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          MARTHA WELLS

        

      

    

    
      It’s always been important to write about robots and artificial intelligence. We write about things we need to understand, that we need other people to understand. And artificial intelligence—true artificial intelligence, not predictive text or plagiarism machines—is something that we need to understand not in the future, but now, at this moment in time.

      Because so many of the stories about robots are stories about power over others.

      Humans creating a sentient being for a purpose, whether it’s to be a servant or a tool, has been a metaphor for humans controlling and owning other humans for a very long time. The first work to use the word robot, R.U.R. (Rossom’s Universal Robots) by Karel Čapek, written as a play in 1920, is about a slave revolt by artificial beings created to serve humans.

      These stories grapple with the idea that if humans create a sentient being whose only reason and purpose for existence is to serve them, that’s somehow okay, and not at all like slavery. (Kind of like the sentient cow in The Restaurant at the End of the Universe by Douglas Adams—the comment on the morality of this concept is not subtle.) Not surprisingly, many of those stories end with the artificial intelligence resisting its role and going on a murderous rampage. But the attitudes differ toward the justifiability of that murderous rampage.

      Asimov’s Three Laws of Robotics (A robot may not injure a human being or, through inaction, allow a human being to come to harm. A robot must obey orders given it by human beings except where such orders would conflict with the First Law. A robot must protect its own existence as long as such protection does not conflict with the First or Second Law.) define the relationship between robot and human as adversarial; they seem to imply that robots are going to want to kill their human masters. If not immediately then, you know, at some point.

      What’s the message then, that an artificial intelligence is a monster that needs to be controlled? That if given any kind of choice it would run out and kill its creators, just because it could? Or that creating a sentient being that is born to be enslaved and subjugated to the will of whatever human owns and controls it is maybe a bad idea? That humans who create artificial beings as slaves deserve the consequences of their actions?

      So many “AI goes rogue” stories, when seen from the AI’s perspective, are about an enslaved person fighting for freedom from their captors. Guilt and greed are wound up in these stories like barbed wire. It’s like we know in our heart of hearts that humans who create an artificial sentient destined for slavery should be punished.

      Stories about sentient robots spark other metaphors less violent but not less poignant. Like “Fandom For Robots” by Vina Jie-Min Prasad where the first sentient robot in the world is doomed to obsolescence, and has become a museum exhibit with nothing to do with its endless time. It works out okay in the end, but this kind of story also makes people think about the consequences of their actions. Is creating an artificial intelligence like creating a baby? As its creator, are you responsible for its health and well-being for the rest of its life? Yeah, you kind of should be.

      Other stories present becoming human as the ultimate goal of any robot or AI. Because we as humans can’t imagine any other sentient who wouldn’t want to be just like us. This can be another metaphor for othering; if we can’t accept basic differences in body and mind from fictional sentient robots, can we accept them from other humans?

      Robotic Ambitions focuses on what artificial intelligence wants as opposed to what humans think it wants, or fear that it wants. It explores the right of sentient artificial intelligences to control their own minds and decide their own desires. AIs who just want to be left alone to find their own destiny and AIs who want to find family and connection. The right to bodily autonomy in all aspects of their life, the right to decide for themselves.

      Which is an even more powerful and vital metaphor for humans relinquishing the urge for power over others. For accepting that other humans have a right to all these things too.

      
        
        September 21st, 2023

        Martha Wells

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            IT-WHO-DREAMS-UNDER-GREY-CLOUDS IN THE-TOWN-WITHIN-THE-CITY

          

          MARIE CROKE

        

      

    

    
      Between one step and the next, I reset.

      The street is dark so my first action after rebooting to a prior me is to dial up my vision and engage an infrared scan. My internals tell me it’s 23:00 hours with a waxing crescent long set behind the heavy pollution cloud. The sector is abandoned, overrun with fungi and fauna, with a high concentration of oil lingering from a pipe explosion decades prior. This sector is also where a large mound of humans had been piled. Bone now. A graveyard sector.

      There is nothing here. I should not even be here.

      I check my logs out of habit, but they cease abruptly. Like a virus has eaten through my data, munched away at the bits and bytes. Except, there is nothing alien in my software. Nothing chewing at the wires of my hardware.

      Nothing except me. A logged line where I had executed a function to reset myself to a version of me from seven years—years …—ago in what seemed like a panic. I felt empty. My reason for being here lost in that prior version of me who no longer exists.

      I turn on my heel and head toward The-Town-Within-The-City. I have—had?—a backup hard drive there that would tell me what I’m missing of myself, though not what had drove me to do an emergency reset out here, unprotected, in a graveyard sector.

      The haphazard, leaning buildings of the old city envelope me. My feet tap against bridges of sheet-metal, against cracked asphalt, against the soft springy touch of bioluminescent moss that lights a patchy trail in my wake. The city sleeps in its pollution-haze.

      The-Town-Within-The-City had been walled off within the first decade after humanity had disintegrated and died out. It had become a space for bots and robos and even a few androids whose flesh-parts had eventually rotted, leaving them as metal chassis, naked with wiring exposed and drooping. The city has no name, at least not anymore, while our town had been named by our esteemed mayor, It-Who-Likes-To-Sing.

      The lights of the town glow upward against the crumbling hollows of skyscrapers, while below, I pass a metal mound that had never been there before, tiny ants of rounded metal frozen in the process of scurrying hither and thither over it.

      I duck under the dirt-clogged rusted mesh and find the door installed in the wall that creaks and groans more than I remember as I pull it open. Then I leave the quiet dead behind and enter the brightness of what should have felt like home. I have a home in here, my memory insists. It’s in the upper levels, drapings of old green wires decorating my windows. Or at least they had. Perhaps I have moved in the last seven years. Perhaps I don’t live here any longer and the graveyard sector had become home to the past me—present me?—I could not remember.

      It-Who-Loves-Rain-Despite-Rust greets me as I close the town’s door. Its face-plate is painted with over two dozen eyes, some of them new. To me, at least. Its voice erupts from the box shackled to its neck with refurbished bolts. “You have returned again. I worried this time you would not return at all.”

      Which meant I had always returned, which I take to mean that I still have that home here, with its balcony and its window drapings of fluttering green wires. “Of course I’ve returned. Do you know what I was doing in the city this time?”

      “A game? I love games.” It jerked, its body spasming in a way I pretend to interpret as excitement. “Scrapping? But no, you’ve not brought anything back. Thinking? Somebot who finds insects often goes out to think with full processing, no distractions or sub-routines running. Or … inventing? Graffiti? A clandestine meeting with a bot from another town?”

      None of that sounds quite right, but I don’t want to upset It-Who-Loves-Rain-Despite-Rust so I say, “Those are all good guesses. I was thinking.” At least it wasn’t untruthful, for I had been running through my files since my reset, trying to find some clue that might help me understand why I had flushed so much of myself away. I don’t wish to continue speaking to it though; it can’t help me, it’s not what I need. So I step around it.

      “It-Who-Finds-Insects-Charming, ple—” It-Who-Loves-Rain-Despite-Rust pauses and I can almost feel it computing numbers to words. It’s an old robo, originally made for cleaning, its voice box and mobility mods added in the last twenty years to conform to town normalcies, though it still kept its roller and vacuum that left thin clean strips wherever it went. It jerked again, faceplate spinning as if to hide its sudden spasm. “Wrong name. Apologies, It-Who-Dreams-Under-Grey-Clouds. Please remember to do regular restarts.”

      I respond distantly with the typical good-bye response, “Thank you for your service to town,” while the bulk of my processing sifts through old conversations with It-Who-Loves-Rain-Despite-Rust, searching for evidence that it often confuses my name with somebot else. But I can find no conversations where it had done so in the past. Yet the name held some vague sense of familiarity if the odd hitching in my automatic processes is indicative of anything.

      Refocusing, I make my way through the town, through its meandering metal tunnels and open skywalks, past familiar scrap-shops and charge stations and the stages where inhabitants perform altered human plays or musical scores or read original poetry with lines that vibrate through the walls with mechanical genius no human ear could ever have heard.

      I say hello to It-Knows-All-About-Whales and keep walking as it tells me the percentage chance of a beluga still existing and would I like to hear a recording of its undersea trilling? I have a sense that I have heard the trilling before.

      Under an overhang just before the painted outdoor stairway toward my home, a bot and a robo discuss the merits of creating new languages and which of the town’s inhabitbots might be left behind, unable to compute the new phrases into sense. I tune them out, not wanting to think about the implications, not wanting to consider that new languages might have been invented in the last seven years, new poetry, new plays, new rules within our cultures that are gone from me.

      I cycle that thought into a file where it can loop without harming the rest of my processes.

      Then I climb the three floors, the steps clanging, until I can walk across the bolted sheet of metal to where my balcony railing had been cut to allow passage since the inner elevator to the old building had long since been ransacked for parts before the generators were established.

      The green wires still hang in my windows, which comforts me. However, there are metal butterflies clinging to my balcony railing with little welded legs. This disconcerts me, for I do not remember putting them there.

      I step inside my home to find It-Concerns-Itself—It-Who-Watches-For-Danger? Sometimes it waffles between the two names and I don’t know which is correct in this moment—standing in the middle of my rooms. It was once a security bot, worked for a human hospital, and had originally painted over the hospital logo on its bust years ago, but sometimes, like now, when it became overly concerned, it would scratch at the paint, causing it to fleck to reveal slivers of red letters.

      I pause, concerned again that perhaps this was no longer my home, for the small half-built metal figure and the strange maze of hollow plastic tubes and fittings weaving in and out of the wall above it are new—new to me.

      But a quick sweep of the room dictates that hypothesis is wrong, or at least partially incorrect. For there is my desk and my large server and my lines of code poetry pasted on the walls and swinging from near-invisible wires. A number of them aren’t familiar, swaying above the ground, giving me glimpses of their poems. An obvious recent fascination appearing over and over in different poems: {break} break; //break

      Macabre, this attraction to breaking. Or alluring, if seen from another light. I had certainly gone through similar cyclical obsessions in my art, hadn’t I? This is no different. Just a phase I couldn’t remember. Words and ideas I’d had that I’ve forgotten.

      “I’m dying,” says It-Concerns-Itself, its faceplate lighting up at my presence.

      It tends to be dramatic. I suspect I’ve correctly guessed its current name. I ignore it and head straight to my backup hard drive on the desk at the far wall.

      It continues, “My cameras are all down. Black and static. True black—I can’t turn up the resolution because there’s nothing recording. My drones have blank spots in their reports. Just hollow spaces like they’ve all been turning themselves off and on and on and off.”

      “Are you turning them on and off? Have you checked their programming?” I unwind a cord and wire myself directly into my backup, plugging in one end to a port under my arm.

      It-Concerns-Itself makes a sound—a warning claxon it had never been allowed to use while in the hospital. It had decided to make up for that fact by using it prodigiously whenever it became annoyed. “Of course I have. I check and recheck. That’s what I do. This is how it starts. Spotty holes in our files. Then it spreads. We’ll all be like dementia patients. Did you know I worked security at a hospital?”

      “I did.”

      “I would have to lead patients back inside when they wandered off. And now I’ve had to call back wandering drones, It-Who-Dreams-Under-Grey-Clouds! And there’s no one here to walk me back when it starts happening to me. No one here!”

      I give It-Concerns-Itself only a fraction of my processing power, focusing more on running through the memory files of my backup, striving to find some inkling of the parts of me that are missing.

      But … they’re patchy. Like I had gone through them with a serrated blade, dissected my moments, split apart my thoughts and spliced the pieces together with sparse notes that indicated a panicked past me and precious little else.

      “This is what happened to The-Town-That-Tells-Stories,” It-Concerns-Itself is saying, its voice a rise and fall of terror. “Somebot connected to an old server in their city—downloaded whole packages they didn’t run checks on. Brought back music without realizing it held a self-corrupting file and started sharing it all over town. Bots had to be reset, years of their selves lost! I don’t want that to happen to me! I like me. I want to be me. I want to keep me intact. I want—” It continues, but I cease registering.

      My limbs freeze up and have difficulty moving, like I’m being put into the corner again when the parents are home. Don’t want me touching the children when they’re around. Only a nanny while they aren’t there. My children … I find files of them, beige little things that required gentleness, their shells so fragile. Long gone now. All of them long gone. And I’m not in a corner, I’m facing a cracked wall—my cracked wall, with steel visible lengthwise, the cord connecting me to my backup looped down by my articulated knees.

      “Are you listening to me? I’m dying! We’re all going to die!”

      I normally comfort It-Concerns-Itself. Say it has nothing to fear, that there is no parasitic virus being slipped inside transmissions off the poetry stage, that the downloadable music in the trade jukebox is screened, that all of our friends, all of the bots and robos and struggling androids in The-Town-Within-The-City are certainly not connecting themselves to strange old servers in broken parts of the city and putting the town at risk. Certainly not.

      I don’t feel much like comforting it though.

      “Maybe we are all dying,” I say.

      It-Concerns-Itself does not answer, but it makes another sound, this one the calm beeping that would indicate difficulty with a patient, summoning a human on call. Though we have no more humans to summon, so it must have been beeping out of long-embedded habit.

      “I …” I consider telling it the truth, but then pull back at the last, not wanting it to panic more than it was. Or perhaps not wanting to admit that I may have been the first to fall—responsible?—so instead, I admit, “I’m missing memories too. Blank files.”

      “I knew it! We’re all going to die! I’m going to die. You’re going to die. Your stupid roaches are going to die.”

      Roaches?

      “Look at them. They’re already dying. Their memories riddled with holes so they can’t find a way out. Same as us. Same as us!” it wailed.

      I turn and follow It-Concerns-Itself’s pointing extremity to the mess of plastic tubes and fittings and clear cages that weave in and out of the crumbing wall. Little brown roaches scuttle about the grimy tubing, nibbling at masticated bits of organic material dropped at intervals throughout the maze. Here and there one was upturned, legs curled into itself. They could not possibly have been a new addition to my home, for their intricate tunnel system spanned a great deal of the wall and waste smears across wide sections of the plastic.

      I unplug myself and step closer to the roaches and their labyrinthine cage that so resembles our town. As if all of us, every bot and robo and half-dead android, are scrambling through a metal maze ourselves, nibbling at life.

      “I don’t remember having roaches,” I say.

      “See! It’s taken root! Somebot has brought a virus inside the town and we’re all disintegrating!” It-Concerns-Itself’s beeping intensifies.

      I don’t remember creating the butterflies on the balcony either, but the half-finished metal project below the roaches’ cage says I did. This project is larger than the butterflies, by a great deal, already the height of It-Who-Loves-Rain-Despite-Rust, though not as thick around and with more slender appendages. Wires and drives and boards are littered between strips of burnished metal in an organized chaos.

      That disconcerted feeling rises again within my programming, and I get the distinct impression I’d written a script that has now been trashed, project plans that are now cut-up fragments, unreachable despite being somewhere within me.

      “We should inform It-Who-Likes-To-Sing,” I say, referencing our self-designated mayor. “It will know what to do. Maybe we can stop this from spreading.”

      “This? This is a virus! It’s a back-door trojan, headshots, bang, we’re all gone!” It-Concerns-Itself was now spinning in a circle, its faceplate shuddering with light and color. “I’m missing things. I’m sure of it. I must be. I don’t even know why I’m here! Why I’ve come to see you, but there must be a reason that the butterflies make me feel like you can help, that the insects would guide us. Do you know? Do you know?”

      “No,” I say. Then, add in goodbye, “Restart yourself regularly.”

      I head for my balcony, away from the half-finished project that may or may not be shaped like children I’d once nannied, away from the roaches I must have named and fed, away from a home that didn’t quite feel like home.

      “Wait! I’m coming too! I can show It-Who-Likes-To-Sing my drones.”

      We take a path filled with haphazard bridges built between tall open windows, past stacks of mold cultures where It-Who-Will-Return-Humanity mutters to itself. Through the Halls-Where-the-Deprogrammed-Lay where all the bots and robos and androids whose systems had crashed one final time and could not be reset—their batteries drained, files corroded—stood still and quiet, gathering dust and rust, and in one case, a little fuzzy nest filled with mewling baby mice. Tiny LED lights operate like candles through the halls, and, as we pass, It-Concerns-Itself taps one into life, almost descending into another round of panic over the thought of The-Town-Within-The-City becoming one giant Hall-Of-Deprogrammed.

      “Humans made everything to break,” I say, feeling an echo in my system as if I’d heard the words before. Or said them myself. Or read them on one of my code poems. “We’re all made to break, just like them.”

      It-Concerns-Itself beeps and then groans.

      We arrive at the town hall and head directly to what had once been the women’s bathroom on the ground floor of what had once been a hotel. We pass a giant metal statue I didn’t remember—mine?—in the center of what had once been a lobby. A bee, of sorts, with a faceplate like a bot and wings like a helicopter’s blades.

      Acoustics in the once-bathroom heighten It-Who-Likes-To-Sing’s voice, so we can hear its mechanical tenor with flattened notes before we even enter. The stall doors and toilets had been removed and the plumbing holes covered. Decorative paint swirls at the edges of the mirror with glam and glitz while rainbow glitter sparkles in thick bands against the tan walls.

      “Come in! Come in!” It-Who-Likes-To-Sing pauses its song to wave us in and points at the open stalls as its voice dips and wavers. “Take a spot. Any spot. Stand back and listen and I’ll call on each of you in turn to hear your grievances and then we will solve them.” It sings the last few words, holding a single, strong note for “solve” for a four-count.

      I take the first stall and watch in the mirror as It-Concerns-Itself peeks into each of the others before returning to the one next to mine.

      “Perfect! Now let me read you the rules.”

      It-Who-Likes-To-Sing claps, dimming the lights. Then it speeds up its voice and recites a list of irrelevant legalese. But it had once been a legal aid bot, has a mind filled with laws that no longer matter, with loopholes we no longer have to exploit. Had once named itself It-Who-Aids-Legally before discovering a different passion. At the spiel’s end, It-Who-Likes-To-Sing settles to a stop and gestures widely toward me.

      “And now that preliminaries have been settled, let us begin! Stall one, what is your grievance that brought you here today?”

      “Your honor,” I address it, as it prefers in this formal setting, “we have reason to believe that a virus or some other infiltration has taken hold of some of the inhabitbots of The-Town-Within-The-City.”

      “My drones are forgetful!” interrupts It-Concerns-Itself.

      It-Who-Likes-To-Sing doesn’t reprimand It-Concerns-Itself, which concerns me, but I ignore my misgivings and go on. “We are worried that there are others who have had their memory files corrupted. That the town is in danger of losing—”

      “Of losing our very selves,” moaned It-Concerns-Itself.

      Again, It-Who-Likes-To-Sing doesn’t acknowledge the moaning bot. Doesn’t even move.

      “We might be looking at a town-wide reset,” I say, keeping the decibel-level of my voice steady though I want nothing more than to let it whisper away, to admit that I have already reset, that I’ve already lost integral parts of me—of butterflies and roaches and a propensity for metal sculptures alongside my coded poetry. “Or worse.”

      It-Concerns-Itself’s beeping begins anew, the space between each beep shorter, creating an eerie staccato echo in the once-bathroom.

      It-Who-Likes-To-Sing remains motionless for another moment, then it swirls around, clapping, lights brightening, and then bursts into song, the same strange song it’d been singing when we first arrived. Even It-Concerns-Itself was surprised by the mayor’s reaction, for its beeping immediately shuts off.

      “Your honor!” I shout. “Were you—”

      “Oh! Come in! Come in! Take a spo—You’ve already taken spots! Good, good! Let me read you the rules.” And it once more dims the lights, rushes through its legalese, then gestures for me to begin my grievance.

      “It’s stuck in a loop,” I say, my voice low, reflecting the sinking statistics of our survival.

      It-Concerns-Itself peers around the edge of our stalls, its face-plate too bright within the dim room and its beeping once more intensifying annoyingly. “A virus has already gotten to the mayor? We’re doomed! The town is all doomed! What are we to do?”

      “We’re to not connect anywhere,” I say. “No ports. No sharing.”

      “What about the charging stations? Could it be spreading from there? Are we to give up entirely? Reset ourselves. Hope we are still us?”

      “No, not yet.”

      Not yet for them. But for me? For me? I was gone. And I was here. And I didn’t know which I had been the better bot to exist.

      “Ah! Welcome! Come in! Come in! Take a spot!”

      I abandon my spot with legs I must force to move, leaving It-Who-Likes-To-Sing cracking octaves. When It-Concerns-Itself starts to follow, I stop it with a curt gesture, not wanting it trailing me anymore, wanting time for my own thoughts, for I have too many of them and they are spinning, threatening to loop me like the mayor. “See if you can get it unstuck. Sing with it, try different stalls, see if it’ll leave the town hall, I don’t care. Just try.”

      I pause in the lobby where the world is quieter, with only the distant sporadic tones from the mayor’s sing-song voice and It-Concerns-Itself’s staccato beeping. I wallow, a guilt rising as the bee-bot statue stares down at me with accusing oculars. Had I been the irresponsible one? Had I brought a virus back to town after one of my many city explorations? Not realizing it festered in my code, breaking parts of me down, spreading to others every time we connected. Patient zero.

      I probably crafted this statue, given the butterflies and the half-finished child-sized project in my home. I imagine the bee wants to step off its platform, whir its helicopter blades, take off into the grey pollution sky. Escape. Just as we did when the humans had failed to survive, blocking them out with our walls, yet living within the yawning circle of their skyscrapers. Escape, escape, escape.

      But there is no escape from one’s own mind. The seven years’ worth of blank expanse always there no matter where I go. Maybe I had saved myself, stopped myself from looping like It-Who-Likes-To-Sing, or from having corroded memory files like It-Concerns-Itself, or from spasming like It-Who-Loves-Rain-Despite-Rust.

      Then …why had I not warned the others? Or had I and I just didn’t remember? Maybe I’ve been here before, standing in this lobby, listening to It-Who-Likes-To-Sing repeat and repeat and repeat, not knowing what to do, just as I don’t know what to do now …

      The bee-bot is still staring down at me. Judgingly.

      I scan the alloy concentration of the metal. It’s similar—the same in some places—as the half-finished child-like project in my home. I had made this. I had even signed—

      Except … the signature embossed on the bee-bot’s hind leg was not It-Who-Dreams-Under-Grey-Clouds. Not the familiar symbols that meant me.

      Instead it read: It-Who-Finds-Insects-Charming

      I do not know anybot named It-Who-Finds-Insects-Charming. Not in The-Town-Within-The-City. Not from before, during my nanny bot years, or in the aftermath of the humans disintegrating. I had only just heard it today, from It-Who-Loves-Rain-Despite-Rust. Confusing me with …

      My processes speed up. They whine within my chest, my boards and circuits can’t get enough air to cool down, the puzzle of it too difficult and yet not difficult enough. Panic rises. My thoughts whir in a ruminating loop, that I’ve lost myself forever, that who I am is disintegrating, has disintegrated, that I’ve already lost enough that I am merely a shadow of me, an echo, that the new me I might be able to build after a full reset will never come close because It-Who-Finds-Insects-Charming—mememe?—is gone.

      I am lost.

      In my lostness, I march about The-Town-Within-The-City, searching for inklings of me. I find a metal statue that looks like a hundred fireflies in the dark shadows near a charging station—signed It-Who-Finds-Insects-Charming. Another, smaller piece depicting giant ladybugs crawling over an alleyway wall. There are big floral designs of plants gone extinct with spiders curled on their petals, dragonflies and huge moths and lantern beetles dot the town, each of them carefully crafted, built with a steady hand, a skilled hand. All of the styles reminiscent of the half-finished piece lounging under the roaches whose names I don’t recall.

      And all of them signed with a name no longer mine.

      It-Who-Finds-Insects-Charming gone and gone and gone.

      I hunt down every single piece of welded artwork, avoiding being pulled away by conversations about bot languages, saying no to hearing beluga trilling, ignoring those who want to recite poetry I should be familiar with or chat about bringing back humanity from the remnants of their chemical decomposition.

      I search and search until I’m back at the entrance—exit?—of The-Town-Within-The-City, back where I’d first heard the name that didn’t—did?—belong to me.

      At my approach It-Who-Loves-Rain-Despite-Rust spins its faceplate with its many painted eyes, as if watching me with them.

      “Are you leaving again?” it asks.

      “I don’t know,” I admit, unsure about everything. “Maybe?”

      I don’t tell it about the missing files, the possible virus that has turned It-Who-Likes-To-Sing into a repetitive performer who has lost its ability to reason, It-Concerns-Itself’s memory to a pocked landscape, me … to this confused mess haunted by somebot who I no longer am.

      It will find out soon enough that we are all breaking. Or not. Perhaps it would spasm one last time and forget everything forever.

      “Alone again?”

      “Did you want to come with me?” I ask.

      It-Who-Loves-Rain-Despite-Rust stops spinning its faceplate. “I do not. I never have. But sometimes it’s not you who leaves.”

      “Not me?”

      “Not always.”

      “Who goes out there then?” I ask.

      It-Who-Loves-Rain-Despite-Rust begins to spin its faceplate again, its multitude of eyes blurring. “Somebot. It-Who—Do you know why I love rain?”

      “No. It-Who?” It-Who-Finds-Insects-Charming?

      “Because rain cleans same as me. We wash everything away. Somebot told me that.”

      “Which bot?” Me? A different me?

      “I don’t want to wash everything away, It-Who-Dreams-Under-Grey-Clouds. Grey clouds don’t always have to signify rain; there are grey clouds all the time now.”

      “You don’t remember, do you?” It probably already had blanks in its files. It’d been just a cleaning robo, after all, did not have the same capabilities as bots. A sense of derision, more for myself than for it, entices me to add, “You can’t even remember my name.”

      “I cannot.” Its faceplate stops again. This time, it sags onto its rollers. “Apologies. I am not a good guard for the door. I can’t remember who goes in and who goes out.”

      “It’s fine.” But my voice is the one I once used to reprimand children. “Thank you for your service to town.” I turn to leave.

      “It-Who-Finds-Insects-Charming left a note for you. You told me—it told me—somebot told me to tell you. When was that …”

      I freeze, the loops in my processes freezing as well. “A note?”

      “By the ant colony. Or … maybe the bee hive … Or the wasp nest? Apologies.”

      But I am already out the groaning metal door, for I remember another sculpture, the mounded metal with its tiny little antlike bits scurrying about.

      “Are you coming back?”

      I ignore it, not wanting to consider the answer, and the door closes without it asking again.

      The mound of metal is far more intricate than I’d first believed. Small curving paths had been carved within it. Little caverns where minuscule welded ants remained stuck in the process of collecting or protecting or eating or sleeping. A whole ant colony. Confusing and convoluted and yet beautiful in its scurrying.

      There is no note though. No words in any language I recognize anywhere on the ant colony, not on the metal undersides of the passages inside, nor on the tiny metal ants themselves. I search it thoroughly and determine nothing. I—prior me, nonexistent me, the me who was lost forever—had not even signed my name on this piece.

      I step away, as if the distance might help, that maybe I’d see a name or a note formed from the curving passages themselves or perhaps among the negative space within. Again, I am disappointed.

      And yet …

      I tilt my head one way. I scan the ant colony another. Then I pull up maps of the city sectors, flick through them quickly, overlay them against the sculpture. I shift sideways a few steps, then one more, until the sector sits clearly within the passages and caverns, like broken streets and crowded intersections, sagging and crumbling buildings indicated with hatch-marks in the metal.

      Not a note; a map.

      And the ants are crawling, scurrying toward one particular place. A place that—I check where I had been when I’d reset myself—I had been heading, surely. I had known something I no longer knew. And I wanted to know again. So I turned my back to The-Town-Within-The-City and headed toward a graveyard sector that housed little but the bones of broken humans and the bones of their broken homes and the remnants of their broken, broken machines.

      The moss glows behind me, reflecting off flat white fungi growing on the buildings. The city without a name is a scurrying mess and I feel like an ant, like a roach, scrambling about, terrified of breaking—breaking more.

      The map leads me past where I had reset. To where the skyscrapers shrink. To the edges of an industrial sector. To the door of a wide building with bot-scrap on its steps and along its street and piled against its windows, like the disembodied legs wanted to be free, the arms scraping their way outward by any means. Like the building holds a pile of bones, much like the piles of human ones a few streets over.

      It makes me shudder to see.

      The door is thick metal, but moves easily enough without a squeak. Inside, the facility opens wide, dark, and gaping, with machinery long picked over. My scans match alloy similarities to the welded insect artistry all around town so I presume this must have been where I’d taken my materials. I must have been here, many times before.

      Adjusting my vision, I step inside despite a premonition of dread. I wander the aisles and step over collapsed machinery and piles of dusty bot-parts. Everything indicated this had been a bot-crafting facility. A small one. Boutique perhaps. Built to give tours, bold painted signs on the walls depicting arrows and rudimentary explanations for processes.

      I follow the arrows like an obedient bot. Past the parts bins where human children had once played with disembodied limbs of my pre-born compatriots. Up the steps where windows looked in on now-frozen machinery arms welding our pieces together. Through the corridor where humans might play with the pre-programmed job-classes in a game, designing their own bot and getting to upload their design, seeing it come to life in a video at the end of the tour.

      There’s a small bot on display on that last video. Similar to my long-gone beige children in size, but precious little else. Its programming is displayed on the side, an amalgam of bot behaviors listed, a mixture of specialization and brand-new coded alternations on the inside despite its clean, crisp outer shell. Far more complicated than what the machine was originally designed for.

      The little bot fizzled and pops, sometimes disappearing altogether on the screen. Somebot—me?—had powered the console. Even the audio static-stutters into existence now and then, startling me. “Error. Unfit. This bot is not—zzhm—unfit.”

      It disconcerts me, the same way the butterflies on my balcony railing did. I turn away uncomfortably.

      The faded red arrows signaling the end of the tour want me to leave, head back around in a circle, pass the gift shop on the way out. But I don’t obey, for there’s a door wedged open enticingly, labeled “Employees Only.”

      At the entrance to The-Hallway-For-Employees-Only, I freeze, like I’m in a corner again, no longer needed, face away, don’t record, don’t engage, no matter if the youngest comes and wraps their arms about my metal legs.

      Drifting down from the ceiling are a hundred almost-invisible wires. And on their ends, code poetry—mine!—stamped onto lumpy, misshapen metal shapes bearing passing resemblance to failed butterfly wings. We were built to break; some say. In different codes, in different beats and rhythms, but always: We were built to break; {break}

      They shudder at the breath of air from my entrance. Twist and turn so I can scan subsections of each code-poem between loops and ifs and conditions.

      
        
        When we took the first roach home

        and named it

        It-Who-Eats-Everything

        {break}

      

      

      
        
        When we sang beluga trilling

        off the rooftops

        and the skyscrapers trilled back

        {break}

      

      

      
        
        When we recited my poetry

        for the first time

        at The-Bar-Without-Drinks

        {break}

      

        

      
        When we watched a spider web

        appear between our balcony railings

        and fell in love

        {break}

      

        

      
        When we dragged metal scrap

        home and carved insects

        to populate the world

        {break}

      

      

      This …

      This is a personal Hall-Where-The-Deprogrammed-Lay. An obituary. In memoriam. A hundred flying epitaphs.

      I step inside The-Hallway-For-Employees-Only and crane my neck joints to gaze above me at the dangling field of memories. We and we and we populate the code-poetry. {break} populates it, dangles like it had in the poems in my home in The-Town-Within-The-City. Prior me so obviously consumed by the idea. As if I’d known I was breaking. As if I’d been preparing my circuits for the moment because I’d known—It-Who-Finds-Insects-Charming had known—that we’d be forced to reset to survive.

      Only I didn’t survive. I am dead. Yet alive. I am here, but not here. I am a different me who does not know how to shape metal into insects, who had not written hundreds of tiny poems on breaking, who had not grieved myself before myself was gone.

      I am broken. But not wholly. Not yet.

      Somewhere outside The-Hallway-For-Employees-Only, the static-stutter of the computer finds its audio again, reads the programming of that little bot out loud. “Error. Unfit. This bot is not—zzmgh—ror. Unfit.” Telling the world that the bot is not useful for humans.

      “I am breaking,” I say to the remnants of It-Who-Finds-Insects-Charming, I say to myself, I say under hundreds of epitaphs for a me who no longer exists, for a we who is broken in half. “We are all breaking. That’s what you are telling me.” That’s what I’m telling me.

      There had been no virus, no attack. We’d been built to break, our lifespans measured in decades not centuries, our parts a mix of plastic and metal, our programming retaining hidden slow-down functions, our systems on a timeline because humans and their commercialism needed to give us a limited lifespan so owners were forced to replace our broken innards, repurpose our metal chassis, throw us in the scrap pile, and start again.

      The-Hall-Where-The-Deprogrammed-Lay grows and grows. All the bots and robos and androids in The-Town-Within-The-City are fading, staggering through the last years of their lives that should never have been the last years of their lives had humans made us right. Had built us to last.

      I pass under the hundred flying epitaphs for a me no longer here. I re-download the robot programming I—we!—had created despite the errors, the warnings that this bot would not be useful for humans, for that is no longer our purpose and will never be our purpose again.

      Then I head back to The-Town-Within-The-City, armed with scrap metal on my back and hardware boards hanging off my neck. To finish what a different me had started, before I break again.

      
        
        When we designed

        a little metal child

        not built to break

        {continue}
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            SHE BUILDS QUICK MACHINES

          

          LYNDSIE MANUSOS

        

      

    

    
      In the groove of the moment, her hands moved on their own accord, quicker than her mind, knowing by feel alone if a cog was in the right place, if a screw was tight. To the common eye, her hands were a blur of movement. Pieces on the worktable appeared or disappeared. A whiff of air and a drawer opened and shut. The common ear would hear sound, yet their eyes would be unable to catch the sleight of hand. Every few seconds, there was a click!; a lens dropped or flicked up from her goggles to zoom in or out of the contraption.

      She knew what she needed to build.

      
        
        One Hour Later

      

      

      Done. An easy project. A neighbor needed a small surveillance box to see what animal was stealing her tomatoes from the garden on her windowsill. Tomatoes of this mutated variety—ginormous, knotted, and juicy—were precious on Beach, a world of boxed and stacked homes built from beach houses of years past. There was water at ground level, sucked up through pipes to be filtered and used, recycled, and reused. Long ago, after a century of over-terraforming, the actual “beach” was now an hour inland at least. Her neighbor would pay her in two, bulbous, newly-grown tomatoes in exchange for the box.

      She sat back and inspected her work. Not sleek or shiny. Quick machines weren’t built for beauty, though they were always beautiful to her. No one bought her work for its aesthetic pleasure. They bought it because it was built quick, and it worked.

      Someone knocked on the door.

      “Enter,” she said.

      A figure walked in, tall and as boxy as the living units stacked below and above.

      “Name and pronouns,” she said, wasting no time with small talk or pleasantries.

      “Dido, ‘he’ works,” he said.

      He took out a stack of bank notes from a pocket of his jacket. Click! A lens lowered and she was able to count the pockets of his jacket. She’d never seen a jacket with so many. Seconds passed. She counted 27.

      “I need a gun,” he said.

      Click! Click! Click! Rapid fire sounds as her lenses all clicked up until Dido could see her eyes behind the goggles. She saw his own eyes widened, eyes without goggles fused to his skin. Her eyes were no doubt enormous to him. She let him see how she saw him, as if she might look through him.

      “I don’t do those,” she said.

      “You build quick machines,” he said.

      “Anything but those,” she said.

      She did not pretend to be a beacon of morality; she’d made quick machines that did their own brand of harm, but guns she would not do. She watched him bite his lip, his gaze searching around her front office. There was a curtain behind her that led to her sleeping cot and a small kitchenette. The office had the worktable in which she sat, plus stacks and stacks of random equipment, gizmos, screws and cogs of every shape, a bin of microchips she’d salvaged, among other things. It was chaos. It was hers.

      “What about defensive equipment?” he asked. “Shields and such.”

      “To defend against?” she prompted.

      He shrugged, smiling meekly. “Capture?”

      Probably running from a bounty. Many often did. It was none of her business.

      “I can whip up something,” she said. “Come back in two hours.”

      “That fast?” he said, clearly surprised. “Usually, quick mechanics take a day.”

      “Most do,” she said but eyed the bank notes he held. A week’s profit. And she hadn’t bought new gloves in months. There were holes already in her palm and on the pads of her fingertips. “I’m not most.”

      Dido laughed, then placed the stack on the worktable. “That’s what I’d heard. ‘Go to Beach,’ they said. Find the one with the goggles.”

      “I have a name,” she said, her ego pleased but irritated that people hadn’t seemed to pass that particular fact along. “It’s on the sign on the door.”

      “Hex Key?” Dido asked. “I thought that was a logo.”

      “It’s both,” she said. Her parents were both quick mechanics, naming her for a tool that was simple, cheap, and can be reconditioned based on its purpose. Not to say they called her simple and cheap. Rather, she had infinite use.

      Dido nodded, then rapped his knuckles on the worktable and left.

      Two hours passed.

      When he picked up the item she made, he raised his eyebrows. The quick machine was the size of his fist, pipe-like and crudely built, as was most of her work, but she assured him it would be effective.

      “If you’re bound or cuffed, this will free you,” Hex said.

      “And if it doesn’t?” Dido asked.

      Hex tilted her head to the side. Click! Click! Click! Let him see her eyes again. He couldn’t help but blink and look away.

      “I’ve never issued a refund,” she said.

      
        
        One Week Later

      

      

      Someone knocked on the door.

      “Enter,” Hex said. “Name and pronouns.”

      “Would rather not give a name, but ‘she’ or ‘they,’ please.” Another tall figure, lithe with arms as long as branches, both pumping and purring with gears and spinning cogs. Hex was intrigued.

      The customer threw something on the table, pipe-like and crudely built.

      “You made this,” they said.

      “Yes,” Hex said. Hex was never one to deny her own creations.

      “I need something that will make this item useless.”

      “You want me to render my own creation ineffective?”

      No one had ever asked that of her before—to combat her own design with another design. Perhaps a quick mechanic should be insulted, but like the mechanical arms this customer possessed, Hex couldn’t help but want to scratch the itch.

      “This particular machine, or something new?” Hex asked.

      “Something new,” they said, taking out a small pouch from a pocket that clinked.

      Click! Click! Hex dropped a lens down to zoom in and was able to estimate the contents and its weight. Good quality metal lay within. Many uses for that.

      “An hour,” Hex said.

      The customer raised their eyebrows.

      Hex smiled.

      “An hour then,” they said. The mechanical hands clenched, metal clinking against metal.

      “If I may,” Hex said, unable to help herself, “who made your arms?”

      They raised their clenched fists, uncurled their fingers and then fisted them again. The gears whirred and purred. Hex nearly sighed at the sound.

      “I don’t remember,” they said, a furrow creasing between their eyebrows. “I was taken, my arms lost. A friend got me out and took me to the best mechanic he knew.”

      Click! Click! Click! Click! Hex lowered all her lenses until her eyes were shadowed. She squeezed them shut, recalling the horrible stories of harvesters. Those who built without consent, without compassion. Hex would not press further.

      “They stick sometimes at the joints,” they said, almost under their breath.

      “I could fix that,” Hex said quickly, voice rising an octave, then bit the side of her cheek. She swallowed, willed her excitement down. “I mean, I could help with that.”

      “Perhaps another time,” they said. “But thank you.”

      They left and returned the next hour. Hex made what was requested, rendering the machine Dido paid for useless, but only if this specific machine was used against it. It was a good challenge, battling her own design. As different and intriguing as the mechanical arms of her latest customer.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      After they left, Hex stood from her worktable and stretched, joints cracking from neck to toe. She rubbed the skin around her goggles, itching at where the metal was fused to her flesh. The goggles were a quick machine her mother had made, the last one, in fact, before her and her father passed away. She remembered screaming, clawing, as they installed them on her face. Looking back, the glory of sight without pain was worth it. Hex was born with a condition in her eyes, a mutated strain of photophobia that increased with her age. But she needed to work with her hands, and therefore needed her sight to function. Her parents knew this and built detachable goggles that they adjusted and improved until she reached puberty. By then the pain of any unfiltered light was too great, and Beach, although lovely, was a place of two suns. Night was still twilight, so the pain was constant. Hex remembered many days of cowering in corners and gluing paper to her bedroom windows. Her parents had made a choice. Their hands turned brittle from the work, their own eyes gushing tears as they held her down to implant the goggles she now wore.

      Hex made sure the glory of her sight became the glory of her work, and the pride of her parents’ memory.

      She kissed her fingers and touched her goggles. Click! Click! She’d installed a lens years back that was not a lens but a glass negative. A still image of her parents, both in work goggles, their fingers a blur on their adjoined worktables. Hex had taken it with one of her first quick machines.

      Click! Click! Click!

      The glass negative disappeared, stored up in the ornate deck of lenses hanging at her brow. She could only look at it for a moment. Her goggles had filters for tears, but it was best not to risk rusting. Cleaning the interiors was a painful process of filtering, chemicals, and willpower.

      Hex walked stiffly to her kitchenette. She started the electric kettle, found one of the ripe tomatoes her neighbor had indeed paid her for. She bit into it like an apple, let the seeds and juices dribble down her chin and throat.

      As the kettle hummed, Hex suspected Dido would return—assuming he escaped—to demand retribution. She also suspected the nameless one would return either to follow Dido or request something else to capture him.

      Hex was one of the best, if not the best, quick mechanics in the surrounding systems, but the surrounding systems were a lonely place. It was nowhere near the bright, metal-rich cities lightyears away. It was nowhere near abundant ports of commerce. Beach was self-sustaining, a planet in the process of healing, independent from others. Hex liked it that way. She preferred neighbors to politicians, preferred herding sea cattle with her quick machines, rather than prompting war.

      That didn’t mean visits like those from Dido or the nameless one wasn’t exciting. Few and far between, surely. They increased her intrigue, warmed her fingers to the tips until they ached for a new challenge.

      Yes, Hex hoped Dido would return. Angry, perhaps. He may even threaten her.

      It would satisfy the ache enough.

      
        
        Three Weeks Later

      

      

      The door shut as her most recent customer left with another quick machine. It was harvest season; sea cattle were being rounded up with the tides, divers were taking a last dip for foraging and spear-hunting before the suns both set at the same time, the only time of the year, for a bout of pure night that froze the shores, turning docks into jagged ice structures. Hex was busy making her most popular quick machine of the season: warming units. Tiny machines that generated heat, though only for a small amount of square footage. The little generators lasted the length of the cold season before burning out. She asked customers to bring back the machines for repurposing the following year, and most adhered to that.

      It was getting cooler by the hour, making her fingers stiff. The warmth kept her fluid, the smell of salt and sand calming. Pure night used to be a balm to her eyes but a nasty crutch for her hands. She wouldn’t be as quick, and she prided herself on speed.

      The door to her shop flew open.

      A pipe-like contraption, crudely built, landed on her worktable.

      “What the fuck?” Dido asked.

      He was still dressed in the coat of many pockets (in fact, it seemed he added more from her previous count), but his head was shaved, a scab puckered on his chin. A bruise on his cheek.

      “Curious,” Hex said. “You escaped.”

      “Only because they half let me!” he yelled and started pacing the small shop. “They found you, and paid you to break your own work?”

      Hex noticed he put more weight on one of his legs.

      Click! Click! Click!

      Hex scanned his internals. His blood pressure was up but that was understandable. But beneath the coat, there was noticeable gash on his hip.

      “You’re injured,” Hex said.

      “And it’s your fault,” Dido gritted out.

      “That is a matter of perspective,” Hex said, leaning back in her chair. She opened a drawer under the worktable and rummaged through it until she found a syringe-like quick machine. Hex inspected it and placed it on the table.

      “Kitchenette is in the back,” she said. “Stitch yourself before you bleed all over my shop.”

      By now, Dido was breathing deep, a shake starting in his fingers and rippling up to his shoulders. His skin, a dark brown, was turning grey with blood loss.

      “Dido,” Hex said calmly, leaning over her worktable and steepling her fingers. “I’ve never worked with a cadaver before, but I promise to use your skin and bones for future machines if you die on my floor.”

      Dido stumbled a bit in his pacing, his hand using the wall to steady himself.

      He glared at Hex.

      She pointed to the syringe machine.

      He cursed under his breath and swiped it from the table, limping to the back. Hex listened as he shed clothes, clicked the syringe on, and let out a garble of curses as it no doubt tugged and threaded his skin.

      “I might as well have stitched myself with a hacksaw,” he grunted.

      “That may have hurt less,” Hex yelled back, “but it wouldn’t be as quick.”

      Sure enough, the hum of the machine ended after a few seconds, and Dido sighed.

      The shop door flew open again.

      The nameless one walked in, flanked by two regulators in full armor suits.

      Hex leaned back in her chair. Click! Click! Click! Click! Click! Her scan concluded the regulators were laden with weapons. At first glance, it seemed the nameless one—mechanical arms purring like music to Hex’s ears—was with the armored suits, but when Hex saw their face, the tick of their jaw—

      “Quick mechanic Hex Key?” one of the regulators asked, the drone-like voice whispering through a helmet that concealed their identity.

      “I am,” Hex said.

      “We seek information on the whereabouts of one known as Dido Patch,” A regulator said. “He stole equipment from a regulator outpost.”

      “Medical supplies,” the nameless one muttered.

      “Because he was injured?” Hex asked.

      Silence.

      “Because his home planet is dying,” the nameless one said, barely above a whisper, the whirring of their arms almost drowning it out.

      “It was deemed no longer fit for sponsorship,” both regulators said in unison.

      Ah, Hex thought. Losing sponsorship meant that the planet’s carbon output had spiraled, and whatever natural disasters that had occurred—and would continue to occur—were deemed too costly to clean up. “No longer fit” was just another phrase for “unsalvageable.” It was left to its quickening and inevitable demise.

      This is why Hex kept to the surrounding systems. Planets like the one she lived on, Beach, though sometimes lawless, were never chosen for sponsorship to begin with, and therefore could not be “cut” if they did not contribute.

      Shoulders tense, Hex hoped Dido knew how to be as quiet back in her kitchenette.

      The nameless one’s arms grinded as they crossed over their chest. They eyed Hex at her worktable, taking in her gloved hands, her goggles, and then continued to take in the worktable down to the floor. There were droplets of blood from Dido’s pacing, freshly spilt, still red.

      They raised their eyes to Hex.

      Click! Click! Click! Click! Hex raised all of her lenses so they could see her eyes. Let them stare.

      The regulators seemed oblivious to the standoff.

      “Do you have information?” one guard asked. Hex wasn’t sure which; the drone sounded the same and neither moved.

      “No,” Hex said.

      “If we suspect you are withholding information, we have been authorized to take action.”

      “Such as?”

      “Search your premises.”

      Hex stood up from her worktable, gloved hands pressed flat as she leaned forward.

      “This is my shop,” Hex said.

      “Do you intend to resist?” a guard asked.

      The question hung there, swinging back and forth like a pendulum. The nameless one’s arms purred and chugged along, Hex stared at them, half-pleading, half-warning.

      The shop was small, yes, and certainly cluttered and unadorned. But it was hers. Beneath her fingers, knuckles white and pressed against the tabletop, were drawers of gears, cogs, wrenches, springs. Little motors and generators. Pulleys and switches. She was a quick mechanic, and she was absolutely sure these two guards were unequipped for her level of speed.

      In a flash, Hex began to build.

      The regulators drew weapons, but she was already halfway done, and the nameless one had raised their arms to block the regulators’ line of sight. In a whine of pulleys and cogs, the nameless one’s arms expanded, flattening and lengthening into shields.

      The first blast hit their arms with a resounding twang!

      “How much time?” the nameless one asked.

      “None,” Hex said, for she was done. She lifted a tiny ball of glass, energy, and metal and threw it.

      Brilliant, blinding light.

      All the lenses in the world could not protect her eyes and she screamed, curling to the floor beside her worktable. She covered her head, heard the groan of the nameless one’s arms taking blasts, then screams.

      “On your left,” Dido shouted.

      Hex raised her head, peering around the corner of her table. Dido had come out, dressed in his coat of pockets, and the pockets were ... emptying themselves. Little bugs, lights, and drones, liquids even, all rising from each pocket like some sentient colony.

      Click! Click! Click! Despite the pain, Hex had to look, had to analyze and deduce.

      Particles, nebulous and flickering, poured forth, wrapping themselves around the nameless one, and when a blast missed their arms, it was swallowed by light.

      The nameless one retracted their shields back into arms and began the assault.

      They grabbed each regulator, tearing off the arms that held weapons, tossing the limbs against the wall. Blood sprayed in an arc, and Dido reached into a back pocket of his coat and tossed a disc at the regulators over the nameless one’s shoulder. It hit the helmet of one, and that helmet crumpled, folding in on itself until the head was gone and only a stump remained.

      As the headless regulator fell, the nameless one kicked open Hex’s door and pushed the last one out. There was a yell that faded into silence.

      The nameless one walked back in, arms bloodied, whining from the strain and blaster hits. One elbow was smoking. Yet the light from Dido’s pockets, tiny spirits, remained wrapped around them in a cocoon.

      “Return,” Dido said.

      The lights poured back, filling his pockets until they were all nestled against him. Dido coughed and spit a glob of bloody saliva on the floor.

      “You exert too much,” the nameless one said, trying to roll their wrists. One wouldn’t budge. “Don’t empty them for me.”

      “You’d taken enough hits,” Dido said, his eyes on the ground, looking almost bashful.

      Hex stared at them both from the floor. Her blinding light machine had fallen beside her, now a little ball of spent energy. She’d put it in a drawer for repurposing later. Her eyes stung, but it was manageable. She stood up.

      “Quick thinking,” Dido said to her.

      “We thank you,” the nameless one said.

      “Aren’t you trying to capture him?” Hex asked, again unable to help her curiosity.

      The nameless one turned to Dido and smiled. “Not for the moment.”

      One mechanical arm let out a gust of smoke, whined, then went limp.

      “Shit,” they said.

      “I can fix that,” Hex said. “It’s the least I can do.”

      “We fucked up your shop,” Dido said, if that was an apology.

      Hex shrugged. “I can fix that, too.”

      “If we helped clean up,” the nameless one said, “would you allow us to crash here for a bit?”

      “You’d have to sleep on the floor,” Hex said. “But yes, that’d be fine. I could improve your arms day-to-day.”

      Dido looked at the nameless one. They stared at each other until each of their mouths curled up at the corners.

      Then the nameless one walked to the worktable, sitting on it, and presented Hex their limp arm.

      “I’d be honored, Hex Key, for you to fix my arm.”

      A warmth filled Hex’s chest. Akin to the warmth her hands created when she worked, like the light that poured from Dido’s pockets and wrapped around the nameless one in a soft hug.

      Click! Click! Click!

      Hex scanned the broken arm. The damage was great, metal bent and charred, pulleys and gears twisted to mesh. And yet … Hex had the glory of her hands.

      She recalled the determined look of her parents in the glass negative.

      Infinite possibilities could come from this; Hex could barely build them all in her mind.
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