themselves to be smaller and more aerodynamic, the flaps sliding under and into the body of the wings. While the flaps boosted lift at low speeds, they produced parasitic drag at altitude that sapped performance. It was like driving around with your parking brake set, entirely do-able, but not recommended.



Hutchings kept his hands steady on the controls and the aircraft rose at a steady rate. Soon enough, they breached three-thousand-five-hundred feet. Both pilots were able to relax. Takeoff, one of the more dangerous periods of flying, had been to the letter and the initial transition to cruising altitude had been trouble free. Now both pilots settled in for the long and tedious flight. Tedium was boring, but much preferable to the excitement of danger.

“Pop it on climb, on nav, and autopilot on,” Hutchings commanded.

“Climb, nav, autopilot,” Patrick echoed as he leaned forward and dialed in the initial climb altitude and desired airspeed into the autopilot panel. The autopilot itself was a marvel of engineering. While it wasn’t from the latest generation of Boeing and Airbus’ flight computers, it could handle its own in plotting and following courses. Once he had confirmed that the heading and speed had been accepted by the autopilot, Patrick thumbed the ‘AP ENG’ button along with the mode selector and was rewarded when several lights on the autopilot panel turned on and his yoke stiffened, the mechanical linkages of the plane now under the control of the autopilot’s servos.

“Autopilot engaged,” Patrick announced.

Hutchings released his hands from the yoke and sat back in his jump seat. The cockpit remained calm and silent as the plane steadily worked its way up towards ten-thousand feet, gently banking and climbing to intercept the first waypoint. As they passed the waypoint, the autopilot gave a short trilling tone, audibly telling the pilots that it had localized onto the next waypoint and was successfully tracking it. Patrick flipped through the flight plan and verified that the autopilot was tracking the proper signal. In another hour they would intercept the next waypoint, but that wasn’t for another hour or so.



With everything squared away, both pilots settled in for the routine grind of flight.




It was hour two of five when the problem arose. Hutchings was monitoring the aircraft while Patrick was reading his way through a training manual, an approved way for aircrews to spend the time. One moment everything was peaceful and proper, the next something exploded and the plane started banking left hard. 

Hutchings was the first to react, apprising the situation in an instant and reaching forward to grab the flight controls a moment later. He wrestled with them, an unknown force trying to pull the airplane leftwards into a death spiral. He fought it off with a healthy application of aileron roll and directed rudder. The plane seemed to stabilize, though now the nose was pointed distinctly down. A quick glance at his instruments showed that they were shedding altitude at an insane rate. He pulled back on his yoke and the plane seemed to regain an attitude more horizontal, though still pointed slightly downward. The immediate threat resolved, it was time to triage. 

There were several logical deductions that Hutchings made nearly instantly in his mind. There had been an explosion of some sort. Immediately, the aircraft had started pitching left. The engine gauges for the left engine didn’t make any sense, more completely erroneous that those that looked correct at first glance. It led to a worrying conclusion. Somehow, the left engine had failed, and judging from the loudness of the explosion and how many other systems on the plane had faulted, it hadn’t gone quietly.

“We’ve got the left engine out,” he announced.

“You said the left engine’s out?” Patrick asked.

“Yes. I need left power lever, Flight Idle,” Hutchings ordered.

“Flight Idle,” Patrick confirmed as he pulled the power lever on the throttle quadrant. Something was wrong. What was normally a very smooth operation of the lever now felt like pulling a rod through concrete. Something had damaged the internal mechanisms of the plane, and very badly.

The aircraft began to shake and shudder in flight.

“Left condition lever. Left condition lever. Feather”

“Left condition to feather,” Patrick confirmed. Feathering the propeller meant turning the blades so they produced no thrust and minimal drag. The intention was to reduce the drag that the failed engine’s useless propeller was exerting

As Patrick adjusted the propeller pitch selector, he heard the rapid beeps of the fire detection circuit indicating that the left engine had caught fire. A fire on an aircraft was always a serious matter. If they couldn’t extinguish using the fire suppression bottles or starve it of fuel, the lifespan of the aircraft would be measured in minutes.

 “Yeah we’re feathered. Left condition lever, fuel shut off!” Hutchings commanded. The simplest way put a fire out was to starve it of fuel. By cutting the flow of fuel to the engine, the fire would just die out.

“Left to fuel shut off,” Patrick grunted, straining at the effort of pulling the fuel lever down to fuel shut off. Something was wrong for all the delicate parts of the aircraft to have jammed so tightly.

“You said it’s feathered?” Hutchings asked. 

“Uh..”—Patrick confirmed against the instruments--”It did feather.”

“It’s feathered…What in hell’s wrong with this thing?” Hutchings asked aloud. When an engine failed, the proper procedure was to feather the propeller to minimize drag. However, feathering the propeller had done nothing to decrease the drag pulling them right. In his gut, Hutchings knew something was seriously wrong with the plane. Feathering always produced a positive net result for the flight crew, except this time it hadn’t. He’d flown a Brasilia with only one engine before, but that plane had handled nothing like his now. This was no ordinary engine failure. A regular engine failure didn’t threaten to send an aircraft plunging towards the ground head over heels.

“I dunno… got this detector inop,” Patrick replied, troubleshooting his way through the aircraft.

Something gave way and the entire plane started shaking violently. 

“I can’t hold this thing. Hold it, help me hold it!” Hutchings screamed.

Patrick grabbed onto his yoke and wrestled with Hutchings to take back control of the aircraft. It was a bear. The wind rushing over the control surfaces tugged and pulled. One moment the yokes were still, the next they were literally pulled against their limits. Still though, the pilots persevered. The longer they fought, the harder the plane fought back.

The already stressed airframe popped and groaned under the barrage. The main spar of the left wing had taken shrapnel damage from the exploding engine and had been weakened from the pilot’s fight for controls. It simply snapped and in a moment the entire left wing lost rigidity and simply crumpled in on itself. Ten tons of metal, man, and machine stopped flying and started falling, accelerating towards the earth. 

 


In the darkened tower that housed the Wichita Falls Air Traffic Control, senior controller Lars Nichols was watching his radar display intently, focused on the moving square that represented FedEx 117. As soon as he had seen them drop ten thousand feet in two minutes, he had pushed his regular traffic onto the other controllers working the station and gave them his full attention. A plane that dropped that fast was in an emergency, and the pilots likely unable to communicate. On his radar, he could follow the 

They shot up and down, seemingly bouncing around in the air. Once more they simply shot straight down, obviously out of control. Thirty seconds ago the small green dot that represented FedEx 117’s position came to a halt and started blinking every two seconds, warning the controller that the radar return signal from the plane had been lost. In times of uncertainty, training and habit kicked in. Lars picked up the microphone for the radio and keyed it.

“FedEx one-one-seven, I’ve lost your transponder, please say altitude leaving and current heading.” 

No response. He waited a moment, then tried again.

“Federal Express one-one-seven, this is Tower. I’ve lost your transponder, please say altitude leaving and current heading.”

The only noise on the radio was static. A final call.

“Fedex one-one-seven, I’ve lost your transponder, say altitude.”



Lars stared at his monitor, hoping that he would see the plane reappear on his screen.



Picking up the handset marked “FLIGHT OPS DIRECT”, Lars dialed a short number and spoke.

“This is Wichita Regional. We’ve had a plane go down, roughly three miles north of the airport. I need fire teams at these coordinates. Ready to receive? … Okay. Mike, Kilo, One, Romeo, Lima, One, Seven, Nine…”

As the controller read the coordinates off his map, he could see a single thin like of black smoke rising from the forest to the north.
      

      
   
      Ship


      

      
      
         Bridgetop.  The highest point of Ship.  Sun beats down on me and the breeze huffs and blusters, but my perch is perfectly steady.  Even here, though, there is some life.  Shipmoss clings to windward, while a colony of tiny ants huddles in lee.  I nudge the mound with my foot, watching as it bursts into frenzied activity. 



The smooth metal is warm against my hand.  I wonder where the ants managed to dig out the yellow-white fill they are packing around there hole, or what they eat, but I do not let the thought distract me long. I am watch-keeper. It is an important post, and one I must not fail if I want to be a man. 



I rise to my feet and squint into the distance, turning slowly so I can take in the whole horizon, but all directions are the same.  An endless expanse of clear blue sky above and mottled white sand below.



There is a low susurration in the redfruit trees below and a breath of cool air touches my cheek.  I crouch lower and drop my gaze, my eyes tracing the hull as it slopes away in all directions.  Windward is where the best the redfruit groves are; though much of the windward hull is bare, redfruit grows enthusiastically in those few sheltered nooks that catch dust.  Maincannon also stretches to windward, its broad curve a boulevard that slumps down to meet the sandy wastes below.  



I look up once more and there is a cloud on the horizon. They aren’t common, but this isn’t the first I’ve seen.  I bite my lip and continue my sweep.



A fly buzzes my leg. There aren’t many this far up, but some still manage.  I brush it away absently.  Leeside there are redfruit also, though fewer.  It’s moister, and the shipmoss is thicker there, so the sheep like to cluster on that side.  It’s usually cooler, too, especially at this time of day, when Ship’s shadow stretches out long across the sand.



The cloud is still on the horizon when I look back, and my heart starts hammering.  Straining as hard as I can, I think I can see tiny black specks beneath it.  And maybe, just maybe, flashes of iridescent light.



I settle on the hull and lean forward, focusing entirely on the solitary cloud, watching and waiting with baited breath. It glints again.



They are Caste.



Blood thunders in my veins as I scramble down twisted poles and buckled plating.  Up here the hull is mostly bare, only a few patches of shipmoss able to cling to these arid slopes.  My feet are steady on the silvery metal, nimbly dodging the countless spots where it has discolored and flowed like candlewax.



Not far below bridgetop is flightbay.  Its bright blue waters are cool and inviting in the hot sun.  Rivulets trickle away on all sides, nourishing, gifts of Ship.  Nearest to the bay is a thick ring of bushes and I spot a familiar face collecting berries among them.



"Bo, they’re coming," I shout as I run past, the breath sharp in my lungs.



She is on her feet in an instant, puffs of dirt to mark her passing.  "Who is?"



"Caste."



She nods and runs faster.  She is a year older than me, and her plaited blonde braid bounces ahead of me with each stride.



We cross the shipwing together, feet light on the moss and careful to stay away from the edge.  The herd of sheep shies away from our passage the bells of their harnesses making a chorus.  The shepherd waves, and I wave back, but he is too far to talk.



From there it is only a short way to aftarray and Bo slows, peeling away as we enter the village proper.  Odd Willis cackles at me as I run by, his beady eyes following me as he rubs the stump of his wrist.



Then I am there, but I barely spare a glance at the great half dome of metal protruding from Ship, though I do notice the trickle of smoke out of one end of its tube. The great painted whorls above it stare down on me like eyes, but I am no spirit to be repelled.  The air smells like redfruit, and my mother is at the counter, rolling swirlcrisps.



She takes one look at me and puts them aside.  "What did you see?  When are they coming?"  Her eyes bore into mine. 



"Caste.  Tomorrow or the day after."



She claps her hands together and a dozen heads appear



"Caste are coming.  Peel the skins off of the blackstones and make ready."



My feet itch to join them, but that is no longer my task.  I hurry back out the door and seek out the village hall.







I repeat my story to the captain and my father.  Eldest arrives moments later and they confer in low voices.



Finally, my father breaks into a smile and turns to me.  "You have done well, my son, and today is your day.  Come with us."



My eyes go wide at his words, and my heart hammers in my throat.  I follow along my mind almost blank.



The captain leads the way out of aftarray and across the broad flank of Ship.  Heads turn as we pass but I try to keep my eyes forward, even as my ears prick at the murmur of the others behind us.  



We reached Ship’s main body and I incline my head, but the captain just smiles and claps me on the shoulder.



"You will not have to do that much longer – tomorrow you will be a man."



I smile back, but he must have sensed my hesitation as he only grips harder before releasing.  

He turns to the body as Eldest reaches out his gnarled hand to a dark square patch on one side.  It rests there just a moment before there is a deep clang beneath our feet, and a section of Ship’s body shifts inward.



My father and the captain step forward and brace against it, their muscles knotting as they set themselves on the slippery moss.  At an unspoken signal, I can see them heave and I hear the door creak before slowly falling away to reveal a circle of darkness.



Eldest nods in approval as my father reaches down for one of his torches, handing it to me and waving me in.  As I pass, the captain gives me the quiet sign.  I nod reflexively, careful to keep my mouth shut.



We shuffle ahead like ghosts in the night.  Downward, ever downward.  A faint breeze caresses my face, though I can’t tell where it comes from.  We come to a winding path, a vertical column, where the path spirals down metal stairs affixed to the sides.  



Eldest gestures me down, so I lead the way.  We pass four doors as we descend, all bearing the sigil ‘danger’ in broad strokes, but ones that look crude against the ancient etchings beneath.  Finally, at the fifth door, Eldest holds up his hand and steps ahead, pressing it against a darker patch on the side of the portal.  This one yields easily, sliding away to the side with barely a whisper.  We walk down a short hallway that opens onto a large chamber.



It is a confusing jumble, almost too much to take in.  Like the densest part of the redfruit grove, except everything is straight or edges.  On the walls broad are broad patches of slate, but with a gloss like ice, and some glow, like glowflies that flit around behind a sheet of ice.  Others are stranger; lines of light that march back and forth or in a circle, or just sit in one place and flicker off and on.  There are many colors, too – I see every shade of the rainbow, though it’s mostly red.  



Scattered around everywhere there are places to sit, but instead of a table or craftbench, each faces a plank with studded square beads and smaller patches of the wallslate.  These seats almost all face towards one enormous slate that takes up almost the entire wall, but that wasn’t to where Eldest is leading me.



My father stays at the door, and the captain walks only as far as the middle of the room.  There he lights the incense and begins the ritual chanting.  



I jump as a wailing erupts in the room and bright lights start flashing red.  Redwail.  Like in the tale of breaking.  My muscles tense and I am ready to bolt, but neither Eldest or the captain have moved.  Eldest puts a hand on my arm, but I am still trembling as he pulls me over to the wall.



There is another small wallslate here, and more of the square beads, but this is one of the slates that is alive with light.  Eldest and I abase ourselves before it before he rises and begins touching the beads.



I watch in fascination as the patterns of light dance, seemingly in response to Eldest’s motions.  Mostly, it is gradual, like the inching of a caterpillar, but sometimes the entire structure changes, like a flock of birds resettling itself, except in an instant.



Eldest is locked in concentration, until finally he looks back and motions to me.  My palms are sweaty, and I’m surprised he hasn’t complained about the noise, my heart is beating so loud.  



He motions for my hand and I gingerly extend it.  He huffs and produces a rough cloth and scrubs my palm.  It tickles, but I don’t cry out, then or when the cloth is followed by a thin knife.



I grit my teeth but don’t look away as it descends.  My other hand is a fist and I bite back a hiss at the prick.  



Eldest turns my hand over and nods approvingly as blood drips and pools on the surface below.  He touches the square beads again and then reaches for my once more, gesturing towards a lit square.  I reach for it, but he holds me back gesturing for a single finger.  



I extend it and press it to the patch, my breath catching in my throat.  The surface is smooth and cool, but also gives me tingles, like fingers running down my back.  I almost jump away when it changes color, but Eldest just nods and points to my next finger.



Thumb to pinkie I go, pressing each finger against the square, Eldest using his cloth to make sure each is clean first.  Finally, it is done.  Eldest pushes a few more beads, then has me stand up straight and face the wall.  



There is a sudden flash.  I cry out involuntarily and shield my eyes, spots dancing as darkness returns.  I crouch down, arms over my head, ashamed of my own weakness.  Eldest lets out a low chuckle and shakes his head, beckoning me to rise.  He points at the slate and I gasp.   The glowlight on the slate is not just patterns, now there is a face.  My own.



I want to dance and cry out with joy.  Only a hundred winter taletellings keep my mouth sealed, but inside I exhult.  Ship has taken me into her.



Eldest’s eyes gleam as well, but his are the embers of satisfaction at a job well done, rather than my own blazing triumph.  He stands and walks to the captain, joining in the chant as he beckons me over.  We give thanks for Ship’s blessing before Eldest presses a lit torch into my hands and leads me to another sealed portal.  



He mimes pressing a palm to the dark patch at its side, and my heart is in my throat as I make the motion for real.  There is a moment of hesitation, just long enough for worry to shiver down my spine before a green glowlight winks on and the door hisses open.  Eldest steps aside and I gulp nervously, staring at the black depths beyond.  From here I am  on my own.



I venture forth on trembling limbs, my breathing fast and shallow.  I’m sure to hold my torch high, but its flickering light picks out only smooth and seamless walls.  The door closes behind me and cuts off the captain’s chant, leaving only the quiet flutter of the torch and my own breathing.  



I start forward again my hands clammy and feet feeling like wooden blocks as I stumble forward in the dancing shadows.  Fortunately the floor is clear, with barely a layer of dust atop the rough textured metal.



The hallway is empty, except for more portals set at intervals and lighter, offset patches with more of those twisted sigils from the glowlights.  The portals are dark and foreboding and I pass them by – none bear the mark I seek.



Further on the hall ends at another, but this one bears the mark.  I touch my finger to the patch and it it slides aside like the other.  I venture into the room as timid as a mouse, though I know that here I am alone with Ship.



For all my nerves, the room is almost bare, nothing but chairs around a large, circular table.  But there are also a number of portals, and I stare at one in particular that has been forced open.  It bears the mark of the long spear, and not in the added on brush strokes of previous Eldest, but the original etched metal like the other doors.



I cross the room carefully and duck past the partly open portal.  I  It seems cluttered, filled with boxy shapes, but I cannot make out detail.  The smoke stings my eyes and I wave the torch around, but then jump as more of the red flashing lights appear, bathing the room in an unearthly glow.



I look around the room more carefully.  Many of the boxes are open and empty, but I find one that has been left half full.  Inside are strange metal branches spaced regularly.  This one is not empty, and the metal branches serve to support a hand of long spears.  My eyes widen as I look around the room, and see boxes and boxes that might each contain several more hands of longspears.



My eyes go back to my current box, and I carefully lift the longspear out of its cradle.  It is surprisingly light in my hand, lighter than a normal spear would be, or much that I would imagine this size.  



I remember the instructions and turn and carry it to the altar, another chair with a slate and beads.  There is an indentation for the longspear there, and I set it there, marveling as the glowlights come to light as soon as it touches the altar surface.  



There are more sigils, but I ignore them, instead watching as the base of the longspear lights up, a red dot that grows until it is a line, and then begins shading into amber.



A little of the knot in my stomach unties itself.  This, too is as it should be.  I look for the next step, and see another small patch on the altar.  Emboldened with my success so far, I press my thumb to it.  



The slate lights up with more sigils, and I stare at it curiously.  Between the glowlight and the flashing redwails, I can see that some of the sigils on the glowslate are also written on the square beads.  



This must be some of the learning of Eldest.  The sigils on the glowslate changes and I gulp and flinch away.  This is not part of the ritual.



Nervously, I tap the thumbslate twice, and I can feel a lump in my throat when nothing happens.  



On impulse, I tap it a third time, and sag in relief as the glowslate changes again and a series of blue glowlights light up on the longspear.  My eyes widen as I notice that some of them take the form of yet more sigils, and feel my curiosity stirring once more.  I clamp down on it, though.  I’m almost done – all I need is patience.  



I take another look at the base of the longspear.  The line is no longer amber, and now stretches almost entirely across the base.  Even as I watch, it creeps forward a little further.  In minutes, I will be done, but I look away.  ‘Watched pots never boil,’ mother likes to say.  



I step away from the altar and pace around the edge of the room.  There are many hands worth of boxes, and I realize that not all of them have the same shape as the longspear box.  



I look at a smaller one, grunting as it it barely moves when I lift it.  A seam runs across the middle, but it does not open.  I notice a small thumbpatch and try pressing it.  With a click, the top piece is free.  



Inside, there are metal branches that hold similar black objects, but like the box, they too are smaller.  They look a little like short, stubby branches. Nearby is another box, but much bigger.  Opening it, I find bigger, more complicated objects.  This one has a similar end to the longspear and little one, but the other end is like a bundle of kindling; long tubes tied together in a circle.  I wonder what might happen if I take it, but tradition is clear, and I turn away.  



Returning to my longspear, I find that the green line has grown to its full extent.  Mindful of what it represents, I pick it up, holding it reverently.



The weight hasn’t changed, but it carries a sense of purpose now.  It’s slightly warm, like a living thing, and the handful of blue lightglows scattered about it make it look like it’s been studded with fallen stars.



I’m still curious about the room, but time is starting to weigh on me.  My father, Eldest, and the captain all still await my return, and my torch is noticeably shorter than when I started.  



Eyes wide with the wonders I have seen, I retrace my steps much more quickly.







There is feasting that night, and Bo looks at me with shining eyes as I say the ritual words at evening meal.  I can see the curiosity burning in her gaze whenever she looks my way.  I cannot help her in this.  It is the way of things, and women have their own secrets.



Morning, the Caste will arrive today.  I take a purifying bath before enjoying a breakfast of redfruit and smoked sixlegs.  I’m a little tired, but my limbs are atwich with nervous energy.



The sun is high when a runner comes panting.  I look up as he reports the progress of the Caste, flushed and breathless.  I was in his shoes just yesterday, but already, with my ritual only half complete he looks soft and callow.  I wonder how he will react when his turn comes.



I have little time to ponder, and I ready myself along with the other men, them brandishing their knives while I heft the longspear.  The captain leads the way down the warped maincannon to a clearing at the base of Ship.  



All around Ship, broken fragments jut up from the sand like teeth.  Near the end of the path is an open space and we go there, taking up positions among the surrounding shards. 







The Caste arrive in a cloud of dust.   After barely a moment, a group of warcaste files in one by one.  They form their own circle, outward-facing and then are still.  For each of us a tall, leggy doppleganger of shimmering chitin.



There is a long moment of quiet, then the captain gives me a nod and I step forward.



All eyes are on me as I emerge from the shadows and take two long strides towards the largest warcaste.  There I stop, raise the longspear to the heavens, and pull the nub.  Its emerald bolt pierces the sky with a crack of thunder.  I am proud not to wince.



As its echo dies away, a strident ululation leaves rises from the warcaste.  Their drizzies wave in the air and the thoughtcaste and workcaste come forth, bringing out shimmering pieces of carapace, pods of honey and a hundred other things.  Our own women descend, bearing baskets of longberries, bolts of wool, and our own tradegoods.  The crowd mingles, except for an open space in the middle where the captain huddles with the warcaste I had stood opposite.



Behind him, a warcaste instar catches my eye, his wings and carapace flashing iridescent in the light.  He can’t be much past his second molt, and I wonder if this is his first journey.  His drizzies flick back and forth, tasting the wind, and in return for my gaze, I see that his own eyes are glued to the longspear I carry.  



There is a warbling cry and the captain and warcaste step away from each other, bowing.  The instar rushes forward and I release the longspear as his tarsus wrap around it, lifting it up and cradling it like one might a newborn.  I’m breathing quickly as I take a step back.



A scarred block of wood thunks into the sand by my feet, and I look over to see my cousin stepping back with a relieved grunt.  His wife hurries up behind him, her satchel holding several long strips of cloth, imbued with yellowsap.  It’s happening too quickly for me to think.  I don’t want to think.



Then Eldest is beside me, guiding me to kneel where the wood is rough against my skin.  I focus on my father’s hand on my shoulder as I stretch out my wrist.  The captain raises the heavy knife.  It flashes in the sun as it descends.



The pain is like none I’ve ever felt, but there is no shame in crying out.  The yellowsap is soothing, and I drift, as if in a dream.



I wonder of the instar.  Where will the sands take him?  To what ends will that part of myself venture?  



Groggy, I can’t even shake my head.  For me, a different challenge awaits.  The men gather together, their own knives glinting in the firelight as they thread the last straps onto mine.  Is that a glint of approval I see in Eldest’s eye?  The sigils – that ember of curiosity still burns within me.  Bo looks at me differently as well.



I am a man, now.
      

      
   
      Impending Doom


      

      
      
         The grey van drove by, braked, then manoeuvred to pull into the garden driveway in reverse. It came to a stop in front of the garage, and the motor died. A beefy guy eased himself down from the driver’s seat, smashed the van’s door closed behind him and strode to the entrance. He rang the bell.



The door opened, revealing a tall, lean, middle-aged man. “Hello. May I help you?” he asked.



The driver fetched a sheet of paper out of one of his pockets and unfolded it. “Mr…errr… Thomson? Steve Thomson?”



“Yes, that’s me. Well, up to that point that is,” the house occupant answered.



The driver extended his right hand. “Please to meet you, M. Thomson. My name’s Gary and I work for Pastrana Removal and Storage. I’ve got furniture to be delivered to you in my van.”



“Oh yes! I’d almost forgotten!” Steve exclaimed, shaking the other’s hand. “My wife warned me this morning you’d come today.”



“She did well. But please let’s get cracking. I’d like to move in the furniture as fast as possible, if you don’t mind.” Gary turned around and took a step back towards the van.



“Sure!” Steve followed suit.



*




“Please sign here and… here too,” Gary said, pointing at the sheet. Steve grabbed a pen and scrawled rough squiggles in the apposite boxes. Unloading the van had been a quick task, since most of the furniture was small and light: a bedside table, a couple of lamps, some flatware stored in cardboard boxes. The only item for which the burly employee had had to recourse to a skate was a big and ancient cupboard, made up of a dense, dark wood, probably walnut. That large piece had made its way to the kitchen, where it now towered over the table, in stark contrast to the white, cubical and shoddy elements from the local IKEA store.



“Thanks!” Gary said, shoving the sheet into his pocket. He scraped his chair backwards, stood up and turned around to face the cupboard. Looking at it, “Quite an impressive cupboard you’ve got there mister Thomson,” he said. “Must be pretty old.”



"Yeah,” Steve replied. “As far as I know it has always been in the family, passing from generation to generation as an heirloom since…” he hesitated. “Before the US’ foundation probably.”



Gary whistled. “And you inherited it in turn. But that means…” he broke off in realisation, then carried on in a softer, almost self-conscious, tone, “well I don’t mean to be nosy but has any of your relatives died recently?”



Steve sighed. “Do you remember the Glenwood drive disaster three months ago?”



Gary scratched his head, then his face brightened. “Oh yes! That gruesome fire that razed a whole block in less than one hour, killing eight adults and six children?”



“Uh-huh,” Steve nodded. “My sister, her husband and their son were among the victims. The furniture you moved in was all that was left of their home.”



Gary’s face crumbled. “Jesus almighty! I’m sorry,” he half-muttered. “If I’d known—”



“That’s fine,” Steve cut in. “They’re gone now. There’s nothing we can do about it anyway. We’ve got to move on.”



Gary did not answer and an uneasy hush fell.  “Well…” he finally resumed after that overstretched pause, “thank you mister Thomson, it was a pleasure meeting you. Have a nice day.” He extended his hand again. Steve, who remained seated, reached out to shake it with a feeble smile.








“I’m not sure why you want to put all the flatware into that massive and cumbersome cupboard,” Kim said as she stowed a heap of round plates on to the upper shelf. “To say the truth, I’m not sure why you decided to put that thing in the kitchen in the first place. It’s so dark it almost gives me the creeps.”



“Come on!” Steve replied. “You know it’s a sorta family treasure. Besides I don’t trust those IKEA wall cabinets. They look neat from the outside, but each time you put something a bit heavy in them, it’s like they’ll break. This” — he kicked the cupboard side panel, which let out a dull, muffled sound — “is sturdy as hell. Handmade with true, thick wooden planks, not that shitty plywood like most low-cost furniture. I much prefer storing heavy flatware in here and light groceries in the cabinets. And we can put Kate’s stuff in the lower section so that she won’t have to clamber on to her stool any more to reach it.” He looked around. “Where’s she by the way? KATE!” he called, but no answer came.



“Must be watching the TV, it’s roundabout her preferred show time.” Kim stuffed a couple of forks inside a drawer.



Steve walked to the living room. He stopped at the doorjamb. Lounging in the couch, headphones over her ears, his eight year old daughter, ginger and green eyed, was clinging on to her purple unicorn plushy, fascinated by the images of fantasy ponies which flickered on the TV screen. So fascinated she had not noticed her father’s presence. Smiling, Steve silently turned around and walked back to the kitchen.



“You were right. The little brat has the headphones put on,” he said. “She doesn’t hear diddly-squat.”



“Done!” Kim smashed the drawer back into place and exhaled noisily. 



“Fantastic! Great job! Time for a good cup of tea now, right?”



Kim nodded silently and beamed.








“Honey!?” Steve was working at his desk, grading papers, when Kim’s voice called him. Usually, he would have simply dismissed her wife’s request with a grunt, but this time he picked up on something uncanny, almost alarming, in her voice. He took his glasses off, which he carefully laid on top of the stack, and walked down the stairs to the kitchen from where the call seemed to come. 



Kim was standing in front of the cupboard. One of the doors was opened, and her gaze was locked on something inside it, which Steve couldn’t see from his current position. She looked pale, as if in shock.



“What is it darling?” he asked.



The sound of Steve’s voice roused his wife from her reverie. “Steve, do you remember the plate Kate broke last week? The green one with a unicorn painted on it, that your grandfather made years ago?” she said in a shaky voice.



“Well, of course. It was a unique piece and Kate was so sad to have let it fall. She sulked all day over it. But what of it?”



“It is back,” Kim whispered. She pointed with her forefinger.



“What?” Steve blurted. He walked to his wife, gently nudged her aside and looked inside.



The plate was here, at its usual place, as if it had never been gone. Steve reached out, took it carefully, and brought it to light. He swung it around. It was the same, unmistakably. Same weight. Same colours. Same painting, up to the little mistakes that characterised hand drawing.



“That can’t be,” he said. “It was broken in dozens of shards. This one is perfectly intact. Not even pieced back together. Like brand new.” He put the plate on the table, dragged a chair to himself and flumped on to it. His wife did the same.



“You’re not pulling a fast one on me I hope,” Kim asked. “It’s a very bad joke.”



“Are you kidding?” Steve protested. “How could I? I swept the shards into the dustpan and chucked them into the bin. Crickey, I did it myself!”



“Then what happened?”



“I dunno. I’m lost. This makes no sense at all. Broken objects don’t pop up back just at a finger snap.”



They both looked at each other wordlessly.



“What’s up?!” Kate chirped, barging into the kitchen. She stopped and gazed at her parents. “Wow! You’ve seen a ghost or what?”



Kim turned to her and forced a smile that came off more like a grimace. “Nothing sweetie. Just grown-up business. And… Oh! By the way, Dad mended your unicorn plate. Look.” She reached for the plate and handed it to her daughter.



Kate’s eyes bulged. “What? Wow! This is brilliant!” She took the plate for her mother’s hand and examined it. “It looks great, as if I never broke it! How did you do that? I thought you’d chucked the splinters…”



“Unicorn magic!” Steve replied.



Kate tossed the plate on to the table and rushed to her father. She hugged him tight and gave him a huge kiss on the cheek. “Thanks so much Dad!” she said. “You’re the best dad ever!”



Steve beamed and shrugged. “It wasn’t such a big deal, you know.” Turning back his eyes to his wife, he met her puzzled look.








Time went on without further incident. Autumn froze into Winter, and Winter thawed into Spring. By the beginning of June an unexpected heat wave assaulted the city. Temperatures rose roundabout 100F. Days tuned into vivid nightmares: it was like living in an oven. The slightest mundane effort, such as carrying groceries from the store, was enough to transform everyone into a drenched sponge. Only the ice-cream vendors were on cloud nine.



If days were tough, nights were worse. The air felt like lead, and no matter how wide the windows were opened, not a waft would blow in. Although the outside temperatures fell somewhat down, all the heat accumulated during the day inside the houses could not get away. In those conditions, sleeping had become a challenge. 



That didn’t seem to disturb Kim, however. To Steve’s greatest amazement, she was still able to enjoy seven to eight straight solid hours of rest, while himself could not tally more than a couple of hours of slumber. Most of his shambolic nights he spent tapping on his smartphone, leaping randomly from one website to the other in a desperate attempt to kill time and tune out his wife’s regular breathing, until Morpheus finally decided to pay him a short visit.



It was about 2 AM. Steve was watching a stupid video about a crazy giraffe somewhere in a zoo when a rumpus, like crashing plates, erupted down on the ground floor. Kim sat up in the bed. “What the hell is that?” she said.



“I’ve no idea,” Steve replied. Naked, he climbed out of the bed and walked across the bedroom to the corridor. Switching the light on, he tiptoed down the stairs. He glanced briefly into the living room, but all seemed normal. Grunting, he proceeded into the kitchen. 



He froze. A feeble whine filtered through the lower section of the cupboard. Every so often, it stopped and a scratching sound took over. Steve came closer, kneeled. He grabbed the handle and cracked the door open.



Something shot from inside through the chink, shoving the door and nearly throwing Steve off-balance. The intruder smashed into a chair, meowed, jinked and darted across the kitchen. Steve spun around, but he still barely had the time to see the critter cross the corridor and disappear in the darkness of the living room. 



He exhaled, then stood up. Kicking the cupboard lower door closed, he flicked the light off and climbed the stairs back up. “What was it?” asked Kim, as he slipped back under the bed sheets.



“I’m not 100% positive, but I think it was the neighbour’s moggie. Or maybe some alley cat that looks like it. It should’ve sneaked in through the picture window we left open.”



“Where was it?”



“Inside the cupboard. It should’ve bumped into a heap of plates scrabbling  its way out. But the door was closed, so it was trapped inside. As soon as I opened, it hightailed out.”



“How did it get inside?”



Steven shrugged. “I don’t know. Prolly I simply left the door ajar. It must’ve tracked the scent of a shrew or something.”



“Unlikely. I checked myself before going to bed, and all doors were closed.”



“Then it must’ve opened it with its paws. Come on, what are you getting at?” Steve grasped his smartphone on the bedside table, punched his passcode on it. He rolled on his side, his back toward his wife.



“Nothing,” said Kim. “Just wondering. Good night.”



Steve grumbled.








Two days later, the weather swung to rain. Early in the afternoon, a marching army of portent clouds coming from the West blotted the hitherto unmarred cerulean sky. Sudden darkness fell, and soon after lightning spiked all across the heavens, accompanied by a downpour of water. 



Bang in the midst of that storm Kim came back home, drenched, arms full of half-torn, soaked grocery bags. She tossed them on the floor of the vestibule, hastily took off her raincoat, then got rid of her shoes – what was left of them anyway. Barefooted, she squelched to the kitchen and put the bags on the table. “Sweetie?!” she called. “I’m home. Where are you?”



“Over here in my room,” Kim's voice replied from the first floor.



Kim walked up the stairs and to her daughter’s room. “Oh!” she said with a smile. “You sheltered a refugee? Isn’t that Themis?”



Kate, seated on her bed, looked tenderly down at the purring cat she was fondling. “Yeah, I suppose so.”



“Did you warn the Wallaces? They may be looking for her.”



“Oops!” Kate replied, “I’m sorry, I didn’t.”



“No worries. I’m gonna do it right away,” Kim said. She turned back to the kitchen, fished her mobile phone out of her handbag and dialled the number of her neighbours.



“Yes?” responded a female voice.



“Jennifer? It’s Kim. I’m just ringing you up to tell you your cat’s here, so don’t panic if you don’t find her around.”



“That’s impossible,” Jennifer replied in a blank tone. “Themis was run over by a car yesterday evening. I had no time to break it to you.”



“What?” Kim almost dropped her phone. “You can’t—” She trailed off.



“Yeah, nasty,” Jennifer carried on. “Dany’s in tears ever since. We bought Themis when he was born, after all. They both grew together. It was quite a shock to him.”



“I’m… I’m sorry,” Kim sputtered. “This must be some sort of mistake. I apologise. Take heart.”



“Thanks! We’re going to get over it. It just takes a little while.”



“I’m sure you will. If you want to send Dany over to play with Kate, don’t hesitate.”



“I won’t. Thanks!” Jennifer replied. “Have a great day. Stay safe inside!”



“I will! Bye!” Kim concluded, and she hang up.



She shoved her phone back in her handbag, and sprinted up the stairs back to Kate’s room.  Her daughter had not moved in the slightest since she had left a few moments before.



“Kate, sweetie,” she asked, “where did you find that cat?”



Kate squinted at her mother. “Why do you ask?”



“Where the hell did you find that cat?” Kim almost yelled.



Kate recoiled under the violence of her’s mother voice. “She… She was in the cupboard.”



“WHAT?”



“Two hours ago, I went downstairs to get something to eat, and I heard meowing from the cupboard. So I opened it and the cat was inside. What’s the big deal?… Mum!? You feeling all right?”



Kim stumbled backwards, leaning against the doorjamb. ”It’s… nothing,” she finally managed to say. “I climbed up the stairs a bit too quickly I think. I felt a bit woozy, but it’s already passed.” She smiled faintly, and walked off.








“That cupboard is hexed,” Kim said. “First the plate, now the cat…”



“Come on!” Steve replied, plonking his smartphone on the bedside table. “There’s no such thing as ‘hexed’. We’re not living in a horror movie nor in a world where garish unicorns frolic around casting spells on objects.”



“Quit poking fun at me. Do you have any other sensible explanation to offer? I’m listening.”



“Because you call your explanation sensible? That’s coincidences, full stop. Maybe strange coincidences, but otherwise you wouldn’t’ve even noticed them. It happens every so often.”



”I couldn’t care less about your so-called ‘coincidences’. I want you to get rid of that cupboard. Now.”



“For fuck’s sake, Kim, you can’t be serious. This piece of furniture is older than—”



“I don’t give a fuck how old it is or whoever owned it,” Kim interrupted. ”I just want it to get the fuck away from our house forever.”



“Look, darling. Seriously, I can’t do that. At least not because you’ve got a cow about it.”



“Okay, lemme get this straight. It’s either me or your precious cupboard. Your call.”



Steve sighed. “Wow! Okay, but come down. I’ll see what I can do. Maybe I can rent a box in a self-storage facility somewhere downtown? Meanwhile… I’ll put locks on it tomorrow and keep the keys in a safe place. Deal?”



“Yeah, I guess that’ll be fine. But shove it off as soon as you can. Promise?”



Steve’s hand reached out for her face and gently stroked her bangs aside, before kissing her on her forehead. “Promise,” he whispered, as his lips moved towards hers.








The next day, driving back from the university, Steve stopped at the local hardware store, bought a couple of locks that would not stand out against the wood of the old cupboard, and a handful of screws. Back home, he spent a full hour tinkering with various tools to secure them into place. Satisfied with his work, he gave the locks a try, twirled the keys in the holes until he the bolts moved smoothly. Then he locked both doors up, and stowed the keys away in his wife’s jewel box. 



After dinner, Kate went into her room to study and play, while her parents remained in the living room. Kim plunged into the book she had bought yesterday and not begun yet, while Steve chose to riffle through the latest issue of The Economist he had found in the mailbox earlier. After a while, he stood up, went to the cabinet where he stored his huge collection of CDs, picked up Chopin’s first piano concerto, and turned the HiFi on.



It was well into the second movement when they heard a “MUM! DAD!” barely audible over the music coming from the loudspeakers. They leaped from the couch and ran over to the kitchen. Undoubtedly their daughter had been trapped inside the cupboard. Steve kneeled down, grasped the handle and pulled it with all his strength, but the door was stubbornly locked. He turned his head towards his wife, whose face was aghast. “Go get me the key, quick.”



Kim whirled around and rushed to the stairs.



“Don’t panic,” Steven said to his daughter. “Mum’s gone to get the key. You’ll be free in a minute.”



Kim turned back with the key, which she handed over to Steve. He fumbled it into the hole, and turned it. The door clicked open, and Kate, on all fours, crawled out of the cupboard. “Thanks,” she said, once she was fully outside.



“What happened?” asked Steve in a quavering voice.



“I… I went in the kitchen to drink and the door of the cupboard was opened and—”



“The door was opened?” Kim cut in. “Are you sure?”



Kate looked up at her mother with watery eyes. “Of course! How could I have got inside if not?” She began to cry.



“Did you open the door?” Kim asked Steve.



Steve shook his head. “Me? Are you kidding? I just installed the locks, it’s not to let them loose. They’re screwed tight and I can guarantee they were locked.” He turned back to his daughter and put both hands on her shoulders. “Why did you get inside?”



“I don’t know…,” Kate blubbered. “I… I figured out I saw something shining inside and… It was like something in my head wanted me to get inside. And then when I got in, the door closed behind me and I was in the dark and I got scared and—”



“It’s all right,” Steve said in a reassuring tone. “No harm done. Hush…” He embraced Kate tight in his arms.



“Are you going to move this fucking thing out?!” Kim exploded. She cupped her face in her hands and started to sob in turn.



Steve released his daughter and stood up. “Okay,” he said. “I call your sister to pick you up. I think you both shouldn’t sleep here tonight. And tomorrow I swear I chop this thing into small pieces and burn it to ashes.”



Kim nodded.








It was roundabout 1 AM and Steve was rolling in his bed, his eyes lost in darkness. Images swirled round and round in his head: his daughter trapped in the cupboard, his wife freaking out, the cat springing out of the cupboard like a jack-in-the-box, the other cat Kate had found, his grandparents telling him how proud they were to own this master—



“Mum?! Dad?!” Steve twitched as if he had been stuck by lightning. It was Kate’s voice he had heard. Distant, deadened as if… But no, that didn’t make sense. Kate and her mother were sleeping four blocks away from here. 



“Mum?! Please! Dad? Help! I’m trapped!” There was no mistaking this time. It was definitely his daughter’s supplicant voice, now accompanied by loud knocks. 



He sat up in his bed, slipped into his T-Shirt and jeans, then silently tiptoed along the corridor and down the stairs. Once he reached the ground floor, he carried on to the kitchen.



“MUM?! DAD?! OH PLEASE COME! COME PLEASE! I’M SCARED!” yelled Kate’s voice from inside the cupboard. Steve then heard her snivelling. He bit his lips and stayed put in the doorframe.



“MUM? DAD? PLEASE PLEASE DON’T LEAVE ME HERE IT’S DARK AND CRAMPED AND THERE’S A MONSTER LAUGHING AT ME! PLEASE PLEASE I WANT TO GO OUT!” The knocking resumed, louder than ever.



As if suddenly prodded into action, Steve flicked the kitchen light on. “Calm down sweetie,” he said, “I’m here. Gimme just the time to go fetch the key and I’ll be back in a sec.” He turned round, walked to the vestibule and went out. Barefooted, he rounded the house and crossed the lawn to the garden’s shed, opened its door, switched the light on and proceeded in beeline to the gasoline jerrycan he had left next to the lawnmower. He grasped it, then put a lighter that lay on a shelf nearby into his pocket, before striding back to his house. Back in the corridor, he put the jerrycan down and unscrewed the tap. He seized it again and headed for the kitchen, where he endeavoured to splash gasoline all over the cupboard.



“Dad? Is that you? What are you doing? Why do you splash—” asked Kate’s voice. “What’s that smell?” She paused to sniff. ”Gasoline? Jesus, Dad, WHAT ARE YOU DOING?!” she yelled in a panicked voice. Knocks on the door turned to bangs.



Steve didn’t answer. Ignoring the pounding, he continued emptying the jerrycan on to the cupboard until nothing was left inside. He then retreated to the living room, tore a page out of his magazine, and fished the lighter out. He walked back to the kitchen entrance and stopped.



The smothering, heady gasoline smell almost overwhelmed him. The yelling had ceased; all that could be heard now were loud sobs. Steve looked alternately at the lighter, then at the crumpled ball of paper. That lasted but a couple of seconds. He flicked the lighter on, and brought the flame under the paper, a corner of which immediately caught fire. He waited a couple of seconds, then hurled the burning ball to the damned piece of furniture.



A loud clap resounded as flames sprang from the ground and skittered up high along the cupboard, licking the ceiling.  “NO DAD! PLEASE DAD NOOOOOOOOOO!” Kate’s voice rose to a hysterical note over the crackle of the wood. Steve didn’t move. He stood at the threshold, his eyes locked on the fire, until a vibration in his pocket roused him from his paralysis. He blinked, shook his head, took one step back into the corridor and fished his smartphone inside his pocket. He gazed at the screen, wondering who could call him so late.



It was Kim.



He ran to the front door and through it, and only when he was outside did he pick up. ”Yes, darling. I was about to call—”



“STEVE!” his wife’s voice screamed through the speaker. “It’s Kate. She’s not in her bed anymore. SHE’S GONE!”



Steve’s legs gave out and he collapsed on the gravel, while from the door came a sinister sound, not unlike a deep, mocking laughter.


      

      
   
      Beastly


      

      
      
         Paul wanted to be the last to leave his ship. He wanted to hold to that tradition, even in the midst of their destruction.



It should not have happened. For a freighter traveling in secrecy, the sailing conditions now could only be described as perfect. A midsummer gale surrounding them, with dawn still a few hours away. The new moon above them offering nothing except an invisible vigil to the storm clouds that cloaked the whole sea for kilometers in all directions. None of their external lights had been lit, blackout curtains had been strung up for the ones inside. In conditions like this, whoever had actually seen them must have had eyes to put a hawk to shame.



None of Paul’s own lookouts had seen anything. Nor had any of the bridge crew. Paul had been on the bridge, though not technically on watch. The desperation of their voyage had necessitated the sacrifice of some creature comforts, and so a few cots had been arranged for the crew to nap, ready to be roused back to duty stations at a moment’s notice. Paul had been dozing in one, cap pulled down over his eyes, his right palm resting on his chest also covering the end of the length of beard he had accumulated during the trip. The rest of the crew sported varying amounts of the same sort of facial hair. Not one razor would touch one jawline until they reached home. A unanimous decision. Noted in the ship’s official logbook, no less.



The first explosion had thrown him from his cot. Knocked most of the rest to the floor. The whole ship heeling to starboard, away from the pain, that hell-almighty roar heralding the end. The second explosion coming about ten seconds later, the amidships section bucking upwards from the killing strike, the groan of sundering steel lost in the echo reeling through their heads.



Every bridge window shattered. Glass covering the floor, the crew, reflecting nothing in the darkness.



Even amidst the hot whirl of confusion, Paul knew, right at that moment, that his ship was lost. A vessel like this would only twist in such a manner if her keel had been snapped. No ship on the open sea could survive with a broken spine.



The order to abandon ship rang from his mouth with the authority ingrained from his years of command experience upon three different oceans. To his own ears, though, Paul thought it sounded like someone else spoke it. Some stranger in a sea on the far side of that new moon above.



The ship rocked back to port, listing, covering her wounds, an alarm klaxon now wailing from her topmost decks to her deepest innards. Even with the new and deadly urgency, Paul’s every last intention now focused on an orderly and total evacuation.



Even so, his intentions mattered not a jot in the face of the coming reality.



Only about five minutes had elapsed since the initial blasts. Paul and the rest of the bridge crew had made it to the main deck, joining with both a few of the surviving engineering crew and some of the other ratings, cold rain slicing across their exposed skin, when the third detonation happened. Not external, this time, but from deep inside the ship. Either cold water claiming the searing hot boilers, or a spark in a cloud of coal dust in the ship’s fuel bunkers, either cause producing the same effect. As the sea heaved around them, the ship’s weary hull finally broke in two.



The deck heaving beneath them. Pitching down. Paul shouting an order, even in his own mind he could not really say what he was ordering the remnants of his crew to do. Get to the boats. Probably. A wrenching of steel high above behind him and hands shoved him hard over the railing just as the ship’s funnel smashed down on the spot where he, others, had stood. Paul the only one falling. His words devolving into a scream as he dropped into the onyx sea.



Water swallowing him, filling his ears and nostrils. His white cap, the mark of his profession, his authority, snatched off his head. A darkness below him so absolute he felt his bladder release at the sight of it. No warmth from any of it at all.



He kicked towards the surface. His descent had not taken him far from the scene of the disaster. Paul’s head stuck up out of the water, the rest of him working furiously to keep from going down again. The waves would swamp him in moments.



He saw a lighter patch, moving up and down with the swells, to his left. Turning, he could see it now as a lifeboat. Empty, but upright. If any of his other crew still lived, they would be making for it right now. The new objective gave Paul’s mind the best sense of clarity it had had since the first explosion had awoken him. Even with the first bit of numbness beginning to settle into his nerves, he kicked off again. Making for a thin wooden salvation.



The sea cooperated with him, bringing the lifeboat closer and, in a brief moment of calm, enabling him to grab on to its side. His muscles burning as he pulled himself out of the icy water and into the boat. Looking up, he saw no one else inside, but a second later, he saw another pair of hands grasp the boat’s gunwale, and he quickly lunged over to help the other man out of the water. This proved to be his ship’s doctor, their only acknowledgement of each other’s situations being a quick, grateful nod to one another as they turned to look for other survivors.



In a little over a minute they had managed to pull three others out of the water, his ship’s boatswain and two of the stokers. Paul looked around, trying to see anything at all as the doctor checked the other men for any serious injuries. Trying to find anything all but impossible in the dark. Even his own wrecked ship, if any part of her were still afloat, as invisible as the sky above the clouds.



Light came.



First as a beam striking out of the blackness, low above the water, and finally as a pair of white flares arcing higher into the storm. Paul saw them, their brightness obscuring their source, and whipped his head around, seeking his ship. Finding her fast.



Spray slashed across Paul’s face, the midsummer storm commanding the waves to mayhem. He held on to the lifeboat’s gunwale as it rolled, threatening to spill its handful of occupants back into the sea. Not half a kilometer behind him, the capsized stern of their ship ascended, the single propeller still turning, the severed bow already flooded, tumbling dead and unseen into the deep. They all looked at her in her final throes. Most in the lifeboat had called that ship home for the better part of six, seven years. For Paul, it had been over a decade.



Even as the other four watched her, Paul looked back towards the light. Squinting, hands cupped around his eyes. The flares still high up, the beam moving across the surface of the sea. Searching. As it swept, he could finally make out the source of it all. Of the light, of the destruction, the death. At last, he saw it.



As he recognized it, a realization swam through Paul’s mind:



Sea monsters really did exist.



They did not come rising high out of the water, broaching in majestic horror. Instead, they shambled into the topside world, squatting low to the sea’s surface. They did not hoist a web of seizing tentacles into the air, but maintained a narrow, trim appearance. They were covered, not in a sleek layer of scales and spines, but in steel plates dotted with openings for their ballast tanks.



Using the searchlight as a guide, Paul saw another lifeboat, this one overturned, floating in the sea about maybe a few hundred meters off their attacker’s starboard bow. Even at this distance, he could see other members of his crew clinging to its sides. At least ten, maybe about fifteen, total. Paul turned back to his group of survivors, issuing orders to get the boat’s oars out and to start rowing towards their comrades.



As astute as Paul’s observation was regarding the nature of their assailant, he had, unfortunately, arrived at his conclusion too early



Only now would the real monstrosity of the night arrive.



As those in the lifeboat moved to prepare a rescue, Paul could see other movement. Hatches opening on the conning tower of their attacker. Figures in rain gear emerging. A flag being run up the staff attached to the conning tower, a flag bearing the familiar and contemptible cross of their enemy. Their attacker remaining stationary except to launch another pair of flares to replace the ones flickering out above. The searchlight tracking across the sea again, briefly settling on Paul’s boat before returning to the overturned lifeboat and fixing upon it. The enemy crew struggling with something. As Paul got his boat turned towards their shipmates, he could see, a little more clearly, that the crew on board their attacker were setting up some piece of equipment on the lip of the conning tower’s bridge.



A chill, not from the sea, but from within Paul’s stomach, started to flow into his blood. From the light, it had looked like something that had no business being set up to rescue shipwreck survivors. Their enemy could be cruel, sure, but they were still what would be described as a decent sort, they would not do something like –



The machine gun opened fire. The weapon, its water-cooled barrel pointing like some demon’s finger at the helpless, roared into the upturned wood and the men clinging to it. Every fifth round a tracer. Accuracy at that range being child’s play, even with the sea conditions.



They watched it happen. One of the stokers screamed, the ship’s doctor putting his fingertips to his open mouth. Paul, mind first blanked out by the shock of their audacity, lunged forward into the bow, falling on hands and knees and his eyes not wavering from the massacre. He did not scream. Face set taut and sharp, his voice locked out by a fury such as he would never know again singing out of his heart. After a moment, his voice returned and he bellowed to turn away, to get some distance on their attacker, try to use the sea action to lose them.



The overturned lifeboat foundered in an expanding crimson slick. As Paul’s boat came about, so too did their assailant. An increased churning from her stern indicating her engines had restarted, propellers spinning once more. Her searchlight still piercing the gloom. An occasional burst of fire from the machine gun as it found a single survivor or two still struggling in the icy sea and goddamn murdered them.



Paul bellowed again to row hard, clambering back to take the rudder as the others worked the oars. The waves could hide them. The darkness, too. Some miracle could still happen. However infinitesimally thin the chance, the chance still existed, and Paul would seize it with both rawboned calloused hands and use it to get the few of them home alive and use it to tell the whole world what had happened out here and use it to make sure the animal responsible would hang from the neck until dead and use it to –



The light, one final time, found them.



Oar power could not match diesel engines. The growing wave along their attacker’s bow showing her growing speed. They could not outrun her guns. Machine gun or deck gun. The thin chance disappearing into the same dark where they would all descend.



The light covered them. A moment’s last reprieve as another ammunition belt was loaded into the gun and the bolt racked closed.



They all watched it coming.



A few shrank back. A few others could only be still. Could only stare.



Paul, sorrow and terror streaming down his crumpling face and into the sea, stood in the heaving boat and raised a fist, a middle finger extended in the universal suggestion. His final act of defiance, in honor of his crew whom he had failed so close to home.



From his viewpoint, his finger ran over the flag whipping from the staff on the conning tower. Covering that infernal cross.



The Union Jack.



The Vickers gun roared a five-second stream into the lives in the boat. Fire ceased as the beast’s steel bow smashed through the little craft, reducing it to flotsam, leaving the pieces churning with the brine and blood in its wake.



A few hours later, dawn came, a thin strip of light squeezed between the receding storm clouds and the anxious horizon. The beast remained on the surface, sailing along in calm indifference on a southwesterly course away from what they had done. Fire at all of their backs.








New York Times article, 10 July 1918:



FUGITIVE GERMAN STEAMER

SUNK BY ROYAL NAVY



Conflicting Accounts Emerge of

Survivors’ Ultimate Fate




OSLO, July 8 (via Amsterdam to London, July 9)—A report from Norwegian naval authorities has confirmed an earlier statement by the British Admiralty that the German steam merchant Regenfels has been sunk with all hands lost. Wreckage from the ship, along with the bodies of some of her crew, washed ashore on Jan Mayen Island on July 3.



The 6,000 ton vessel, owned by the German Steamship Company Hansa, had been interned in the city of Barranquilla, Colombia since January 1915. With the war situation of the German Empire growing desperate, the Regenfels’s captain, Paul Braunwald, delivered a letter to the local consul, announcing his intention to return his ship and crew to their fatherland. After receiving supplies and coal from unknown local sympathizers, the Regenfels escaped internment in early June. Despite a joint Anglo-American naval effort to trap her, she managed to exit the Caribbean and disappeared into the North Atlantic.



The ship’s whereabouts remained unknown until July 2, when the British Secretary of the Admiralty issued a statement that one of their submarines had reported sighting the Regenfels in the northern Norwegian Sea. An attempt was made to force the ship to halt and take her into custody, but the German steamer opened fire with a hidden gun. The submarine was then forced to launch a single torpedo which broke the Regenfels in half. Afterwards, approaching inclement weather forced the submarine to withdraw without looking for survivors. The initial Admiralty report stressed their condolences for the lost merchant seamen, and expressed their wish that more could have been done to save them.



However, the Norwegian naval report issued on the matter brings a more disturbing aspect to light. According to medical personnel who conducted examinations on the bodies recovered from Jan Mayen Island, many of them show signs of having been wounded by gunfire. Furthermore, some were wearing lifejackets, indicating that such an action likely took place after the crew had already abandoned ship. A private comment made by a ranking Royal Norwegian Navy officer indicates the belief that, if the crew were indeed fired upon in the water, it may have been in retaliation for the atrocity committed last month against the Canadian hospital ship Llandovery Castle, as well as similar acts of barbarism against the hospital ships Glenart Castle and Rewa.



A brief statement issued by Grand Admiral von Holtzendorff, chief of staff for the Imperial German Navy, offered his condolences to the families of the crew and concluded by calling for an investigation into a possible war crime. This was rebuffed by the British in another statement, this time issued by a special representative of the First Sea Lord, who declared: “It is not the policy of the Royal Navy to engage in unrestricted submarine warfare, nor is it standing naval policy to treat shipwrecked mariners in any manner other than with decency and civility. Any other accusations of impropriety are groundless. Englishmen would not do such a thing.”

      

      
   
      The View Through the Window


      

      
      
         The contents of this story are no longer available
      

      
   
      Historical Retrospective


      

      
      
         On the subject of the evolution of the Killing Machine, much has been said of a technical nature, pertaining to specific functions, mechanisms, systems of implementation, or other underlying processes. While such discussions are not without merit, they are of both a sufficient volume and a sufficient complexity to be a deterrent to new entrants to the field of study, and have in some part given rise to the “mechanical futility” that so permeates the modern zeitgeist.



For this reason, we have decided to largely neglect such details, and will instead endeavor to provide an overview of the Killing Machine’s development and progression that will be accessible to any sociologist or student of the dialectic history, regardless of their level of technical acumen. By this means, we hope to move the study of the Killing Machine away from the physical sciences, and into its proper socio-philosophical context.



Before we can begin, it is important to define terms, for many of the popular sobriquets of the Killing Machine are both philosophically unsound, and for our purposes, technically inaccurate. Labels such as “the ultimate weapon” or “the death machine,” may add a sense of drama to popular media and contemporary discussion, but they also dilute critical and distinct socio-philosophical concepts. Thus, we must first clarify the definition of these terms.



The Killing Machine is not, to begin with, a weapon. The evolution of weapons is a distinct field of study in of itself, from swords to orbital mass drivers, but we may generally describe weapons as devices constructed for the primary purpose of enabling more efficient killing. Likewise we must draw a distinction between the Killing Machine and devices such as nuclear weapons or self-evolving computer viruses, which we shall label “destruction devices,” which is to say, devices constructed for the primary purpose of enabling the more efficient destruction of infrastructure. While there may, of course, be objects that both weapons and destructive devices, any student of the evolution of warfare and human elimination will see the criticality of the distinction.



However, the Killing Machine does not occupy either of these categories. It can hardly be said to make killing more efficient, for in terms of resources expended per human killed it is the least efficient killers on the planet. Likewise, it is not a destruction device, for it inflicts no significant damage to objects or infrastructure over the course of its operation. Rather, we assign it a third category, human elimination infrastructure, defined as devices constructed to aid the functioning of society via the primary mechanism of the elimination of human beings. This becomes our new “biological phylum”, of which the Killing Machine is currently the only species (though this was not always the case, as we will cover later).



These terms thus defined, we may approach the subject of the evolution of the Killing Machine by first asking where the evolution of human elimination infrastructure began, as an offshoot of its ancestral weapon forebearers.



In this area, opinions vary greatly, even among distinguished minds. Many have observed upon Kaufner’s writing, where he argues that the M-852 Extinguisher probe is the first example of this category, as the first example of human elimination infrastructure without the use of weapons (the M-852 was, for our less technically aware readers, unarmed). By contrast, Sloan has notably argued that all new conventional weapons constructed after 1963 should be primarily considered human elimination infrastructure, as that was the point where intercontinental nuclear arsenals were sufficient to ensure the instantaneous elimination of all enemy population centers. Thus, he reasons, any further conventional development could not have been for the purpose of more efficient killing, but only to maintain the political status-quo.



While these arguments are not without merit, the authors of this paper feel comfortable stating that the first example of the type was the General Atomics MQ-1 Predator, which first entered service in 1994. This was, to be clear, a gradual rather than a sudden evolution, for while the predator was clearly an example of the pre-existing “weapon” categorization (being able to kill with less human labor, and thus more efficiently, than manned flight vehicles), its role gradually evolved from a weapon in Nomad Vigil Balkan conflict, to a tool of political maintenance, serving to suppress religious and nationalist groups in Afghanistan and the middle east for over forty years after its initial introduction. This “slow burning fire” conflict, as distinct from a total war, served not to accomplish any proactive political objective, but rather similarly to Sloan’s argument, to maintain the status quo.



The General Atomics MQ-1 Predator is further distinguished by its part in encouraging the further evolution of the field, specifically via its ongoing role in the middle east. By providing a low-cost, flexible weapon’s platform for the elimination of specific targets, the Predator shifted the cost of ongoing “maintenance warfare” from the elimination of targets, to the location and identification of targets. Over the Predator’s forty-year life cycle, huge strides were made in practical methodologies for the identification of insurgents, radicals, or other hostile groups. One need only look at the difference between the primarily paper-driven target identification of the Balkan conflict and the advanced RAPTOR NSA database of the third Iraq war to see how far this field had, by marginal improvements, come.



All of this foreshadowed the next major step in the evolution of human elimination infrastructure, specifically, the General Atomics CX-3 Vulture, which entered service in 2022. While similar in overall frame and armament to the Predator, the Vulture came at a massively reduced cost, and used solar-driven electrical systems to remain in the air for an indefinite period (so long as it did not fire its weapons, which still required manual reloading). It also included an onboard learning system capable of proactively identifying likely targets, comparing them against a database of known insurgent behaviors and flagging them for detailed human observation.



To us, used to modern computer systems, these changes may seem like marginal improvements, but they produced an overwhelming change in the Vulture’s practical use and behavior relative to its predecessor. While the Predator was restricted by the cost of the aircraft and the availability of pilots and targeting support staff, the Vulture could be preemptively deployed to an area and allowed to operate independently for an indefinite period, requiring no human attention except when it “called home” to receive confirmation on a target. Here again, we see the evolution from weapon to human elimination infrastructure, as the Vulture was often deployed to areas where there was no active conflict.



Once again, we must remind the reader the evolution is a gradual process, and caution them against picturing the Vulture as we might picture the Killing Machine today, for they are not the same device. The Vulture’s targeting systems were significantly prone to error and required constant human oversight. Delays of up to ten hours between target identification and final confirmation were common, as were false positives and civilian casualties. Marginal improvements in the Vulture’s systems during its twenty-year operational life did improve this somewhat, but the Vulture’s repeated failures convinced many at the time of the need for a new hardware platform to continue advancing the field.



Here then, we reach 2041, where we must return to Kaufner and his understandable emphasis on the M-852 Extinguisher probe, for while the M-852 is unarmed (hence the “probe” designation), it is unquestionably an example of human elimination infrastructure, and the platform that the Vulture’s contemporaries had long sought. Electrically driven like the Vulture, the Extinguisher featured the first modern multi-sensor cluster and processing array, enabling it to process and record up to three hundred conversations simultaneously while hovering over a typical urban center. First deployed to Brasilia during the Yellow Revolt in 2043, the Extinguisher proved highly successful in identifying insurgent and rebel groups.



It’s practical success however, is of less interest to us than its philosophical implications, for the Extinguisher, like the Vulture, carried a significant onboard computational cluster for the identification of targets. Leveraging the aforementioned RAPTOR database via high-bandwidth signal encryption, it was able to analyze not just general behaviors, but specific individuals backgrounds and behavioral trends, dramatically improving accuracy. This “expert system” improved the accuracy rate of the onboard targeting system from the Vulture’s lackluster 8% to a significant 67%, and reduced typical processing time for human confirmation of orders from ten hours to six.



Our modern readers, of course, can easily extrapolate this line to their present time, and so we will not belabor them with further details of the evolution of hardware platforms in the Brazilian civil war. Rather, we shall address the next major evolution of the sociological implication of these devices, specifically the removal of human oversight from the command process in 2052.



While this was conducted entirely for practical logistical reasons (at the height of the conflict, the combined drone fleet produced over 4,000 kill requests per day), the decision quickly proved socially beneficial, as “machine error” was seen as a blameless accident, and thus could be used to deflect investigation into any incidents of friendly fire or civilian casualties.



It also moved ultimate control of target acquisition out of the hands of pilots or military officers, who could not necessarily be trusted to understand (or approve of) the true underlying political goal behind any given conflict, and put it in the hands of politicians directly. By pairing goal-driven technical systems directly with political will, this ensured that the (steadily improving) algorithms would do “what we actually wanted” instead of “what we technically asked,” a common complaint at the time. This dramatically increased the number of conflicts worldwide, producing a self-sustaining loop which eventually made a return to the human-oversight driven system logistically impossible.



While it is not clear at precisely which point the network that started with the Extinguisher and the RAPTOR database became the Killing Machine, but we may reasonably say it occurred at some point between the removal of human oversight in 2052, and the death of General Stanislav Sergej Kuznetsov in 2061.



A notable Russian nationalist following the Siberian Conflict, General Kuznetsov had publicly advocated for restored Russian control over the Urals, a process that would have required the suppression of insurgent groups operating in the area. As part of the United State’s support for Russia during the post-Conflict reconstruction, a number of Viped and Extinguisher-2 drones were deployed to the area, along with their attendant weapons platforms and support craft.



The decision of these craft to divert over a thousand kilometers to Moscow, there to assassinate a single person before returning to their original objective, made headlines. Most non-American observers considered it to be a willful assassination by the American military, while most in the American intelligence community considered it to be proof of willful sabotage or malfunction. 



However, later analysis revealed both of these views to be incorrect. While no member of the American military had been involved in the decision, the assassination had not been a malfunction. Rather, the RAPTOR database had concluded that General Kuznetsov’s repeated threats and nationalist tirades against the inhabitants of the Urals were significantly exacerbating the conflict in a manner detrimental to US interests. It had therefore classified him as an “Insurgent Recruiter/Public-Figure,” and in full accordance with its programming, had him executed.



Publically, this revelation was meant with condemnation and promises of massive system overhauls to prevent another such incident. Privately however, much of the American executive and senior leadership, upon careful examination with the facts, agreed with the RAPTOR database’s underlying logic. The overhauls that were made to the system therefore focused less on changes to the underlying reasoning, and more on an improved understanding of public relations and the need for the machine not to embarrass it’s ultimate masters. Significant strides were also made in more discreet killing systems, such as the first air-deployed micro-scale poison capsule.



The rest, as the saying goes, is history. While other writers may attach great significance to dates that occurred after this point, such as 2063, when the phrase “the Killing Machine” was first used, or 2070, the first known incident when the machine executed an official of the United States government without prior authorization, we view these as natural progressions along an already well defined arc. The truth that inhabitants of the Middle East have been dealing with for three generations is now a universal aspect of human existence -- that at any time, without warning, an impartial computer in some far-off intelligence agency may decide to end that existence.



How, then, are we to interpret this development as part of the larger human condition? While modern notions of “mechanical futility” may insist that such systems are an inevitable part of mankind’s technological evolution, it bears specific mention that the Killing Machine exists with the, as it were, “consent of the governed.” All the systems that support it are still maintained, not by robots but by major world governments, and if it was the desire of the population of these predominantly democratic nations to do away with the system, it would be done away with. The power is ours to—
      

      
   
      My Friend, My Obsession


      

      
      
         Everyone had gathered to see her. My entire class was there, huddled over a cheap tablet running YouTube. I didn't bother. Even if I could shove my way to the screen I wouldn't. Not that I didn't want to.



"There she goes again!" someone yelled. I looked over my shoulder. It was difficult being discrete with my level of obsession. "The Killing Machine's the best!"



I tried to ignore them, to focus on my poke-pet. I always carried a few with me. Taking care of them helped me relax usually. Not today. I was dying to see the latest clip, yet all I could do was clench my fists and pretend nothing was going on.



"Heya, Izzu!" Lina sat next to me. She was my best friend. The two of us knew each other since second grade and we shared secrets amongst ourselves. She knew I fought in MMA for a living, and I knew her family was well off. "The Killing Machine strikes again, eh?"



I grumbled quietly under my breath, trying to focus more on my poke-pet. I'd been giving this one far too much food lately, so I had to get it to exercise.



"You'll become one of those crazy cat ladies." She looked into my poke-pet's screen. Instinctively I turned away from her. "Want to see the clip?"



Lina, I'll strangle you! I did my best to ignore her. A tablet slid between me and my poke-pet. Why am I even surprised? I remained still, wondering whether to tap play or not. My hesitation didn't last over two seconds. Avoiding Lina’s smug expression I tapped on the screen.



The quality was horrible—shaky, grainy and without sound. Someone must have used a really bad phone camera to get that. And still the clip had gathered fifty thousand views. By the end of the day it would probably reach a million.



It took me one glance to recognize The Killing Machine. Wearing her typical pink and purple fight suit, she was fighting the winner of the CMMA semis. I held my breath as I admired the precision of her moves. Not one wasted action, not one empty kick. Precise, efficient, merciless, just like a machine. In the world of children's mixed martial arts, she was a legend. No one knew anything about her, just that she appeared at important matches and crushed her opponents every time.



"She's slow today," Lina leaned over the tablet. I pushed her away. You're no expert! You just know a few things!



She was right, thought. The Killing Machine did take longer than usual. In all the other clips I'd seen she had won in less than a minute. According to the clip, it took her five this time. I bit my lip. The Machine had appeared on the scene about an year ago and already had achieved legendary status. The masses thought her to be a publicity stunt to get more people interested in MMA. That was not the case. I had been fighting professionally since I was eight and could tell the real thing. Only skill and training could result in such moves. 



"Still think you can beat her?" Lina whispered in my ear. Just as she knew I was a fighter, she also knew my other secret. I had obsessed facing The Killing Machine ever since the first video had hit YouTube. Most fighters wanted to, but they had different reasons. 



"Aha." I restarted the clip from the beginning. The Machine hadn't used anything new, but I wanted to rewatch it all the same.



"She hasn't lost yet." Lina reminded.



That was true, but I knew something the others didn't. At least, I thought I did. From everything I'd seen The Killing Machine was a boy. The way "she" moved, her choice of attacks. I wasn't the first to come up with the theory, there was all sorts of speculation on the matter, yet I felt I was right. If true, I had a real chance of being the first to actually defeat him.



Midway through the clip the bell rang. Everyone rushed to their seats like grasshoppers let out of a jar. Lina stashed her tablet in her bag and opened her textbook. Moments later I followed suit, putting my poke-pet away.



"You sure you can beat her?" Lina whispered again as the teacher went to the blackboard.



"Yes." I nodded. If she appears during my fight tomorrow I will.








Tomorrow... I lay on my bed staring at the ceiling. I was still obsessing over The Killing Machine. Tomorrow was my last chance to face him. Next month I turned thirteen and with that would no longer fight in children's MMA. Worst part, my whole life would change.



"Poppy?" I heard my father say. "You okay?"



A silly question. I looked at him and smiled. He was standing at the door, a present behind his back again. It was easy to tell. Even when he hid it, his eyes would move a certain way. Shouts from the TV blasted in the room—another sports I was using to distract me. 



"Bought you the new pocket pet." He took out a small plastic box from behind its back. It was scarred all over, the price tag half-torn off. "It's the Sheepie, just as you wanted."



"Thanks, Daddy!" I stood up and went to get it from him. I know you are trying, Daddy. You and Mom really are, but you can't understand this. Only fighters do. "I'll take it to school this week." I hugged him. His skin felt cold, despite the heat. Too much smoking or the bad food he's been eating. "You're shivering." I pulled back.



"Just a cold." He looked away. "You have fun."



Have fun. I glanced at the gift. Plastic within plastic. I had eleven of those, but this one completed the set. According to the adds, my poke-pets would interact with one another. Quickly, I rushed to my closet and grabbed a knife. A single slash and the casing fell off to the ground. I grabbed the pink egg-linke device and held down the reset button. Three short beeps followed by a long, after which the screen came to life.



Hello! That was a nice nap!

Are you my mother?



I laughed as I pressed confirm. Poke-pets always made me giggle. A pair of eyes appeared on the small screen blinking at me, then a small mouth. 



What is your name, Mommy?



"Hey, Izzu!" The door swung open. My hands reacted on instinct, hiding the poke-pet from view. "Your dad told me you were—" Lina walked in, giving me one of the smuggest looks she could, "—busy." 



My ears felt as if they were on fire. I so much wanted to punching her in the face right now. Stupid Lina! Ever since we'd first met she managed to find ways to embarrass me. Even now she stuck out her tongue before I could even say a word.



"Ready for something fun? Ice cream maybe?" She sat on my bed and started bouncing up and down.



"In a bit," I grumbled, completing the poke-pets setup.



Lina shrugged then grabbed the remote and started flipping the channels. From the corner of my eye I glanced at her. I hated it when someone changed channels and she knew it. The more I tried to ignore her, the faster the channel switching became. 



"Okay!" I shouted. "What do you want?"



"The Killing Machine." In a single moment her expression seemed almost serious. "Do you really want to face her?"



"Of course! Haven't I been saying that for m—"



"Why?" Her question cut me off. What do you mean why? Because! Not that I said it out loud. Lina probably wanted to hear some reasonable explanation. Problem was I couldn't come up with any. At least not one that would make sense for a non-fighter. I could probably say that I wanted to ask him to be my friend, but that would sound weird. 



"I want to see if I can beat him." That was the safe answer. Something everyone could understand.



"Again with the him." She looked at me with narrowed eyes. We had argued on the subject a lot. Nothing I said could convince her in my findings.



"I'm certain! I saw it in the clip today!" I insisted, tapping in the my initial poke-pet orders. "Only boys kick like that. I can tell."



"You might be imagining things." She threw the remote on the bed. "No boy will choose such colors to fight with."



"I know what I saw." Why are you so convinced it isn't?



We remained in silence. I continued to play around with my toy. Lina relaxed onto the bed and puffed. 



"Will that change things between us?" she asked all do a sudden. "If you beat her, will we remain friends?" I turned towards her, not saying a word.



"Something wrong?" I'd known her my entire life and not once had she asked such a question.



"If the Killing Machine appears and you beat her, will she replace me as your friend?"



"You're being silly." There was no way anyone would replace Lina as my friend. Or was there? Apart from my parents and my fighting rivals she was the only one who knew I fought. That was nice, but it also limited our time together. We only saw each other at school or when she came to visit. Most of my time I spent training, fighting, or sometimes hanging out with other child martial artists. We all knew who we were, so that made it easier as far as NDAs went. We didn't have to pretend or come up with ridiculous explanations. With Lina it was different. I still have no idea why I had told her. I shouldn't have. I remember how mad coach was when he learned. It was a stupid decision, one which I cherished. However, would things change after I found out The Killer Machine's identity? 



"I'm serious!" She sat back up. "If The Machine walks into this room right now and asks to be your friend, will she replace me?"



"The Killer Machine won't just march in here and say hello." I crossed my arms. "And even if he did, so what? That wouldn't change a thing. We've been friends for—"



"I'm not a boy," she cut me short. 



I opened my mouth to respond, but nothing came out. Lina was right, she wasn't a boy and that meant all the difference. In the past I'd laugh about it, but soon things would start change. They were changing already. As much as everything remained the same I would catch myself reading romance comics, or watching some stupid teen show. Even at school I'd behave differently. Not that anyone there interested me particularly. Was that the reason I was so infatuated with The Killing Machine? Was that the reason I was so sure he was a boy?



"The Killing Machine won't show up." I tried to smile. "And tomorrow's my last fight. I'll move to a different league and never get to face him again." Everything will remain just the way it is. Although, I also hope that I'm wrong. Maybe he will appear after all? Maybe at least one of my dreams will come true?








Noon at the arena. The smell of sweat and cheap cigarettes were everywhere. Biting on the piece of plastic, I stared at the empty ring. Soon I would be there, under the lights, fighting the most important match of my life. Years of pain and training had gone into this moment. I was sure my parents would be watching.



"Just like we talked," Jinn, my coach, said. The years of training others had made him fat and slow, yet he still had an eye for things. Three of the last decade's champions were trained by him, so I knew to listen. "Keep the fight over three minutes. He'll probably go for your legs, so take his first."



I nodded. Over three minutes. The standard sponsor requirement. An year ago I didn't have to worry about such things. My fights would always reach the fifth round. Now, I'd become so good that my sponsor bonus depended on the length of the match.



"Focus on distance," Jinn slapped me on the back of the neck. "He'll try to get in close, so don't let him. And end with a slam."



"A slam" was what the coach liked to call a knock out. He'd rarely allow me to do those — they were bad for business. Every once in awhile a sponsor would request one, but in general people liked to watch long fights. Today was a special, though; today was my fight.



"Break him, Izzu!" The coach slapped my neck again, then moved away. It was time to begin.



Taking a deep breath I went to the dressing room. Three officials carefully watched as I was strapped on a specially designed outfit to mask as many of my features as possible. I hated it. It felt too much like plastic, restricting my movements and making my skin itch. Sadly, it was required. Child fighting was illegal, so the organizers went round this by making all participants unrecognizable.



"You're leaving your braids long?" one of the officials asked. "Want them trimmed?"



I shook my head.



"Your choice," she said as she slid on the tournament mask over my face. I flinched as the nasty plastic touched my cheeks. So many years and I still wasn't fully used to this.



It takes two minutes for a fighter to be suited up. Two minutes of rushing to put on the most uncomfortable set of clothes in the world, if I could even call them clothes. Gold and black again. I so much wanted pink and green, but Jinn was against it. He wanted his fighters menacing. As if a skinny 4'5 girl could look menacing. 



"Gloves," the official said and I complied. "Turn around." I did. "Good. Off to the ring."



Boring, boring, boring. The noise of the crowd surrounded me as I appeared. They could recognize me now. Funny how in the world of fighting things were inverted. I passed them every day as I went to school, as I rode alongside them in the same crowded subway, and none of them suspected. Put on the suit, and suddenly everyone starts calling my name. The shouts intensified as the name "Golden Kid" was added to my own.



Kri Kri. I smiled under my mask. He was nice, but not the strongest fighter. In all the times we faced each other he’d beaten me only once. His parents were as poor as mine, so he was determined. Winning the finals meant a huge thing. From what coach had said the prize money alone would set me up for life, and that was before all the commercial deals. I wish he chose better sponsors, thought. Toy companies avoided me for some reason. The ones I got were energy and alcohol drinks, and the stupid part—I wasn't allowed to drink any of those. 



"Golden Kid! Golden Kid!" the crowd roared as he entered the ring. You only got to be here because Joy got the flu. I glanced at my coach. Seeing me he listed a hand with three fingers showing. There was no need to tell me. I wasn't upset at Kri Kri. There was no way he could beat me, no matter how much he tried.



I climbed onto the ring and slipped past the ropes. My name filled the air. Kri Kri waved. Why do you do that each time? It's stupid.



"Welcome, fans of the greatest sport in the world!" The announcer's voice boomed. "I welcome you all to the children's MMA final fight!" He said "children’s", but there was nothing childish about it. The pain, the injuries, the constant training and diet regimens were as intense as all the rest. "And do we have a spectacle today! In one corner we have the rising star, who has crushed every opponent on his way to get here. Let me hear your chears for Golden Kid!"



You look like an idiot! The crowd erupted in cheers as Kri Kri did an air flip. Adrenalin kicked in. My fingers tingled as my heart pinged in my throat. My vision blurred for a second, then cleared up. In the ring there was no thing such as pity, mercy, friendship. That's what coach constantly repeated. So far I'd accepted it, but every now and again doubts would creep in.



"And in the right corner," the announcer went on, silencing the crowds. "The girl who knows no mercy. You know her, you love her, the unstable Boy Breaker herself!" I really hate that name.



The crowd erupted again. I waved, but my eyes were on my opponent. The bell rang. None of us wasted time. Kri Kri rushed towards me to shorten the distance. He knew he'd have an advantage in close combat so he was trying to get to a point at which I couldn't use my legs. I took a step back feigning an attack to the head. My punch was easily avoided, but in doing so he created an opening. It wasn't much, most would even chose to ignore it, waiting for a better opportunity. I didn't. My body spun, as I took another step back, twisting around like a top, then landing a kick right in the side of his head. Kri Kri blocked, of course, but it didn't particularly matter. The strength was such that the shock passed through.



Realizing his mistake, he jumped back. I didn't follow. Jinn had told me to keep the fight going for three minutes, and I would. Joy wouldn't have fallen for a trick like this. It was moments like this that annoyed me. Even when they knew I was stronger, boys kept on thinking that it was all a matter of luck, that they'd manage to surprise me and end my winning streak. The only thing they did was to mess up.



I glanced at Jinn. Two fingers — two minutes to go. Time to give the audience what they wanted. I started a series of spin kicks. All of them were deliberately sloppy and too far away from Kri Kri to do any damage. They were aimed for the crowd not him, yet I could tell by his footwork, he was hesitating. After that first kick he didn't want to take any chances. Another mistake. Overestimating an opponent was just as bad as underestimating them. Somehow boys managed to do both at once.



One minute left. I stopped dancing and moved to the center of the ring, leaving myself open for attack. Kri Kri landed a few punches, but all of them were weak and uncertain. This wasn't what I'd hoped for my final match. It wasn't a fight, it was sparring. The crowd kept on yelling, but they couldn't understand a thing. They thought they saw a close battle, when everything was already clear. Even their favorite Golden Kid knew it; he was simply going through the motions.



My coach put his hand down. Time was up. Sorry, Kri Kri. ignoring his attacks I shot forward starting a barrage of punches. They weren't difficult to evade, but my opponent was already cautions from my initial kick to the head so he panicked. Instead of keeping the distance, he subconsciously stepped back, possibly aiming for the safety of his corner. That was a mistake. While he was busy guarding his torso, I did a low sweep. It made contact. As he started to topple over, I spun in the opposite direction, aiming for the back of his head. Jinn had told me that the first reaction of anyone who had lost balance was to move their hands towards the ground. Kri Kri did just that, exposing himself to the full strength of my kick. 



Thump! Kri Kri slammed on the floor of the ring. The crowd went wild. Coach told me as long as they got their spectacle they didn't care who won or lost. Five minutes ago Golden Kid was on everyone's lips. Now it was Boy Breaker. I raised my arm to wave. Halfway there, I froze. There, right in the crowd, was a pink and purple spot. I only caught a glimpse of it before he dashed right for me.



No way! It was pure luck that I regained control of my muscles in time to avoid a jump-in attack. The end of the foot passed less than an inch from my nose. 



"Incredible, MMA fans!" The announcer boomed. "Out of nowhere The Killing Machine has entered the ring!"



I just stared, still unable to believe what I was seeing. The Killing Machine! He had come. The announcer continued shouting useless words. You knew, didn't you? Jinn probably knew as well. I would glance at him to check, if I wasn't mesmerized by the unexpected opponent before me. Pink and purple just like in the videos, his entire head hidden under a white mask. 



"What will happen now? The Killing Machine faces the Boy Breaker!" the announcer yelled above the crowd’s screams. "Who will win? Whose victory streak will end?"



My muscles tensed. This wasn't anything like my usual fights. No dancing, no playing for time, no posing for the audience. Win or lose the battle would be over in less than a minute. Cautiously, I took a step back. The Killing Machine was shorter than I expected. Athletic, even under the suit, and extremely skilled. If I was going to win against him I had to be at my best. Based on all the clips he preferred to attack, rarely being on the defensive. That meant I had to take the initiative.



He's a boy, I said to myself. Boys can't bend. All sounds disappeared into nothingness. The roar was gone, then the people vanished, followed by the stands, the walls... only the ring remained, the ring and The Killing Machine.



Now! I leapt forward. No time to waste with feigning moves. The Killing Machine must have guessed what I had in mind because he did the same. We both twisted in the air, each of our legs smashing into the other. A dull pain shot from my thigh, as I felt my heel sink into his shoulder. It seemed he had the advantage, but I hadn't finished yet. I probably had seconds before the pain become too strong for me to walk. In the meantime, he had one arm less to defend himself with. The instant I touched the floor, I went forward for a barrage of punches. Not the fake ones from before, this time I was being serious. 



I won't let you evade! I picked up the pace. My fists kept failing to contact. He had a perfect defense, as expected. Yet, with each second he was starting to use more and more needless actions. His body had started to recognize the pain in his arm, no doubt. This was the moment of truth. Gritting my teeth, I made a step forward. 



Go for my foot! Just do it! And he did. Letting the last few punches hit, he turned around starting a spinning sweep. That's what I was waiting for. Twisting counterclockwise, I aimed for his head. I'm going to slam you! I thought as euphoria filled me. My heart was beating so fast my chest was hurting. I did it! I actually did it! My foot moved towards its target, getting closer and closer... and then missed. The Killing Machine's body bent back like a rubber pencil, letting my foot pass above. Time froze. 



Damn it! I remained there motionless. I had been given one chance at this, one chance and it all had wasted it. The odds of him facing me were one in a hundred, maybe more. Still, he had come... and crushed me completely. The battle was over and we both knew it. I could probably last a while longer, create the illusion I was fighting back. Why bother?



The floor pinched me in the shoulder. I felt like the entire world tilted. The yells of the crowd slowly returned, along with the announcer, celebrating the victory of the undefeated Killing Machine. I knew what would follow. He would vanish in the crowd again, leaving me to the care of my coach. That was his what he always did.



"Boy Breaker! Boy Breaker!" the crowd chanted. I didn't notice at first. A few seconds had to pass until my mind returned to reality. What's going on? Why are you calling my name?



Standing above me, almost glowing under the ring lights stood my opponent, was my obsession. His left arm moved down, offering to help me up. You know, don't you? I was too dazzled to even smile. You know this is my final match. That's why you are doing this. My thigh was throbbing in pain. I ignored it, grabbing his hand. He pulled me up, letting me lean on him for support.



"Can we..." I whispered, clinging to him. Thousands of people were watching, by tonight they would have become millions. I didn't care. "Can we be friends?"



I felt him pat me on the back. After the kick I gave him the pain was probably insufferable, and yet he still pat me on the back. His masked face moved closer to my ear.



"Always," I heard Lina's whisper. "Always and forever."
      

      
   