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This story first appeared in Disharmony of the Spheres

Geraldine Seward would always remember the day she met the man who killed computers. It was the day a homicidal twenty-meter-tall autonomous road builder ploughed through the side of the building where she worked. 

At one fifty-eight p.m., Geraldine was sitting in the broad dining hall of the Henderson corporate headquarters complex prodding a fork at an unremarkable salad with the exact degree of enthusiasm it deserved. Her thoughts were not on the lackluster food. Her day had been too fraught for that. 

Geraldine’s field of vision was filled with a bustling sea of polo-shirted software engineers who worked and ate at all times of the day, yet she didn’t see them. She was too busy counting herself lucky to be alive to pay them any attention. The danger she’d been in just a few hours earlier had been worse than anything she’d experienced before. Worse even than her childhood living amid gangland violence. She had thought those days long behind her. Hers was a life of quiet precision now, everything in its place and every action unfolding at a designated time.

The clock had not yet reached one fifty-nine when a low rumble shook the building and the steel-clad construction machine exploded out of the wall on the far side of the cavernous chamber.

*
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Dozens of her coworkers were killed instantly, crushed beneath falling debris and the road builder’s heavy tires. The machine did not stop at the perimeter of the hall. It advanced remorselessly, so tall it wrenched a path of destruction through the high ceiling, bringing down the floor of the level above.

In that moment, Geraldine could have remained sat at her lunch table, frozen with horror at the impossible sight like so many of her colleagues. Instead, she stumbled to her feet and forced herself back, first with leaden steps and then with increasing urgency. 

Unlike the other workers in the headquarters building, Geraldine recognized the machine. It was the one that had tried to murder her only a few hours earlier and thirty miles away. She could hardly believe what was happening. Against all logic, the road builder seemed intent on completing the job, regardless of the obstacles in its way. 

Geraldine screamed “Run!” at stunned diners as she stumbled backward. Her cries weren’t enough; more people were dying with each second. Even worse was the realization that she had unknowingly brought this catastrophe upon them all. 

*
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The machine was pursuing her, it had to be. The incident earlier that day had not been an isolated event but rather the opening move in a deranged vendetta. 

How could that be? The authorities had promised the machine would be decommissioned after the attempted assault of that morning. How could it be here?

She cast aside the thought and, turning from the mesmerizing sight of the enormous construction machine, ran for her life. Glass and concrete rained down as the office complex crumbled beneath the behemoth’s wheels. There was dust around her, so much dust. She kicked off her high heels to escape faster, sickeningly aware of the enormous weight of the tower above them all—the tower that was being undermined at its base. 

Geraldine refused to die in such bizarre circumstances. It was her job to nurture and develop A.I., not to be killed by some unlikely aberration of electronic sapience.   

In the midst of the sudden chaos echoing throughout the room, the executioner of artificial life caught her scattershot attention. He was the only person going against the tide of terror-struck life; bizarrely, he was strolling toward the giant, oncoming road builder. 

Not quite sure why, Geraldine ceased her frantic sprint, coming to a stumbling halt outside the dining hall in the building’s main vestibule. She studied the strangely fearless man, other workers colliding with her in their haste to escape. They almost knocked her over. 

The man was short, thin, dressed in a black uniform. He was calm, so terrifyingly calm, as he went about his lethal business. 

Later, Geraldine learned his name was Silas Smith. 

*
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Geraldine’s feud with the enormous road building machine started earlier that day, during her daily commute.

As always, Geraldine was working as the company car drove itself through the rush hour traffic on the outskirts of Madrona. Lake Washington was a vast expanse of peaceful blue to one side of the robot vehicle, and Seattle and Puget Sound lay to the west, still many long minutes away. 

Deep in conversation with Phoebe, the company’s integrated consciousness network, Geraldine had failed to notice the worsening tailback caused by the diversion alongside a new stretch of tarmac. Eventually, the artificial intelligence housed in the lab at Henderson’s grandiose Seattle corporate headquarters had broken into her train of thought to point out the traffic jam.

“I project the decreased flow of traffic will cause a delay of forty-two minutes,” Phoebe informed her. “You will miss the beginning of the resource allocation meeting.”

Geraldine wasn’t pleased to hear that. The meeting was important; she and her fellow executives were going to decide the coming year’s processing allocations and plan out which I.C. networks were going to be upgraded. If she wasn’t there to fight for the Seattle division, her team, including Phoebe, could be shortchanged. There were zettabytes of processing power at risk. Her superior, Harcourt Mahtomedi, had made it abundantly clear she had to be there, at all costs.

The Seward family, never rich and never confident, had struggled for three generations to avoid slipping back into poverty, and Geraldine had gotten so very much farther than any of them. She was the shining hope for all her relatives, proof that brains and perseverance, and working five times harder than her white colleagues, could overcome all barriers, and she didn’t want to disappoint the Seward clan now.

Fortunately, Phoebe had an idea. 

*
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“An alternate route is available. However, due to its unorthodox nature, human authorization is required.”

Phoebe didn’t normally ask permission to take a detour. She must be thinking outside the box again. Not a surprise given she was designed to do just that. The phrase did take on an additional meaning, though, when ascribed to an intelligence that literally dwelled inside a series of black metal boxes.

“How late will I be if I use this alternate route?” asked Geraldine, wishing that the car came equipped with a telepresence device. At a pinch, she could phone the meeting and listen in that way. No, that wouldn’t do, she really had to be there in person. People who dialed in often got ignored. Despite being a technology company, Henderson’s corporate culture was old-fashioned in many ways. They’d never really come to terms with remote working, unless it was done for free outside normal working hours.

“The alternate route will get you to the parking lot six minutes prior to the scheduled beginning of the meeting.”

That was just about enough time to reach the conference room. She’d be rushed but looking a little flustered in the meeting was preferable to being late. “Let’s do it,” decided Geraldine. “What is this route, anyway?”

“Our company owns the contractor hired to perform the road improvement on this section of the interstate,” explained the corporate consciousness. Geraldine shrugged at the fact. Henderson had a history of unconventional business acquisitions. She’d seen a list of Henderson subsidiaries once. They owned a poodle pampering service among many other things. Compared to that, a road building company was not a shock. “Since the new road is mostly complete, it is possible to drive on it at a reduced speed. By liaising with the contractor’s project management network, I can request that the construction equipment clear a path, providing you with safe passage through the site.”

Geraldine smiled. “Well done, Phoebes. If I didn’t know better, I’d think you had a vested interest in getting me to work on time this morning.”
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