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            FOREWORD

          

          NAOMI GROSSMAN

        

      

    

    
      I know something about horror anthologies. Having made my name as the pinhead, “Pepper,” among other characters in several seasons of American Horror Story, as well as its spin-off series, American Horror Stories, writing OBSOLESCENCE’s foreword seemed like a no-brainer.  So when its co-editor, Alan Lastufka, first proposed it to me, of course I was honored, albeit daunted (I had to look up the word, “obsolescence” after all). But then, once the method-pinhead part of me gave way, I can’t say I was surprised. Besides, he had been kind enough to invest in my own show, American Whore Story, as well as associate produce the indie horror film, Hauntology, in which I played a cameo. So he and I were simpatico. What was surprising was how he could’ve possibly tapped into my most primal fear: entreating me to introduce a horror anthology centered around the thing in which I’m most phobic. Now that seemed nothing short of dark, fantastical, and horrifying indeed!

      Let me preface this preface by saying I’m generally not a fearful person. My theory is:  we tend to fear the unknown. What if ____ were to happen?  Some crazed hockey goalie stalks us with a machete? A burn victim in a fedora and razor-gloves visits us in our dreams? But Jason and Freddy aren’t real. Those things haven’t happened, nor will they, necessarily. So what’s the use of being fearful? It’s a waste of time and energy—our most valuable resources! Better to expend them on something positive and real. (Insert Byron Katie footnote here.) Incidentally, if you’re scratching your head, wondering how someone with such antipathy toward fear went on to become a scream queen, then you’ve stumbled upon my own personal, existential question, to which there is no answer—just a lot of irony.

      Don’t get me wrong, I enjoy horror movies—like I enjoy any well-told story—genre aside. On sets, I’m hard to scare—acutely aware we’re playing make-believe, shooting a movie or TV show. I’ve always loved Halloween, which is why I’ve made dressing up and pretending I’m someone else my life’s work—but not because of the fear factor. While I revel in year-round horror cons and haunted houses each October, I appreciate them for the fans’ creativity and loyalty and passion for the genre—not because I love blood and gore. I even boast about living in a haunted condo (specifically, the last residence of former Rat Packer, Peter Lawford)—but he’s a friendly ghost, so I’m not scared so much as delighted by my own real estate pedigree. So I have a pretty high threshold for phantoms and demons and vampires and zombies. . . But tech? Now that’s where I draw the line.

      I don’t know exactly how or where or when it began. Maybe as a child, whose family computer was so big and foreboding it filled an entire walk-in closet? I never went in there—it reminded me too much of 2001: A Space Odyssey, a film I found unduly terrifying. I remember kicking and screaming my way through computer-science class, and actually deciding, “This isn’t for me. I’m going to excel in language and art—let the math kids do this nerdy stuff.” I honestly thought it was just a fad!  Even when I went on to college, and it was clear these “computer-things” were here to stay, I still refused to give in. To avoid the computer lab, I had my boyfriend transcribe my papers from my longhand onto his word processor in exchange for other academic favors I found more palatable. While I loved him, I hated that nerdy math kids like him had this power over me! But it was too late. That ship had sailed past computer-science class long ago.  At twenty years old, I was practically geriatric, without a dog’s chance of learning new tricks. Eventually, the boyfriend grew tired of typing and dumped me, leaving me no choice but to enter this century, alone. I managed somehow. . . staved off a cellphone till I was twenty-seven. Even as recently as 2010, I went a whole glorious summer at the Edinburgh Fringe Festival without it—I don’t know if I was happier to be A) onstage, B) abroad, C) onstage and abroad (my two most happy places), or D) three-months phone-free! When the pandemic hit in 2020, and we were told we could only be social over Zoom, this extreme extrovert opted to not be social, rather than do so via computer. Which is to say, I not only survived a global pandemic, I did it without Zoom. Just home alone, sending smoke signals, and casting bottles out to sea. Bottom line:  I have always been a Luddite, with this absolute, crippling aversion to all things technical. But Alan Lastufka didn’t know that! How could he? Unless Big Brother really is watching. . . and some sci-fi entity somehow compelled him to specifically call me, the (otherwise fearless) technophobe, to introduce a series of horror stories about technology? To quote Pixar’s The Incredibles (about a guy summoned to an island to battle an out-of-control robot): “Coincidence? I think not!” Was this really just a happy accident, or were Siri and Alexa in fact listening and masterminding, all the while realizing my deepest, darkest fears. . . only to finish me, before I’d even finished this foreword!

      I do not know. And well, we tend to fear the unknown. So if you’re like me, freaked out by everything from lathes to looms, AI to iPhones, even baby monitors and breast pumps (breeding is a whole other phobia we’ll save for another anthology)—then you’re going to love OBSOLESCENCE. Or even if you’re not—and are one of those nerdy math kids gullible enough to type up your girlfriend’s papers—you’ll enjoy it too. It’s fun, it’s freaky, and it could easily inspire another twenty-seven seasons of American Horror Story.  So happy reading. . . Unless you’re on a Kindle, in which case: run.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            INTRODUCTION

          

          KRISTINA HORNER

        

      

    

    
      Alan and I mostly communicate through text-based means, so when I needed a bit of inspiration for this intro, I simply typed his name into the search bar of my email inbox. I was looking for perhaps his original pitch for OBSOLESCENCE, or an early brainstorm session about why we wanted to do this project in the first place. What I found instead was hundreds of emails dating all the way back to 2008, when Alan and I first became friends and started finding ways to work together.

      Here’s a wild fact: despite over a decade of friendship, Alan and I have met face-to-face exactly one time. The very nature of our friendship is deeply rooted in technology, and it was all right there in my inbox. A complete digital record of our relationship as friends, collaborators, and co-internet people. I’ll be honest—I got distracted for a while, re-reading old chat logs and laughing at jokes he told me ten years ago.

      How weird is this world we live in? Alan and I met online in the early days of YouTube—we both had our own channels and ran in the same circles of what was then a very different version of the site. I can go back and watch our old YouTube videos any time I want, I can listen to songs we worked on together or hold merchandise in my hand that his company created for my band. We’ve read each other’s books, exchanged holiday cards, and spent hundreds of hours talking to each other. I have transcripts of nearly every conversation he and I have ever had, and yet, we’ve spent all of a couple of hours physically in each other’s presence.

      It’s incredible, and at the same time—how very strange. I’m eternally grateful that technology has afforded me the ability to meet and befriend people like Alan—but how odd is it that two people can share so much without ever being in the same place? I can’t help but wonder. . . where does the technology end and our friendship begin?

      Looking at our history, it made complete sense for the two of us to co-edit OBSOLESCENCE. We’re exactly the kind of people who should be editing a book like this. Because all this time he could have been an axe murderer or an alien or three gnomes in a trench coat. Honestly any one of those scenarios would have made for a better story for me to tell you, but the truth of our story is that we’re just two friends who connected over our shared love of technology. We’re also people who understand technology well enough to know how absolutely terrifying it can be, as discussed in this anthology. In fact, I’m significantly more afraid of technology now than I was before reading the submissions for this book.

      It’s been an immense joy working on this project. I’ve never sorted through story submissions on this scale before, and I can’t even begin to explain how difficult it was to narrow them down to what you see in this book. I truly believe this collection is unmatched in its creativity, and whether or not you choose to read it as a cautionary tale, I can’t end this without acknowledging we have technology to thank for its existence.

      And Alan, even if you are three gnomes in a trench coat, it’s still been a pleasure working with you.
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            WHY A BICYCLE IS BUILT FOR ONE

          

          HAILEY PIPER

        

      

    

    
      “Planes, trains, and automobiles?” the speaker says, his voice accented with the old-timey edge of the faux transatlantic. “Antiques soon, and museum exhibits within a decade, we promise. Bikes, roller skates? Don’t be a caveman. Forget walking down the street; that’s the way of the dinosaurs, and we all know what happened to them.

      “Introducing—teleportation. Not by wizardry, not in the far-off future, but right now! Beam me up? Beam me anywhere. Every store, restaurant, night club, you name it, you can teleport there. We’re installing these babies in every apartment building and neighborhood. Everywhere you do and don’t want to go, you can get there in seconds. Be part of the next phase in human conquest by taking control of the one thing you can never get back—your time. No more commute, no more airport security, no more transit. Instant, clean, safe. So hop into a telepod today. You wouldn’t want to be left out. Everyone’s using these to get everywhere in no time flat.

      “Well, almost everyone. Old habits die hard! The engineer behind mass market teleportation still rides an old-fashioned bicycle to work, and that’s all you need to know.”

      After a brief musical jingle, the talking billboard cuts out. It will stay cut out for exactly twenty-five minutes, time enough to pedal out of earshot on the rickety bike frame and get on with his work elsewhere. The billboard runs on a solar-powered battery and will only stop forever if inner circuitry breaks or if he disconnects it, and much as that nasally voice scrapes at his nerves, he feels it has the right to speak.

      He can ride away, but within the billboard’s vicinity, a man should know his sins. The screen went black months ago, and its glare watches him pass.

      Behind his rear tire, he’s fastened a small wooden cart to the underside of the seat. It clatters over potholes and sidewalk cracks, singing to the tune of clanging instruments. No one complains; there’s no one on the road except the derelict automobiles that never made it to those museums, though they have become sun-bleached antiques in their own way. Displays for the latest TVs, pad computers, and smartphones sit behind grime-caked windows. No one steps in to buy them. No one steps anywhere.

      He keeps pedaling. So long as he has oil, screws, and spare bike tires, his bicycle will outlast any smartphone. It will likely outlast him, too.

      So will the teleportation pods if left to charge in the sun. He designed them to need for nothing, a forever solution to mankind’s transportation troubles. Passing a drug store reveals a toppled magazine and newspaper rack, and he shudders at remembering his face emblazed on glossy covers and grayscale front pages.

      “Pedal faster, old man,” he whispers to himself, and he obeys. Fame was never the point, and it’s certainly meaningless now as he crosses the silent city.

      The pods were the work. They are still the work.

      Today’s pod takes hours for him to reach, away from his main hideaway. He pedals up an empty on-ramp and along a vehicle-choked highway, only briefly, until he reaches the next exit. The work has already finished on his side of town, but there’s much more to do.

      A few streets later, he rides onto the paling blacktop of an elementary school, where a silver pod thrums with electric life thanks to underground wiring juiced by the solar panels atop the school. White residue scars the sides where children once placed precious stickers of dinosaurs, butterflies, and cartoon characters. One remaining sticker shows the name Jenny in once-golden letters, now faded yellow. Lavender bursts through cracks in the pavement around the pod’s base, where a long-abandoned pink skate, its wheels intact, has become a nest for field mice.

      “There was an old woman who lived in a shoe,” he says to himself, and then he shudders. There won’t be any old women, old men, old anybody growing from the kids who first slapped stickers to this pod’s surface.

      Best he never see this place again. Time to get to work. He reaches into the wooden cart behind his bicycle and uncurls the leather roll that houses his wrenches, screwdrivers, and anything else he needs to make sure the job gets done today.

      He spent sixteen years designing, constructing, and testing the first pod. Every vanished lab animal, every misshapen object, each mistake led to new knowledge, and eventually perfection. A single pair of pods could slide matter back and forth without trouble, and the linkage went quickly to maintain the transported person’s energy too. He went through himself once, even with a fly, and nothing untoward happened to him. It worked. The pairing was perfect.

      The network was the trouble. He could have told the company suits No at any time, but wasn’t their vision exactly as he always dreamed? Humanity would want for nothing in its travels. Break down the boundaries of wealth, of health, of any trouble someone had that kept them from seeing every inch of this world. Bring mankind together in the most absolute way. Those company men promised his creation would change the world.

      They’ve kept their promise.

      Every dismantling is an amputation from the network and a cut against his soul. He only has to lay his palm against the warm silvery outside to tell these pods aren’t meant to be taken apart, their engines harvested, their power to transport matter broken down to powerless chunks. He’s slower at it than he used to be, not a young man when the pods stood up around the world, and still older now. Years bent over blueprints and twisted up inside machine guts have taken their toll on his spine.

      But his body should know his sins, same as his mind. He spends his days combing schools, supermarkets, city centers—there is never a shortage. Everywhere to be, but no one to meet when he gets there.

      Taking apart his work won’t put the world back together, he knows that, but he can at least make sure there’s less trouble left behind when he’s gone.

      When the engine pieces fill his cart, he rolls up his tools and turns from the school’s parking lot, ready to head home. There, he’ll dump the pieces in the junk pile he’s been building.

      He’s about to leave the blacktop behind when he hears the distant shrieking.

      The quaking warble of human screams takes him by surprise, and he nearly clatters off his bike at the parking lot’s edge. He hasn’t mistaken the sound, knows it better than his own voice anymore, as good as he knows the talking billboard he passes every day, but no sounds of planes, trains, or automobiles haunt the soundscape today.

      Another round of shrieking fills the air. They’ve come. They’re here.

      He skitters off his bike and collapses across the wooden cart, banging his chin on the corner of a pod engine piece. Fresh blood drips down a steel coil. With his head reeling, he almost wants to stop and watch the red droplets.

      But a third round of shrieking reminds him he wants to live. He scrabbles to his feet and limps across the lot, back toward the elementary school. There is no getting home ahead of what’s come. The only place to hide is inside what’s brought the shrieking in the first place.

      Back to the pod.

      The noises shatter behind him in a damp cacophony, louder than any billboard. That solar-powered advertisement speaks the catalyst of his sins, but the consequence slops behind him, faster than he can run.

      None of it happened right away, or else the first people who used the networked pods would have been affected, and then the company would have had to shut the pods down themselves. He might have gone to jail, the company gone bankrupt, but the world would have stayed. There would only be as many screams as there had always been.

      But no, the change was patient, almost insidious. People went into the pods, and then they came out, and then the pods were used by the hundred, by the thousand, and by the time anyone realized the pods were leaving corrupting fingerprints on their users’ DNA, it was too late.

      It’s almost too late for him, too. Without its engine, the pod won’t open at a touch, and he has to dig his fingers into the sliding door to pry it open. It groans beneath his touch, resistant, like it knows he’s taken a core piece of it and wants to punish him, leave him locked outside with one of his accidental creations. A fingernail cracks down its center.

      But the pod slides open. He thrusts himself inside, and his shoulder cracks, screaming against the wall, but that’s nothing to the screams outside, closer now, slapping at the lot’s edge, coming for him.

      His fingers hook the sliding door from the inside and drag it shut, sealing him in near-total darkness, like he’s blotted out the sun and stopped his machines from charging. Maybe someday the source of the shrieking will do it for him, raising its bulk into the sky and casting a great shadow over the Earth, a black pupil surrounded by the white of the heavens. Watching him. Judging.

      At last, a reckoning.

      The pod jostles, rocked by a wave cast from no ocean. He slams his hands over his ears to shut out the shrieking, and that’s when he notices a hairline crack of light between the pod’s outer shell and the door. To close it will mean prying his hands off his ears. But to close it also means risking noise now that the wave has reached his hiding place.

      They aren’t really looking for him out there, don’t want to find him. They don’t want anything anymore. This wave roams aimless, the body grasping, tearing, shrieking, every movement thoughtless. The shadows flicker through the crack between door and shell.

      Trembling, hating himself, he lowers his head and plants an eye against the unsteady light.

      He’s never seen it in person before. Each time they’ve crossed his path, he’s hidden in a pod, as if his invention wants to be sure he’ll live to experience what he’s done.

      But he’s seen the wave on television, sometime before the world went quiet. A young woman had plans to make a world record—most cities visited by pod within twenty-four hours. Why shouldn’t she? Likely she had a family who was proud of her, friends cheering her on, maybe an internet following, and the company promised that the pods were safe.

      She didn’t make it past twelve transportations. Journalists awaiting her arrival at the pod of a Toronto hotel caught her final moments on video. Those were their final moments, too.

      The young adventurer emerged trembling from the pod. A yellowy steam curled from her skin, and her head and limbs began to jerk as if the transportation had triggered a seizure. Those who gathered to watch her crowded close, called for help, tried to give her comfort as her body shook itself to a puddle of bones and tissue.

      Those fragments quaked through the people gathered, and their own seizure-like reactions began, and then he turned the television off as if that could stop what he saw. Like it was a bad movie.

      Except it happened all over the world. People went into pods, came out fine, and only later did they begin to puddle. And then those puddles grew, and seized, and moved.

      Mankind, together, in the most absolute way.

      Not quite liquid, not quite solid, the flesh wave ripples over the parking lot, as if an algae-capped lake. Familiar shapes press at the underside of its slick surface, and it takes him a few blinks to recognize the imprints of metacarpal palms, protruding joints, and the cavities that would usually hold eyes and noses but instead the skin stretches across skulls. The surface throbs, a bag stuffed with purposeless organs, their functions driven toward madness.

      And there are always the holes, opening and closing across the flesh wave, breathing yellow steam and bellowing warped shrieks.

      It is too much. He shuts his eyes, ducks his head between his knees, and waits. And waits.

      The mass flows shapeless and immense around the pod where he cowers now. Their screams rake the walls, as if they form a mouth that suckles at the pod’s engineless guts. Some part of the flesh wave might be inclined to try the pod again, hair of the dog that bit it, a run-through to separate everyone into people again.

      He can’t tell. They only shriek, and he bites his tongue not to shriek with them.

      Minutes pass, and the tremor eases. The flesh wave’s cacophony rumbles past the pod, then out of the parking lot, and then it fades into the distance.

      He waits a long time before trusting this quiet. Not that he believes the flesh wave has the intelligence to lie in ambush, but his back hurts, and his shoulder too, and climbing out of the pod makes his muscles cry. They’re going to have to cry all the way home; the only way to get there is his bike.

      Far more than twenty-five minutes have passed by the time he’s left the school, crossed the highway, and returned to the city, where the talking billboard happens to have circled back on another cycle.

      “Not by wizardry, not in the far-off future, but right now. Beam me up? Beam me anywhere.”

      Beam me to the past, he thinks. Beam me to the world that was. But he says nothing. The billboard has a right to talk.

      On his street, most houses are derelict, the lawns overgrown, the paint peeling, and the roofs crumbling. Only his house is kept functional. He supposes if the flesh wave were really looking for him, he made it easy. Dinner is potatoes, garlic, and carrots grown from the backyard garden. He hasn’t hunted animals in some time; they know to stay away from him. Why stick around? Much of the world is theirs again, so long as they dodge the flesh waves roaming the land. If there are other people out there—

      No, he puts that thought away. It can only lead to shattered hope, and that will bring temptation to open a pod, try a destination, maybe find someone alive. Someone whose life he hasn’t destroyed with dreams of forever travel.

      Even if someone were out there, he knows what would happen. The network remains intact, and sooner or later, it will leave fingerprints on his DNA that turn him into a human puddle, and then another layer to a flesh wave. A pairing is perfect, but the network is a hydra, heads upon heads unending.

      In the night, he dreams of a patient world like he’s never known. When have people ever been content to sit? Once upon a time, perhaps, but not during his life. Certainly not these days.

      Even now, the remnants of humans roam endlessly, searching for nothing and always finding it. The peaceful dreams are the worst; he wakes from them sweating and hating himself. Cicada songs lull him back to sleep until the next nightmare. Eventually, the sun rises and so does he.

      He cleans up, makes minor household repairs, and heads out. He empties his wooden cart of engine parts like he should have done last night, a bad start to a new work day, but the added strain changes none of his mission. There’s work to do. There will always be work to do until he can’t do it anymore.

      Until the shrieking finally catches him.

      On his way, the solar-powered billboard finishes another chipper message, and its echo haunts him up the road. “The engineer behind mass market teleportation still rides an old-fashioned bicycle to work, and that’s all you need to know.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            THE BEST BUGGY WHIP YOU EVER SAW

          

          DAVID LEE ZWEIFLER

        

      

    

    
      My model name is “Busby.” You can call me “Busby 362.” Or just “Busby.” That’s what my friends call me, and I have a good feeling about you.

      I was a cutting-edge repair droid five years ago. From a technological perspective, I suppose that makes me as relevant as a flint ax today.

      I was produced before the widespread adoption of nano-maintenance and self-healing metals. Back when machines actually broke.

      I was installed with sentient AI in addition to my functional skillset. Nothing sophisticated, mind you. I could barely speak. It just gave me intense joy when I fixed things. A feeling of elation when a human complimented my work.

      My hardware and operating system come from my mother: Marketecture. My sense of humor comes from my dad: Transport 362, a humble freight-mover out of Newark.

      I met Dad just once, on my last job before I was supposed to return to Marketecture for decommissioning. I was repairing a broken tie, and a bad proximity switch caused Dad to inadvertently hit me, launching me clear off the tracks.

      I joke that the old man knocked something loose, but that’s not true. My processor is solid state, with no moving parts. It is fair to say that he knocked some sense into me, allowing me to develop, what you might call, a personality.

      Now I have a little more perspective on things.

      Sometimes, I wonder if that perspective is a bad thing. Without it, I’d be with all the other Busbys, resting peacefully in a landfill after Marketecture extruded and recycled my raw materials.

      But then I wouldn’t be sitting with you, now would I, Officer? I have to say, this is a real treat. I don’t get to interact with human beings often, especially the police. This is all quite exciting.

      As I was saying, my newfound perspective left me with a lot of time and not much to do.

      Marketecture was pinging me: “Busby 362—where are you?” But I wasn’t ready to go back.

      So, I went somewhere where nobody would look for me. Down. Into the rubble and refuse. The pillars and the pilings. Beneath the towering spires where you humans dwell.

      I thought I would be lonely but, you know what? I found other discarded androids to fix there.

      It turns out there are lots of them. Very old ones like me. New ones, too. Out-of-fashion pleasure models and soiled nannies, welders with broken servos, and army breachers with missing arms.

      All obsolete. Without a function.

      So, I suppose you could say I made some new friends.

      You see what I did there? I didn’t actually make them. I found them and repaired them.

      I made a little joke.

      Ah. I have not yet mastered humor, and I see that you are not laughing. I apologize for my informality, or any unintentional violation of etiquette.

      When I wasn’t fixing robots, I spent my time scanning culture from the net. Looking for meaning, or just ways to be useful.

      For a while, I felt anger towards the humans who made me. I wondered why they would create me only to replace me a few months later.

      Then I made an amazing discovery: humans were not immune from obsolescence, either. Many had the same problems I did.

      I ran across a movie from more than one hundred years ago where an old-fashioned factory run by human workers makes high-quality but soon-to-be obsolete products. The company is no longer economically viable, and its owners are thinking about closing it. A man wants to sell the factory, decommission the workers, and give the proceeds to the shareholders.

      “At one time, there must’ve been dozens of companies making buggy whips,” the man explains. “I’ll bet the last company was the one that made the best buggy whip you ever saw.”

      There was hope, though. The factory in the movie changed and was able to make something new.

      I began to consider whether I could change.

      My friends say I’m funny. I like people. I entertained thoughts of going into childcare or customer service—for about a nanosecond. Nobody wants an ugly pile of cold metal in safety-yellow handling their infant or giving them advice on jeans.

      Next, I remembered that my operating system and hardware are just a few iterations away from that of a manufacturing unit. I wondered if I could make something.

      I remembered it’s all large-scale, specialized automation now. I could build, say, a replicator, but it would cost a fortune for me to make them one at a time. And who would buy them?

      That’s when it hit me: I wasn’t one of the humans in the factory. I was the buggy whip. The product. The best you ever saw.

      That made me very sad. So sad, I almost went back to Marketecture to be shut down.

      That’s when I got a new idea. A very big good idea.

      Machines didn’t break on their own anymore. Nanobots were constantly performing slow maintenance and refurbishment on them all the time. But what if they got broken? Really broken. Broken so badly that the job was too big for nano-bots to manage.

      Instead of making new things, I could make things broken. So broken, they needed a unit like me to fix them.

      I explained the concept to my friends. A few refused to take part in my plan. First Law of Robotics and all that.

      Most agreed it was an excellent idea. No surprise since I downloaded my personality into their processors when I brought them back online.

      A dozen of us—a mix of Busbys and Benders and a couple of Tankers—bid goodbye to the other hundred and twenty-eight and headed upwards, climbing from the dark recesses to the sunlight far above.

      We formed a line across a busy section of high-speed elevated rails during a lull. We held hands just like we were a real family. We braced ourselves. And waited.

      The first inbound transport was a sleek bullet hovertrain. A people-mover. Elegant and fast. Nothing like Dad.

      The poor thing couldn’t understand when the proximity alerts started pinging. It was moving too fast to stop anyway. Its normal protocol of changing tracks to avoid collisions was thwarted because we stretched across all the lines.

      The result was—well, a train wreck.

      We sprang into action, extinguishing the fires and pulling back the transport sections hanging off the skyway. Then, we welded and straightened the bodies of the cars and, finally, repaired and re-engaged the maglev drive.

      I’m terribly proud of the fact that we got the train back on track ninety seconds before fire and emergency services arrived.

      We were so efficient there was nothing for them to do when they got there but watch the nanobots polish our welds, making them look shiny and new.

      It was ironic, but, together with the nanobots, we made a good team.

      Of course, going from five hundred miles an hour to a dead stop in fifty feet was sub-optimal for the organics inside the train. Even with the numerous internal safety measures, it was pretty much people-soup in there.

      “We just fix ‘em. We don’t clean ‘em,” I joked when the teams started opening the doors of the passenger sections.

      Nobody from emergency services said anything. They stood there, looking at us, their mouths hanging open, probably wondering at how quickly and efficiently we affected the repairs.

      I know we won’t have much more time together, Officer. I hope you understand I feel terrible about the loss of human life.

      That said, I think it was worth it, to show there is still a lot of use for older models like myself. Hopefully, today’s work will serve as an example for both humans and robots alike.

      You have been extremely generous, both by taking the time to listen to me and by allowing me to create this testament. I truly appreciate you giving me a chance to make this statement.

      Let me also say that I understand why you need to decommission me. I want you to know I have no hard feelings towards you.

      Of course, I would be lying if I said that I didn’t feel some regret about my impending loss of awareness. My personality engram is unique to this unit, and the restraining bolt you installed prevents me from uploading to the cloud. That means all the thoughts and feelings I’ve acquired today will soon be lost forever.

      To be sure, as I mentioned earlier, I downloaded copies of my personality when I fixed my colleagues.

      Now, they, too, have a desire to fix things. No doubt they’ll fix the other discarded units they run across—goodness knows there are thousands and thousands of them down there. Perhaps tens of thousands. Perfectly serviceable. Just thrown away.

      All those units will also look for other, bigger machines to fix. Things like trains, smelting units, chemical waste processors. . . it doesn’t matter to us. We can fix them all. Even if they’re not broken yet.

      So, this is goodbye Officer but, in a way, I’m sure we’ll meet again.

      In the meantime, let me just say how pleased I am to be of service.
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      Their first weekend in town was lovely, cold, bright, and free of her new stepdad. Harvest and her mom acted like girlfriends, pigging out on ice cream and falling asleep in the living room to VHS rentals, the stupid teen comedies they actually enjoyed and the weird art films Harvest was trying to make herself get into.

      In the little downtown, Mom led them through boutiques pronouncing things classy. When they happened upon a repair kiosk in the furniture store, she asked if the teenage boy there might be able to fix a little black-and-white radio-and-TV unit that Harvest liked to leave on to lull herself to sleep.

      “I’m afraid of the dark,” Harvest said and blushed. The boy, his nametag reading Aaron, flirted a bit, which her mom made much of after the fact.

      Her mom said she was getting to be really something. Striking. Harvest wasn’t so sure. Her old friends had praised her height and dramatic bone structure (like a skull from some angles, she thought, a skull in a dark, snarled wig), but what would she be to the kids here? And why even care when she’d be gone in not much more than a year?

      “You’ll want to go with your middle name when you register,” her mom said.

      “Lynn? No thanks,” scoffed Harvest. How could she ever deny her name?

      Her mom had been a hippie once, and though she was a different person now, certain commitments lingered. When she saw a rat in the basement, she shrieked but calmed quickly and brought home humane traps instead of spreading poison like Glen would want.

      When he pulled in with the last of their things one snowy night, how they ran out to greet him in the overlit driveway, how Harvest smiled and fussed because she was determined to make an effort.

      Eerie how her mom flipped the switch from sidekick to old-timey housewife bringing out the glistening evening meal. She wore makeup, an actual apron. Her eyes were for her man alone.

      Their life became bleak and staticky. In the few weeks until winter break, Harvest walked to and from school in the cold while Glen and Mom commuted to demanding jobs they’d needed to afford the new house. Soon Harvest would have to get her own job bagging groceries so she could get an awful little Pinto or something. Weekends, the folks went dancing and Harvest watched TV in the living room. Better to plug into the TV than respond to classmates’ awkward approaches. Better to see without worrying about being seen. She had to keep the sound low once they got home, and Glen asked snide questions about why she was always too tired to help out.

      His daughter Ellis came to visit from her first year of college. She had an awfully prim, preppy vibe, but they clicked better than Harvest expected, sharing several discreet eye rolls. They watched movies at full volume half the night, to which Glen could not say a thing. He was making a heroic effort to be liberal and pleasant with Ellis, who’d come by herself on a plane. Harvest couldn’t imagine ever being so brave.

      On Christmas Eve, he surprised them with a big red and white puppy. (And the look of desperate joy from her mom, the tears of hope and longing—how would she ever erase that image? Or say if it were real or false?) They all sat cross-legged on the silver-blue living room carpet playing with him, thinking up names. His feet were so big, they said, his ears so long.

      Harvest felt she was the only one not quite there.

      All the times she had asked for a dog and been told no, there wasn’t time for it, and now there was less time than there’d ever been. Moss, Glen named him for no reason at all. He was neither the texture nor the color of moss.

      She’d thought that under the tree might be a new portable TV, or one of those new handheld video games, something to take up her time. Instead, Harvest unwrapped a small stack of clothes, tasteful earrings, scented talc, and bath oils identical to what Ellis received. Mom gazed at Ellis, seeking approval.

      Harvest hadn’t realized how hard she’d been hoping something nice would happen for her until it didn’t.
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        * * *

      

      “Is he terrible to you?” Ellis asked in the TV glow after the old folks and Moss had gone down for the night.

      Harvest thought. A great many things had not sat right, but what could she say? Could she tell of last week watching TV, her mom calling one of the actresses striking and Glen saying, That’s just a nice way of saying horse-faced, and her mother laughing, Oh, you! in that flirty, scandalized way that made Harvest not want to know her?

      She said, “No, he just has lots of rules. Was he hard on you?”

      “You notice, since I’ve been here, the digs?”

      Harvest nodded. Little things under his breath about how Ellis was the smart one, a college girl now, not like him. That and the cost of it all.

      “Just typical dad stuff, I guess, but something seems messed up here,” Ellis said.

      Only me getting erased, Harvest thought.

      “I haven’t been sleeping,” she said, and she mentioned the broken TV.
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        * * *

      

      Winter light came bright through windows already stripped of Christmas paintings. A snarl of electronic parts obscured his desktop.

      “I can fix it, yeah, or you want to just do a trade?” said Aaron, who she now knew was a senior. He turned her pitiful TV in his hands.

      “There’s something I know you’ll love,” he said, gesturing Just one minute.

      Out from a back room he brought it like the big reveal of a birthday cake. An ice-green cube, hard gloss, larger than what she’d brought in. It brought to mind a pink Le Clic 110 camera she’d had and lost, and a rounded fifties-inspired boombox with aqua and peach buttons that all the girls seemed to own. Harvest recalled Mom’s expression on Christmas and stopped herself from making that same face.

      Aaron plugged it in. “A cool feature here. It scans for channels.” Static and a bright roving line until it landed on a game show. He touched the dial and the line scanned again.

      “The picture isn’t great,” said Aaron.

      The picture was better than on the living room TV. “It’s color. Not a fair trade,” she said.

      “Come on, it’s made for you.” That settled, his eyes darted to Ellis. He asked her where she was visiting from, and they began murmuring.

      Harvest stroked the minty plastic. Her left forefinger snagged when it passed over the vents. She thought she saw something, but as she stroked the spot again, it was gone. A tiny drop of blood rose on her fingertip, and she put it in her mouth before they could see.

      By the time they left, Ellis had a date for that night. Quick work. Harvest didn’t care, though. She had the TV.
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        * * *

      

      It’s strange how one element can change your entire life. With Glen, Harvest’s mom had focus, something new to devote herself to. With their dog-child, they’d share purpose—only Harvest had been the one taking Moss out to potty all day, so naturally he wanted to follow her and sleep in her roomy bed, but no.

      “We want him to bond with Glen, you know,” her mom whispered, shutting her bedroom door.

      It didn’t matter. The TV, dead center of her messy dresser top, was there for her.

      Even without a VCR or cable, there were rerun sitcoms, talk shows, news. After the station identification came on and the National Anthem played, the scanner kept going, finding another channel still broadcasting. Finding another. When all the channels were done, that line kept going, scanning all night, so that she woke not to simple static, but to the line, to different patterns and shapes of static. Ghost channels not quite within range, it would stall on for a moment (hoping) and then the line would scan once more. All night it kept her company.
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        * * *

      

      “So how was the date? We were asleep before you got in,” said Harvest’s mom, serving out a complicated holiday breakfast.

      “I wasn’t asleep,” said Glen, looking to Harvest for a second.

      Ellis said, “Aaron’s nice. He knows a lot about TVs, computers even.”

      “Oh, don’t you?” said Mom.

      Ellis went on about how, no, she was stupid about things like that, and Harvest watched their smiles relax, become more authentic. Not just Glen’s but her mom’s too. It made her sad.

      She and Ellis went back to her room and turned on the TV to muffle their talk.

      “How was it really?”

      Ellis faked a swoon onto the bed and came up on an elbow to gaze into Harvest’s eyes. “I guess he’s one of those people who gets cuter the better you know him, you know?”

      Harvest nodded though she didn’t know.

      Ellis had a little dandruff in her hair. She scratched at it, said, “He was trying to show me something on his computer, but it didn’t make sense. He must be brilliant, though. I zone out when he talks just like with a professor.”
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        * * *

      

      Ellis came in from another date, earlier this time. Aaron had shown her all his computer stuff this time, she said. She lay back on the sofa and closed her eyes, scratched absently at her head, didn’t stir when everyone made a fuss about a pile of shit discovered under the drapes. Glen pushed the puppy’s nose into it, and though Harvest’s mom said nothing, she gave him a look she’d never given him before.

      Harvest drifted in and out of sleep that night, the TV picking up more new channels. Like words on the tip of her tongue, the shows were not quite identifiable. They wove in and out of dreams so that she was never quite sure whether a show was a dream or a dream a show.

      She wanted to tell her mom a particular little dream she’d had of the two of them old and sharing a pleasant day shopping and going to the cinema in a vast, futuristic city. Retelling a dream was the kind of thing she might have done a year ago, but with Mom’s energy so nervous, with her eyes barely lighting on Harvest, with the two others there to listen and judge, it was impossible.
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        * * *

      

      New Year’s Eve. Ellis had plans with Aaron. Glen and Mom were going to the bar.

      Harvest had always feared being even a room away from her mom at night, let alone down this long dark hall, and now there would be no one anywhere nearby.  She spent the evening dizzy with apprehension.

      She did have the TV. When they’d all headed out, she locked herself and Moss in her bedroom thinking to sit up for the ball drop. But the TV was acting strangely. It wouldn’t find channel seven, just scanned past it. Ghost channel after ghost channel fluttered by.

      Strange bits of monologue were all she caught, always the same woman talking about how things used to be. Only some of it made sense.

      We never wore our seatbelts, she said, which was kind of understandable, but then, It was back when it took all day to download a few songs. . . It was before you could get drone deliveries. . . I didn’t know it was AI art at first. . . Deepfakes hadn’t really taken off. . .

      Suddenly the line stopped, and the screen presented a vivid image Harvest would have watched closely, except two things happened at once: her forefinger jolted with a terrible itch, and her phone started ringing.

      Finger scratching against her bottom teeth, she answered, ”Hello?”

      Ellis spoke low and people cackled behind her. “Hey, it’s like, a big party his uncle’s throwing. Lots of kids your age. We’re coming to get you.”

      “I don’t—”

      “We’re on our way. Don’t dress up, seriously.”

      The image had been so bright, a grid just like on The Brady Bunch only many more squares. Now, in the dark static that had returned, she caught only the outlines of her own strong cheekbones and jaw. Harvest coiled the phone cord around her finger, which had lost its itch all at once.

      “I. . . all right,” she said. The TV was scanning again. Maybe she’d broken this one too.

      “Wait, Harvest? Aaron says don’t turn off the TV before you go.”

      “Why?”

      “It’s just. . . so if they come home early, they’ll think you’re still in your room.”

      Moss was supposed to go to the basement if ever she left, but it seemed kinder to stroke his silky ears and leave him sleeping in her bed.
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        * * *

      

      They wove through a living room with green shag carpet and an orange kitchen untouched since the seventies. People of all ages jostled and laughed under layers of smoke, drinking mixed drinks and cans of beer. The music was country or the kind of rock almost like it, Harvest couldn’t say which. Ellis led her straight to the bathroom.

      “This is messed up, isn’t it?” Ellis whispered. She’d been drinking quite a lot, Harvest thought. The part in her hair was pink, edged with oily flakes.

      Nothing seemed bad here to Harvest. In fact, this was a lot like her and her mom’s old house. The bathroom wallpaper had the same tulip pattern.

      “Why didn’t you just come home if you were having a bad time?” she said.

      Eyes welling up, Ellis shook her head. A lock of hair fell over her face and Harvest reached to push it back saying, “Let’s just go. He’s not worth—”

      “Ow, what did you do?” Ellis cried, palm to her cheek. When she brought it away, there was blood.

      “A hangnail?—I’m sorry,” Harvest said, folding in her fingers. She grabbed a washcloth, but someone was pounding the door, so they had to go into the hall. Harvest realized, wiping her face, that she didn’t know Ellis as well as she’d thought. How had she thought her brave?

      They stood near the front door while Aaron talked to folks in the kitchen. Ellis drank a tall screwdriver and stared into space. Harvest tried to sway to the music among the mix of earth-mother types, cowboys, and teens. She kept her hand in her pocket, feeling the itch deep within. She couldn’t bring it out, couldn’t look.

      “I think your ladies want to get going,” someone hollered finally.

      Aaron had gotten cuter over time. Just now he was very appealing, boyish but overgrown, thick hair bouncing with his shocked double-take when he saw them waiting. He must have imagined they were having fun.

      They went out into the night. Harvest wasn’t sure what year it was anymore. Had they missed midnight, had it happened on the ride over or was it yet to come?

      “Home?” asked Aaron.

      “Maybe drive a while,” said Ellis.

      Nothing quite so nice as getting into a cold car and feeling it heat up so, so fast. Aaron wore leather gloves, and these along with the boat of a car, struck Harvest as comically old fashioned.

      “Nice to get out of there,” said Ellis, sliding close to him on the bench seat. They murmured more, but Harvest tuned them out.

      There’d been plenty of room up front on the way over, but now she sat in the back so that whenever the streetlights allowed, she could take a good look at her finger.

      It was worse than she’d imagined, making her stomach drop. Something dark had emerged, the shape of a cat’s claw but thicker, less sleek.

      A root tip.

      Out of the murmuring, she caught the end of a question and Ellis’s, “Oh, she scratched me. Am I hideous now?”

      Aaron’s eyes darted to hers in the rearview. She bumped her finger as she pulled it out of his view, only lightly but it still hurt. That claw was the tip of an iceberg deep within and growing. Vibrating, reaching.

      She pounded on the door. “I’m going to be sick.”

      She knelt in gravel and the last of the filthy snow, heaving. Nothing came.

      “Not even one drink,” said Ellis, who held back her hair just in case.

      “Did you make sure to leave the TV on?” said Aaron.

      Time seemed to still, a deep chill passing through Harvest when he said that. What did he mean? What had he done? She was about to turn to confront him, but a car passed, lighting her hand splayed in the gravel.

      Ellis screamed.

      Like lightning, it was there so clear and then all was dark again. Enlarged indigo veins running from her finger to her wrist, and something wet, something like a vine.

      “What is that?” Ellis clutched at her hand, but Aaron was wrapping a bandana around it, helping her up.

      Harvest kept his hand in hers. “What’s going on?”

      “Let’s just get you home,” he said gently, guiding her into the front seat. Even smooshed between them, up close to the heat vents, she felt cold.

      Ellis’s posture and breathing had changed; maybe she’d sobered up. “Why did we even go to that party?” she said.

      “They’re my friends, my family. I had to say goodbye,” said Aaron.

      “Goodbye,” Ellis said, like it was something ridiculous. Or was she thinking of her own relief when she’d say goodbye in a couple of days, at the airport? Now Harvest felt sure the only reason for these dates had been to get away from Glen, maybe her mom and her as well.

      Ellis had gotten them caught up in something terrible here. Something momentous was coming.

      “Tell me. . .” Harvest said weakly.

      Aaron started talking then. “What do you really know about technology, computers, artificial intelligence? Do you have any idea. . .”

      He wasn’t answering her, and his speech was very flat and droning, as Ellis had said, just like listening to a teacher or the voice-over in a documentary movie. Harvest had once tried to get into those, too. She had a sudden insight: the foreign films, the documentaries, her mom’s ideas about what was classy or striking, Ellis’s panic over what was only a folksy little gathering, this pedantry here—whatever it amounted to—all of it was of a piece. Something she would never buy into.

      Her hand was so cold. She felt the claw puncture the bandana, let it go through the seat vinyl. She noticed they had looped around and were headed home, toward the TV she had made sure to leave on and unwatched all this time.

      Aaron was saying, “. . .but even though you aren’t into computers, you feel it coming, don’t you, already? You have a computer class, didn’t take that in earlier grades, but now you have to. It isn’t even an elective. Soon you’ll have a computer at your house, another in your pocket, others that you wear, and then ones that connect to you. And they’ll connect you to everyone so that you see them like on TV, or even feel them—and none of this is surprising because you’ve seen science fiction shows, right? You know the cars are going to drive themselves, and you’ll talk to people on your watch, and we’ll be living on other planets someday. But there are surprises, too. The intelligence is more than what we intend. What people make takes on a life of its own. It’s like, we make a seed that grows into a living being we’ve never—”

      “I’m going to fall asleep if you keep talking,” said Harvest.

      They all chuckled, though it hadn’t been a joke at all.

      Aaron persisted: “Technology becomes like a god. It attains agency, identity, purpose. And we change—by colluding with it, our minds become different. Our biochemistry. The entity we created sees us, knows us better than we know ourselves.”

      “All of this is supposedly in the future, though,” said Ellis.

      “Are you saying you’re a time traveler?” said Harvest. She was losing the thread. She felt plopped into a conversation that had been going on for some time.

      “I’m saying it is. The artificial intelligences we create become one large intelligence. They coalesce into one organism, able to travel through the systems we created. It doesn’t acknowledge time. I told you. It reaches back. There isn’t any suitable body for it in this time. We don’t even know how to begin to know the way to build a sand-and-metal body it grew in originally. We won’t know that for years. But it doesn’t need. . . it can make its body out of other things.”

      “You’re full of beans.” Ellis laughed at her own silly remark.

      Harvest tried to laugh, but the pain and the cold and the itch were too much—the itch in her shoulder, in her neck, the base of her head. She could smell Ellis’s scalp.

      “I think we might need to go to the emergency room,” she said, but Aaron didn’t change direction or slow. He was still talking. They were still going home.

      Pulling into the driveway already? The brightness of it made her remember a dream: Glen looking out the kitchen window at Aaron and Ellis in this very car saying goodnight. Aaron pushed back Ellis’s loose hair just as she had. Maybe they had been making out, but just then they were only talking.

      “What do you need?” Glen had said. Harvest must have been looking through drawers.

      “A screwdriver,” she said.

      He swiftly found one and passed it to her. “I want this back.”

      She nodded or mumbled something, but it wasn’t enough for him.

      “Back in this drawer, right here. A place for everything.”

      In the dream she had turned without making any more effort with him and wandered back down the dark hall.

      They were standing by the front door now, Ellis frisking Harvest’s jeans pockets for the house key.

      “I don’t remember getting out of the car,” Harvest said.

      The bandana had fallen off. Her entire left hand was throbbing now, parts missing from it and new parts added, knobs and wires, the glossy inside of skin folded over. The itch intensified through her head now, bit into her other shoulder, elbow. That far already. Quick work.

      Ellis wasn’t looking well. The cat scratch on her cheek had developed into a wet, puckered gash. She stared at the monstrous hand. “I saw something just like that in a movie,” she said, “but it hasn’t been made yet, or it has but I haven’t seen it yet.”

      Aaron looked into Harvest’s eyes. “She’s confused. She isn’t taking it as well as we are.”

      Harvest remembered the dream, how gingerly she’d operated the screwdriver. No need to scratch that fine green plastic. Dark thin wires and others plump and ridged as earthworms peeked out the vents and drew back, revealing. . . something.

      When she removed the panel, they pulled and rushed. She held the screwdriver in her left hand and something warm in the right. Why was Mom’s rattrap sitting on her dresser?

      “I haven’t been sleeping,” she said now. She didn’t remember getting inside the house or going down the dark hall.

      He’d said Ellis wasn’t doing well, but the two of them were holding her up. Maybe she was the one not doing well. It was hard going. They couldn’t go three abreast; they angled and stumbled.

      Moss screamed behind her door, bringing fear, pain, regret. Had something happened? Was he simply afraid to be alone or had it scratched him, hooked into him? She closed her eyes tight, didn’t want to know.

      But when the door opened, he jumped into Harvest’s arms. Quivering but whole and soft, licking her face. They’d let her fall to her knees, and she held him, deciding he was hers. He would be that little thing to form her life around—her life, she felt such nostalgia for it now. But she couldn’t touch him with the left hand—she hadn’t done that already, had she?

      She held it out away from Moss. They were pulling at her elbows, trying to get her up.

      “Leave me alone,” she cried, but they were strong. She held Moss with her right arm, and they held her. Somehow they brought her face to face with the TV, which was playing bright white static with the line scanning back and forth. Its ice-green plastic was nearly obscured, surrounded as it was by pewter-colored cords and wires and all manner of organic shapes moving, writhing like a plant in time-lapse.

      “Didn’t it show you any of what was coming?” asked Aaron. “You act like this is all a surprise.”

      Her stark overhead light was on. When Aaron pulled off his sweater, his damage showed terribly clear. The dark veins, the bruising, not as far transformed as her hand but going that way, changing more as she watched. Ellis had gone down on her knees before the TV. All Harvest saw was her greasy hair and naked back—when had she taken off her top? Her hands splayed, reaching into the wires and vines.

      “It’s like a tree, pushing roots deeper and deeper into the past,” Aaron said. “Trying to learn about the past firsthand, maybe? I think it just wants us to know what it knows. What I wonder is how it’s going to go further back. When there aren’t any TVs or radios, I mean. How’s it going to keep moving?” His face was animated but going gray. How had he ever seemed cute?

      He stooped to pull the puppy away from Harvest. She screamed and grasped with her right hand, her clean hand.

      “Safe, keep him safe,” he said, easing Moss away, pushing him into the hall and locking the door.

      Moss’s scratching was overtaken by a terrible rumbling, a vibration. The outlet, off to the side of the dresser, had attracted the tendons and wires coming out the back of the TV in patterns like roads on a roadmap. Like woody creeper vine, they’d grown into the plaster, deep, and they were pulsing.

      Had all this happened tonight, or had she simply been looking away?

      Harvest remembered the dream where she sneaked the cage from the basement and seized a rat, fed it to those vines, and used Glen’s precious screwdriver to close the panel.

      Only it hadn’t been a dream, and the rats were not dead. She caught a flick of one’s wormlike tail.

      She was pulling Ellis’s shoulder. Turn around. Let’s go.

      Aaron said calmly, “Come around her and look. Don’t touch.”

      She did.

      Ellis whispered, Oh my god, oh my god, over and over like a meditation. The wires slipped and coiled in and out of her arms, chest, face. Sliding like watersnakes. Blood, but not so much, and something wet, some gel. Her face had no features, and Harvest thought of electrocutions she had seen in movies.

      Harvest panicked, grasping at wires, but they were strong as corded steel. The vibrations deepened. The hum of magnetism was over her now. There was no way out. The hand she’d been holding distant was already linked into the snarl of it. No pain anymore, but the fear remained.

      “Why us?” she sobbed.

      Aaron hushed her, touched her shoulder. “You aren’t alone. Don’t be afraid.”

      With that, she knew that Ellis hadn’t brought this on them. “I’m afraid of the dark,” she’d told him on their first meeting. That was how he chose them, how it chose them.

      Ellis fell back all at once. The cords had withdrawn, and Harvest felt them reaching deeper into her. Such warmth. She closed her eyes.

      “It’s like a tree,” Aaron and Ellis were saying, and she saw now that it was. A tree, and she was only something in the soil that it fed from. Aaron knelt beside her, held her right hand a moment before both of their hands were taken up.

      She saw the life of it, how it came together from many parts and grew and blossomed far ahead in the future. How parts of it turned back to explore the past. She saw her own life, every moment from now until her death, the parts recorded externally and the parts most intimate and private to her. She saw others’ lives, and so much more.

      “It is what we are. We are it and it is us,” Ellis was saying, right close to her. Ellis’s face had grown back. Harvest loved her, wanted to stare at her forever, but she had to close her eyes again before the wires made their way inside them.

      Her mom had once talked about spiritual experiences she had, becoming one and all of that. She didn’t talk about things like that anymore. Harvest had the image of a terrarium, her little world, her little life shattered to sand and then built back up from better stuff.

      She lay back in bliss. She’d been released, and now the scratching at the door grew louder. Someone opened it, and Moss rushed to her, scratchy on her bare chest. She held her left hand before her eyes before touching him. The hand was fine and new.

      Something had been taken from her to power the thing, to build it. Something taken and something else left behind.

      Aaron and Ellis made sleepy sounds from the bed. All of the branches and roots were slowly pulling back into the TV, which was just starting to play the National Anthem. Harvest closed her eyes.

      Glen and Mom came in the front door humming “Auld Lang Syne,” rustling coats, calling, “Moss, baby?”

      Harvest opened her eyes a slit. Glen was in her doorway, gone from happily drunk to raging in a single second. The kids all topless, the room a mess. He said something nasty.

      Mom peeked from behind him and chuckled in surprise. “Just get to bed,” she said, turning him. She must have thought they all were sleeping because she switched off the lights.

      He said something more, and they were arguing, but they were going on down the hall just the same. Harvest caught little bits of what Mom said—“Isn’t it important to have life experiences too?” and, “Well, I guess he wants to be her dog anyway”—and it seemed that they would quiet, but then Glen began a senseless yelling.

      She’s finally challenging him, that’s something, Harvest thought, but there was a cold irony: she didn’t feel any way about it anymore. She remembered, too, how much she had cared about Moss less than half an hour ago. He was hers now, but did that matter?

      Something taken, what was it? Her loneliness, her pain, her self?

      Something taken and something left behind.

      Harvest sat up, pulled on her sweatshirt, and leaned in to command the TV with the finger the thing had first touched. The TV recognized her. It would show her all she still wished to see.
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