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Froggy Eyes 

on golden toast.

Froggy Eyes

I love the most.

––––––––
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− Allegra Alvin, 

Wasteland Poet
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“Everybody wants happiness, no one wants pain. But you can’t have a rainbow without a little rain.”

−  Unknown



One morning it rained bananas. Sometimes it just did that. Lucy looked out her window and felt tired and small as she watched the yellow phallic fruit tumbling over the hoods of rusty old cars. Depending on how hard the rain was, banana rain really hurt when it came down, and she was not looking forward to having to brave such relentless fruit on her way to the car, even with a buzzbrella. 

Lucy lived in Upper West Hat, the fifth neighborhood – or “quadrant,” as the robots called it – in circular Surge City. It was a world of puffing steam and rust, where the liquid flowing in the gutter was more likely oil than water, where everything always happened according to schedule and with indifferent calm, at the cold behest of the Dominion of Droid. 

The houses in Surge City were always falling to pieces, and those who suddenly found themselves standing in the mountainous rubble of their home had to resort to cloth tents until the robots came to rebuild. Sitting at the table in the breakfast nook, Lucy felt water dripping on her head and knew that before long, she would be living inside a tent. She sighed miserably. 

“Moo?” inquired Knoll. The little brindle goat was sitting on the couch, watching the angular television as Lucy drank down the last dregs of her cereal. 

“That’s the wrong sound and you know it,” Lucy said wearily.

The goat mooed again.

Lucy licked the milk mustache from her lip and rolled her eyes. Her cereal bowl was as vibrantly yellow as the bananas falling past her window. She set the bowl down and looked out the great round window that loomed over the table, its cracked glass streaked with droplets of water from the morning’s scheduled lawn sprinkling. 

The robots insisted on automated sprinklers on every lawn, regardless of the fact that no lawn in Surge City had an inch of grass. Instead, every lawn was barren and gray, the earth cracked as if in a silent scream for nourishment. It was a dead and dying place, devoid of green life, the trees naked and scratchy as they reached spidery fingers to the sky in their silent plea. 

The robots knew nothing of organic life or how to nurture it. Why would they fertilize? Why would they plant? Why would they water except because water had always happened before? To the average Droid, sprinklers watering the lawn were something that had always happened and were something that should continue to happen for the sake of Order, even if they didn’t fully grasp why it needed to be done.

The robots poisoned the earth and sky with their Rot-laced water and machinery, then insisted on sucking away the daily pollution with their giant vacuums. It was a continuous rebalancing of scales that meant organics could only just survive without truly living. Whether it was the intention of the Droids for it to be that way or whether they were just so arrogant and ignorant that they refused to acknowledge the ridiculous limbo of half-life they had created, Lucy could not say, but watering poisoned desert soil in which no seeds could survive − it pretty much summed up the extremely faulted Logic and Reason that was the basis of Droid Doctrine. 

The Droids did a lot of things that made very little sense. Every morning at eight a.m., for instance, a patrol of soldier units always came by and always kicked over Lucy’s lawn flamingos with a sort of shocking viciousness, prompting her to right them again the following evening when she had returned from work. For some unknown reason, the Droids hated and despised her pink flamingos but hadn’t bothered punishing her with the meat grinder. So Lucy kept putting them back in place. 

Lucy could see her flamingos standing innocently on the lawn even now and thought they were the only speck of color in her otherwise dull and colorless world. Even the cereal was colorless.

The organics of Surge City, terrified as they were of the meat grinder, dared not protest the contents of their colorless food. Processed, sugary, salty, deep fried. All of it was meant to keep the people fat, mindless, and complacent. And all of it was silently provided by the Dominion of Droid, who – like an overbearing mother – knew what was best for everyone and everything that had ever existed and still existed right now. 

Lucy stared at the empty chair across from her own, wishing there was someone in all of Surge City brave enough to sit in it and have breakfast with her. Most people in the city avoided Lucy. She insisted on wearing bright colors, which the robots did not seem to like at all, and people tended to avoid anything the robots did not seem to like at all.

Knoll gave an inquisitive cat’s purr.

“No, I’m not sad,” Lucy quietly answered. “Why do you say that?”

The goat clucked like a chicken. 

“I won’t pretend I’m happy about the state of the world,” Lucy said grudgingly. “Why should I be? Look at it!” She glanced out the window at the smoggy city, which was derelict and crumbling. By sharp contrast, Lucy’s home was a bright riot of vivid, eye-popping color, as if to combat the dreariness of her fall-apart world. Her throw pillows looked like jelly beans and her couch like a giant pair of candy red lips, and even her toilet seat looked like an orange life preserver. 

Meanwhile, outside in Surge City, the buildings were colorless and frayed with sparking wires and dripping pipes, their walls constantly tumbling open in sudden avalanches of brick and debris. It wasn’t uncommon to walk down the street through a cloud-storm of falling stop signs, shattering glass, clocks dropping from towers, cars falling apart in the middle of traffic, people crumbling in sudden piles of limbs. The city was falling to pieces, even its citizens, and had been for quite some time. 

“I woke up with a finger missing, Knoll,” Lucy heavily admitted. “A finger.” She held up her right hand, revealing that her index finger was indeed missing. The cut was clean as frozen meat and there was no blood, just red flesh and white bone where a finger used to connect at the middle knuckle. Lucy wrapped it in red ribbon nonetheless, too squeamish to stand the sight of it.

“How am I supposed to paint buttons with my finger missing?” Lucy wondered sadly. “If anyone finds out, I’ll be sent to the meat grinder.” Her brown eyes grew wet and frightened. “I may have to leave Surge.”

The goat honked like a duck, eyes hooded and indifferent as she watched television.

“What do you mean you don’t care, you little sausage?” said Lucy indignantly. “If I leave Surge, who’s going to feed you?”

Knoll looked up in horror.

“That’s right!” said Lucy righteously and returned to her cereal. 

Knoll brayed inquisitively.

“Yes,” said Lucy miserably, “I found the finger. It was down in the sheets. Must’ve come off while I was sleeping.” She produced a finger from the pocket of her polka dot dress, holding it up in the dim flicker of lamplight. It was a clean, neatly severed finger, so perfect and round that it looked like a wiener against the pulse-vibrant purple kitchen wall. 

Lucy brought the finger close to her eyes, just close enough that it was almost touching her nose, and peered at it in sad fascination through her large, thick-rimmed, red glasses. “If I can find someone to sew it back on for me,” she said hopefully, “maybe I can avoid losing my job −”

Knoll snorted.

“I know it would cost a lot, but what choice do I have?” Lucy demanded. Brows sadly pinched, she carefully wrapped the finger in a napkin and dropped it in her lunch pail. She couldn’t help but feel defeated as she looked out the window, at the endless winding streets. 

It would be very difficult to find someone willing to break the law for the paltry amount of peanuts Lucy had to offer. Most people, after a certain number of years, started to fall apart with the rest of the town. The second the Rot took hold of them, they were required by law to notify the Droids and to remain in their homes. The Droids would then come along to arrest them, and they were never seen again. There was never a body, not even a funeral. People just vanished, and there were no graveyards in Surge City. The Droids let nothing go to waste, not even corpses.

Lucy had been painting buttons in Surge City’s button factory for thirty years. She was lucky the Rot hadn’t taken her long before.

Outside, little robots whizzed up and down the streets, drone units that were the smallest of the Droids, with little compartments in their lower fronts that allowed them to act as living dustpans as they swept. The morning traffic was already squishing bananas down the road, until it looked as if some unfortunate person had gotten sick in a continuous stream of yellow bile. The drone units opened the doors in their lower compartments and swept the mush away inside with spindly arms, but the bananas were falling harder, faster, and the automatons could hardly keep up. Buzzbrellas blossomed from their dome-shaped heads, whirling to slice the bananas before the weight of their gravity could hurt, and before long, many of the machines were covered in yellow goo that was constantly wiped away again by one of their many quick arms. 

Lucy looked at the robots and envied them. If they fell apart, they weren’t sent off to the slaughterhouse, they were repaired. Mayor Faizadora always looked after the robots, stating that they were the only things standing between the people of Surge City and complete anarchy. The woman claimed everything she did was for the good of the town, and yet, she cared more about the machines than her own people. 

Lucy thought of the sinister soldier units coming to arrest her and horror made her heart quicken. They would dump her in the giant grinder, she would be burped out of the machine in several little cubes, and her little cubes would then fuel the entire city. The mayor was feeding the Rot into the air, into the water supply, and didn’t even care. It was no small wonder the disease had thrived so many centuries.

“There has to be something I can do,” Lucy said miserably. “I refuse to be ground into nutrition cubes! I’m not useless just because I’ve lost one lousy finger.”

Knoll snorted as if to say she was.

Lucy glared. “If you were smart, you’d get off your goat booty and help me think of a solution!” She swallowed hard as she looked out the window. “I can’t just leave Surge. I’ve never been outside it a day in my life! And I’ve heard horror stories about the Wastelands. Too many horror stories.”

Knoll gave a monkey screech.

“Yes. There’s probably a reason no one has ever managed to cure the Rot.”

Surge City was in reality a prison, not a city. No one was allowed in or out unless they were a nimrod, one of the hunter units that often entered the Wasteland to terrorize what few people managed to survive there. The city had been falling apart as long as Lucy could remember, and there were a rare few desperate and infected citizens who had managed to escape, vowing that they would find a cure. The nimrods were always sent out after them, and the organics who fled never returned, while the decay continued. Holes in the streets. Cracked glass. Falling fences. Office buildings where people typing at desks could be seen through the enormous holes in the walls. 

Mayor Faizadora had taken steps to fix the aftermath without giving a thought to preventive measures. She sent out a constant flurry of robots to repair the city each time something fell apart, but as time went by, it seemed the city was falling apart faster than the robots could fix it. The repair units were small, round, spider-like creatures with thin, spindly legs, always pulling tools and glue guns from their circular centers, which acted as toolboxes. They were Mayor Faizadora’s answer to every problem in Surge City. To Lucy, it was like putting a Band-Aid over an amputation, and it had to stop. Someone had to be brave enough to find a real solution, even if doing so meant angering the Dominion of Droid. 

The beeping of the town’s digital clock jolted Lucy out of her miserable reverie. “I’m late for work!” she cried, wiping her hands on a napkin. Her nails gleamed candy-red when she placed her hands on the table and pushed herself up from her chair.

Slipping her feet in flat red slippers, Lucy pulled on her yellow raincoat, grabbed her lunch pail, and hurried toward the door. There was a staff with a stack of buzz saws set horizontally across its end to form a silver ball. A buzzbrella. It gleamed innocently in the umbrella stand, and she snatched it up, placing it on her shoulder as she went out. 

Outside, it was still raining. Bananas thumped down, spiraling from black storm clouds. Surge City was always dark and rainy, its sky always covered in rolling smog, its people always grim and bitter and draped in gray, colorless clothing. Digital clocks beeped up and down the town, silent guardians of time, whose constant beeping quietly admonished the small people below for their mortality.

Lucy was on her doorstep when, like clockwork, Kiwi stepped out of the square, plain little house next door and swept her step, an e-cigarette lazily wafting vapor from the corner of her mouth. She was a fuzzoid: a person completely covered in bright green hair, with a deep, sloping brow and small, slanted black eyes. Her fingers were quite long and wispy as a lion’s tail, and her green puff of hair stood erect upon her head. Like everyone else in town, she was wearing a gray mechanic’s jumper with her life number on the back, but it was open to reveal a torn pair of old blue jeans and a dull gray t-shirt. She was wearing no shoes, as fuzzoids seldom wore them given the hard skin on the soles of their otherwise woolly feet. She was always standing hunched with her hips forward and was never without a pair of red suspenders rigged to hike up her torn jeans. And she was shy and sad and always stammering, but she always brightened whenever she saw Lucy. 

Kiwi was a bean picker who had been living next door to Lucy as long as Lucy could remember. Every single morning at seven a.m., she appeared on her doorstep, sweeping as she waited to stammer out a greeting to Lucy. It was rumored the robots hadn’t yet turned Kiwi to biofuel because they were trying to understand why she was so heavily resistant to the Rot. Kiwi was one hundred and six years old and didn’t look a day over twenty.

“H-Hey, L-Lucy,” Kiwi sputtered, pausing to sheepishly smile around her foul e-cigarette. 

Lucy smiled back. “Hey, Kiwi,” she answered cheerfully, and Kiwi shivered and sighed in helpless delight, her pointed ears slowly pricking forward.

Standing under the eaves to avoid the fruity rain, Lucy fumbled to push the button on the staff of her buzzbrella and remembered too late that her finger wasn’t there. She hastened to switch hands, but from the corner of her eye, she saw Kiwi’s gasp of shock and hid her hand in the pocket of her raincoat. 

The spherical knives on the end of the staff whirled lazily to life, rusty and sputtering but still working. Lucy, heart racing in a quiet panic, stepped quickly down the sidewalk. As she ran for her battered blue car, the buzzbrella whirled over her head, spattering every banana that swept down on her. She made it inside her crumpled car in one piece, though banana mush was dripping off her hair and shoulders. Through the cracked rearview mirror, she could see Kiwi’s fuzzy green face frowning in concern as she pulled away. 
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“If I died and went straight to Hell, it would take me a week to realize I wasn’t at work anymore.”

− Unknown



Lucy couldn’t be certain, but she couldn’t escape the horrible feeling Kiwi had seen her hand was missing a finger. It would be against the law for Kiwi not to report it, and because Lucy was completely unaware of Kiwi’s affections, she drove to work sweating in terror as she tried to decide what to do. Now that someone had seen her hand, there was a good chance she might return home to find soldier units waiting for her. Or – if Kiwi reported her right away – the soldier units would come to the button factory to arrest her. Either way, she was now in real danger and needed to come up with a plan, fast. 

Nervous and shaking as she was, Lucy took a wrong turn, panicked, ran a red light, got a speeding ticket from a very smug traffic bot, and wound up arriving late for work. She pulled her car through the piles of crumbled gray debris that littered the parking lot, and killing the engine, she sat there, taking deep and shaking breaths as she tried to decide what to do. 

On one hand, if she arrived late for work, she would be punished, and having lost her finger wouldn’t matter either way. On the other hand, even if she could get the overseer to pardon her, someone would still notice her hand, eventually.

Deciding that she would go for the pardon, Lucy miserably took up her lunch pail and unbuckled. 

The button painting room in the factory was one long, rusty room with two long rusty tables standing either side it. From the center of the ceiling hung a great shoot on a turning metal neck. It spewed colorless wooden buttons onto the tables, leaving them in a pile before each worker, where they waited patiently to be painted.

Same as every job organics were assigned, the button painting was actually pointless, menial work given to organics purely to keep them occupied the day through. Aside from that, it served no real purpose, except that the gray-painted buttons were sent over to the sweatshop, where organics were routinely shocked as they sewed gray and colorless mechanic jumpers – which everyone in town then wore. 

As robot supervisors stamped up and down, the workers sat at the tables, wretchedly hunched over piles and piles of buttons, painting as quickly as their sore fingers would allow. They were draped in depression, hair tied tackily atop heads, hands and faces smeared with gray paint, as if they had tried to blend themselves into the dreary atmosphere, the better to avoid standing out and becoming a target of Droid brutality.

Standing on the other side of the glass door as she got up the nerve to go in, Lucy was the only person in the factory who wasn’t wearing a gray mechanic jumper. Beneath her bright yellow raincoat, she was wearing a pink and white polka dot dress, alongside her flat red slippers and the many colorful beads and bangles that were on her arms. A purple cap had been pulled down over her curly black hair, and her red spectacles glinted in the dark air like a drop of dye gleaming against black oil. 

“Faster, meat sack!” a robot buzzed, prodding a worker in the back with a long stun baton. The worker screamed as light fizzled hot-white over her, and she dropped to the floor, twitching and writhing in agony. 

The smell of burned flesh curled harsh against Lucy’s face, until the acid sick rose against the back of her throat. She listened wretchedly as the worker’s sobs echoed through the silence, echoed above the soft whirl of indifferent machines. There was not a sound from the other workers, except that one coughed.

Tears in her eyes, Lucy drew close to the glass and peered in. The assaulted worker was curled up on the floor, shaking with unseeing eyes. She was a bright blue fuzzoid. The Droids notoriously despised fuzzoids, who were often a target of their cruelty. 

The robot who had shocked the woman stomped away as its voice buzzed through its mouth grid, “Back to work, meat sack.” 

Blood streaming from her nose and eyes, the blue fuzzoid dragged herself back onto her stool, and with a shaking hand, meekly returned to work. 

None of the other workers had dared to lift their eyes as their fellow was so mercilessly assaulted. Lips tight and backs tense, they continued peering down their noses at the tiny buttons as they painted them a shade of dullest gray. Each button was pinched in the spindly fingers of a downward reaching robotic arm, and once the button had been painted, the robotic arm would hold it before a fan, then drop it in a vat, spin back to the table, and pluck up another for the painter. Thus the painting went on like clockwork, while a giant digital clock beeped away on the wall overhead, slowly counting down to the next five-second break. 

Lucy saw her usual stool standing vacant at the usual table and was surprised the robots hadn’t noticed her absence yet, so particular were they about seamless perfection. Surely, an empty stool – an empty space in the otherwise perfect row of slaves – would have been cause for a mild panic? But they ignored her stool completely, pacing up and down with blank headlight eyes on the ends of long stems. 

Lucy thought the Droids looked like angular squares held together with rubber tubes. Their torsos were metal cubes, as were their hands. Their heads were like covered dishes, and their feet were shaped like smooth and flawless cue balls that had been sawed in perfect halves. 

Lucy swallowed hard as she looked at the nearest robot’s long pincher-hands, cruelly sharp and stained with rusty red blood. The giant clock said she was exactly six seconds late, and the robots, given their obsession with tardiness, would not forgive her even one second. She hadn’t been shocked in three merciful days, and though she considered enduring the torture, she knew being shocked would draw attention to her hand and its missing finger.

Silently grateful that no one had noticed her, Lucy slowly backed from the rippled glass door, turned about, and hurried up the hall, believing that perhaps she could appeal to the overseer.

The overseer of the button factory was not in charge of the factory itself any more than the button painters. Officially, the overseer existed to offer counseling to the workers, who every now and then needed someone to listen to them vent. Unofficially, the overseer existed as a spy, who reported any and all suspicious activity to the mayor. 

The original overseer was a robot, but she soon became so weary of listening to organics “bitch and moan” that she quit her job, and an organic was assigned in her place. That organic was a woman named Mango, who appeared to be half-human and half-fuzzoid. Like Lucy, she had smooth brown skin, but her hair was an odd color. It stood purple upon her head, upright and fluffy as a wisp of cloud. Her ears were pointed like a fuzzoid’s, and tuffs of purple hair reached from their tips. Her eyes were small, beady, and black, and were deep-set in her long and mournful face. She had a very slow, heavy way of moving and – like most fuzzoids – enjoyed wearing suspenders beneath her open work jumper. Her dull, gray suspenders were holding up an even duller pair of pants, and she was wearing a gray tie over a simple white work shirt. One sleeve of her jumper was rolled back to hold her packet of e-cigarettes. 

Though everyone knew the overseer was little more than a spy, Lucy had known Mango for many years and believed she could convince the woman to help her. Nervously clearing her throat, Lucy knocked on the rippled glass of the overseer’s office door. 

“What do you want now, bucket bits?” Mango called irritably, voice muffled around what was undoubtedly a cigarette. “How many times do I have to tell you? I already gave my weekly report to −”

Lucy cracked the door and peered inside the office. “No, Mango!” she hissed. “It’s me!” 

The overseer was sitting behind her desk, leaning back in her wooden swivel chair as she read the paper. Her tuft of purple hair stood just above the newspaper, which was clutched in two gloved hands. One corner of the paper drooped down, revealing one lens of Mango’s large, round spectacles. Her beady eye was magnified behind the lens, and Lucy thought she looked like a hairy bug. 

“Ah, Lucy Socket,” said Mango pleasantly, the e-cig wagging in her lips. She flipped the paper back up and went on reading as she said, “Take a seat. What can I do for you?”

Lucy closed the door behind her, nervously glancing around the office. There was a camera in one corner of the ceiling, and it followed her as she scrambled into the chair before Mango’s desk. She stiffly tried to ignore the camera and could hear it whirling as it zoomed in on her. She wanted to speak but was terrified, so she twiddled her thumbs and swallowed hard, waiting for Mango to look at her again.

Receiving no answer to her friendly inquiry, Mango lowered the paper, and seeing the tense expression on Lucy’s face, she sighed. 

“I’m gonna get yelled at for this,” Mango said wearily, “but all right.” So saying, she pushed a button on the desk, and the camera in the corner of the ceiling clicked off with a protesting squeal. 

Lucy released a long breath. 

“That bad, is it?” said Mango, leaning back in her chair. She set aside the newspaper and regarded Lucy with concern.

Lucy nodded unhappily. “I was late for work this morning,” she admitted with a wince. “If I punched in my time card now . . .”

“They’d be on you like the ticks on my ass,” said Mango, scratching her armpit. She shook her head. “You know I’m always willing to cover for you. You could’ve just gone back home and I would’ve said you called in sick.”

“I know,” said Lucy unhappily.

“So what’s really going on here, Socket? It’s not like you to be late. The last time was six years ago. Was startin’ to wonder if you weren’t a robot.”

For whatever reason, Mango had always had a soft spot for Lucy, and so she searched the older woman’s face for that same sympathy as she shyly placed her hand on the desk. 

Mango’s beady eyes fell on Lucy’s hand and passed indifferently over the ribbon-wrapped stump where her finger was missing. “So?” said the woman, lifting calm eyes to Lucy.

Lucy paused, her mouth open. “What do you mean ‘so?’ ” she demanded. “If the robots find out about this, I’ll be chopped up and packed into meat cubes!”

“That’s if they find out,” said Mango pointedly. “Let me show you something, Socket.” The woman leaned forward, and as Lucy watched, she pulled her glove off, revealing her bare hand. Lucy gasped: Mango’s hand was held together with staples. Every finger, every knuckle gleamed with them, and a line of them held her wrist to her forearm like a bracelet. 

“You have the Rot!” Lucy whispered, horrified. She wondered miserably if the overseer hadn’t in fact given it to her. 

“We all have the Rot, sooner or later,” muttered Mango, slipping her glove back on. “My advice? Be smart. Go home. Forget it’s happening. I’ll clock you in sick.”

Lucy stared at the woman in disbelief. “Forget it’s happening? We should be doing something about this! Every time one of us falls apart, the robots use us for biofuel. They’re eating us, and we all just go along with it!”

“What do you suppose we do?” said Mango, eyes hooded indifferently. “The robots are stronger than us, smarter than us. They have no fear, they know no pain, and they’re always watching.” She glanced unhappily at the camera on the wall, knowing she would face the consequences later for having turned it off. “How can you overcome an enemy like that?” she said, shaking her head. “No, Socket. Best keep your head down and just avoid gettin’ caught. I can send you to someone who can patch you up, but it’ll cost you.”

“Of course, it will,” said Lucy unhappily, eyes on the desk. “You know I don’t have those kinds of peanuts.” 

“I know,” said Mango with a strange smile Lucy didn’t understand. “I’ll tell Molly to do this one on the house. Here, give her this button.”

When Lucy looked up, Mango was rummaging through a drawer in the desk. Lucy watched with lifted brows as the woman slid a bright orange button across the desk with all the seriousness of a mob boss passing a racing card. 

Frowning and confused, Lucy pinched the button in two fingers and lifted it to her nose. Though she had never seen a colored button outside one of her own, it looked like an ordinary enough button, gleaming innocently with a fresh coat of paint in the dim light of the naked overhead bulb. She couldn’t imagine what was so special about it. 

“It looks like nothing to you,” said Mango, “but Molly will understand what it means. We go way back. You find her, she’ll fix you up, no cost, so long as you show her that button.”

Lucy nodded and dropped the button in her lunch pail. “Thank you, Mango,” she said, suddenly feeling tired and drained given the task ahead of her. “Where do I find this Molly?” she asked, dreading the answer. 

“I think you know where,” said Mango apologetically. 

“The old factory district,” Lucy guessed.

“That’s right,” Mango heavily confirmed.

Lucy nodded dismally and felt her throat tighten as if to choke down her fear. 

The old factory district on the west side of Surge City had been shut down and abandoned because it was the site of a failed uprising against the robots. A few centuries ago, organics rallied together and attempted to destroy several factories as an act of defiance, but the uprising originally began with a peaceful protest. Many organics refused to continue mindlessly trudging day-in and day-out, until the Rot had taken them. When the robots started shocking them, they fought back, until their blood ran in the gutters. In the end, the entire district was shut down and organics forbidden to enter the area. 

Those organics who were caught in the forbidden district were never seen again. Lucy told herself that whether she sought out Molly or not, she would be in danger of the meat grinder. At least if she braved the forbidden district, she had a chance of hiding like Mango. 

“I know I said you should hide before,” said Mango, who was looking at Lucy in sympathy, “but I don’t think you can. You’re a terrible liar. Get stitched up, then pack your bags and get outta town.”

Lucy looked at Mango owlishly. “But I c-can’t! I can’t leave Surge!”

“Why?” said Mango, looking at Lucy intently. “Because you’re afraid?”

Lucy bowed her head.

Mango leaned forward. “You don’t have a choice, honey. You’re a button painter. If you stay here, it’s just a matter of time before some robot notices your hands. Then you’ll be meat.” She waved in disgust. “That’s all we are to them. Meat. Fuel.”

Lucy sadly shook her head. “But . . . where would I go? I have no idea what’s beyond Surge.”

“Did I ever tell you I wasn’t originally from here?”

“We’ve never really spoken.”

“That’s true,” Mango conceded. “The robots never really gave us a chance with their tight-ass schedules.”

“I thought they didn’t let anyone in the city,” Lucy pointed out.

“They don’t,” Mango confirmed. “I snuck in when I was a kid because I had nowhere else to go. Took the place of some other kid that died. The bolt necks never really put two and two together. All organics look alike to them. And the people who lost their kid, they were glad to take me in if it meant sparing their daughter’s body from the meat grinder. They got to bury her in the backyard instead of letting her become a cube, and I got a home.”

“So where are you originally from?”

“There’re lots of settlements out in the Wasteland. We call them Free Niches. They’re small enough that the Droids haven’t bothered taking them over, and since there are usually powerful robots livin’ in them, the Droids hesitate to do anything about them.”

Lucy frowned. “What do you mean?”

“Robots live with humans out in the Wastes,” Mango elaborated. “No one’s a slave out there.”

“You mean there are nice robots out there? Actually living with organics? As equals?”

“That’s right,” Mango answered with a laugh. “I grew up in one of those settlements. My adopted ma was a robot.”

“So how’d you wind up here?” Lucy asked and instantly regretted it when Mango frowned sadly.

“My settlement was burned to the ground,” Mango answered heavily. “What the Droids call a ‘cleansing.’ They can’t stand it that some robots see organics as more than biofuel.”

“I’m so sorry,” said Lucy mournfully.

Mango waved a hand. “Don’t be. I’m the one who brought it up.” She sniffed, blinking back tears. “Listen to me, Socket,” she said adamantly, “you have to get out of Surge. I’m tired of watching the robots eat everyone I like, and you’ve kinda grown on me.”

Lucy smiled.

“When you go out into the Wasteland, stay away from the cats, huh? Look for settlements with big yellow flags. They’re friendly. And you can always trust doggoids. In fact, find a doggoid settlement and ask for sanctuary. You’re safest with them.”

Lucy paused. “. . . What’s a doggoid?”

Mango smiled. “You’ll see. Now let’s get you outta here, huh? I leave the camera off long enough, the robots will think it’s broken and come to fix it.” She rolled her eyes as she pushed up from the table. 

Lucy rose as well. “Did Molly s-staple your fingers like that?” she asked, making a face. 

“What? No,” said Mango. “Did that myself. Too chickenshit to go into the forbidden district anymore.” She jerked her head. “Come on. I’ll help you slip out the back.”
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​Chapter 3
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“Friendship is the ability to talk total nonsense and have that nonsense respected.”

−  Unknown



It was still raining bananas when Mango helped Lucy escape out the back door of the factory and into the alley, where cats perched on dumpsters, hissing and arching before scattering away. Mango gave Lucy hurried, whispered directions to Molly’s home in the forbidden district, and as Lucy wretchedly dashed toward the end of the alley, she heard Mango call after her, “Take care, Socket!”

Lucy was forced to abandon her car, which Mango had promised to take care of, and she cursed her own vibrantly-colored clothing as she made her way through the dreary streets. Everywhere she went, drone units paused to look at her suspiciously, sometimes glitching out when they stared for too long at her. Thankfully, the glitching and stares rarely happened, as most of the drone units were too busy cleaning up banana mess to bother with her, buzzbrellas whirling from their heads in a constant yellow spatter as they worked. 

The patrolling soldier units, meanwhile, appeared so terrified of the rain that they huddled under awnings or else ran indoors entirely whenever the bananas started to fall again. Their headlight eyes glowed red, expressing their bitter resentment at being unable to apprehend the organic who openly walked the streets against schedule. Lucy had to wonder why they didn’t have buzzbrellas in their heads the way the drone units did. Would have been practical.  

Lucy hurried on with her buzzbrella whirling above her head, knowing that if it hadn’t been for the rain, she very likely would have been arrested. Surge City functioned on a precise schedule, and every organic citizen was expected to be in their places on time, down to the last second. At seven a.m., all organics were expected at work or at home, and none were allowed to be on the streets. Lucy was alone as she made her nervous way through the back alleys, and she felt every second that she was merely waiting for a soldier unit to finally brave the rain and arrest her.

By some miracle, Lucy made it to the forbidden district, muttering Mango’s instructions all the way. The instructions led her through the stillness and silence, through gaping black windows with shattered glass, past doorways that had been boarded up. 

Because the district had been completely abandoned, it had been left to the Rot, and everywhere, buildings were shedding their walls, until they stood little more than giant square skeletons in the cold, windless air. The monoliths pressed in, doorways and windows black voids gaping like the mournful faces of howling specters. It was a graveyard of machinery that once spun and whirled and puffed steam, now a collection of junk-piles rising to the sunless sky.
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