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Chapter 1: A Summons
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Jubal sat in the chair awaiting the summons. He smoothed down the folds in his dove gray robes. Then took out a cloth to polish his face plates and hands, the only visible parts of his anatomy. He had to curtail the inclination to hum a tune as he waited his turn on the meeting's agenda. It was a carryover from his days as a civilian and a nervous tick he had to fight.

He contented himself with playing hymns in a loop internally. Like all Spectrens he was a mechanoid and had perfect recall for any data he wished to keep. He only needed to hear a song once to have it enshrined in his memory banks.

Sometimes he archived songs into the Brotherhood's Collective Consciousness. It was a databank that contained all the experiences of past and present brothers. Legend said it also contained the memories of the Dark One, the head of the order.

There were different levels of access privileges to the Collective Consciousness. It had the most complete collection of musical recordings that Jubal knew of. That was all he needed to know for his function as the choir director of the order. The rest of the brothers could access the data they needed for their functions too.

There was no denying Brother Jubal's nervousness. A summons to see the Dark One, Master of the Brotherhood, Liege Lord of Spectre could be a sign of honor. Or it could be a time of reckoning. Jubal had done nothing to merit either. Why would his request to attend the Multi–Faith Symposium in Industan be flagged? You'd think it would either be approved or denied?

Of course, it was possible the Dark One knew of his true purpose for the journey. Did his concern for Rosetta's imminent decommissioning count as a hidden agenda?

His interest in the Devotee Meerani of Maruwat’s music had opened him up to new experiences as he networked. He was still an admirer of hers, but lately she was a subset of his thoughts. His interest in Meerani led to his concern for Rosetta the android used as an archivist at the Sachi Ashram. He had developed a rapport with her as he did his research. The Sachi Ashram had the most up–to–date scholarship regarding Meerani. Rosetta proved to be a valuable resource. Not merely did she give good search results she was an informed consultant.

Rosetta would be replaced by a newer model. Shameful as it was to admit to, he assumed an algorithm ran the automated database. He assumed a construct manufactured in a sector of organics would be less developed. She proved to have a consciousness as complex as his own. The thought of her being discarded like an outmoded piece of machinery appalled him.

He didn't begrudge the ashram upgrading its equipment. However, he viewed Rosetta as a mechanoid not an old model.

“Being an artificial lifeform in Industan isn't easy. It's no longer proper to discriminate against the organic Untouchables. However, androids are the modern-day Untouchables in Indi society. We aren't ceremonially unclean, but we are disposed of and replaced for newer models with great frequency. When my time ends, my mind will be wiped clean so a hacker can't harvest confidential data. My components will be recycled. They consider such acts proper cybersecurity procedures. A mechanoid faces discrimination, but they fire him. He isn't disposed of and mindwiped when his contract ends!”

She'd then sent him documentaries about androids. It told stories of androids who tried to flee before they were downsized and mindwiped. They became fugitives. Living under the threat of termination or being scavenged for parts and data. He didn't want that for Rosetta.

The only way Rosetta could escape such a fate was if she was bought refurbished. The buyer would have to pay a premium for all the data in her cerebral matrix. Some argued an android missing data in its cerebral matrix would lose work experience. Informed consumers paid extra to keep the data intact for a refurbished droid. They'd sign a confidentiality agreement on behalf of the android. The android would still have the data to refer to. Though there'd be a block against revealing confidential data from past employers. Rosetta had the means to fund such an option, but needed someone she trusted to act as her buyer.

He wished to go to the Multi-Faith Symposium to buy Rosetta's indenture. Her fate could easily have been his own. A group of raiders had seen the mechanoids in the Spectren System as unclaimed machinery. Some poor souls were “reformatted." It had reduced them to nothing more than androids. The Dark One had dealt with the invaders. He'd driven them off, adding another spooky legend about the haunted area of space.

Jubal's close call with slavery, had shaken him so much he came to the Brotherhood for refuge. He expected to use the place as a hostel to rethink his life. He meant to heal himself by writing a saga about the invasion. The monastery made a good writing retreat. A desire to perform the saga for the Dark One arose in him as his composition neared completion. It was considered an unusual but harmless request and was granted. He had a year to prepare himself for the meeting. The music flowed so freely to him that he didn't want to leave. By the time the performance date came he never wanted to leave, so he applied to be a novice.

Novices spent a year acclimatizing to life in the Order before they made a final commitment. About half the novices quietly left after the year of contemplation was over. The circumstances of Jubal's stay weren’t considered a proper introduction to the Order. Abbot told him, “You need to get used to the duties you’ll have as a Brother. You weren’t living like a regular novice while you were conducting your research.”

“But I wasn't blind. I saw how the Order conducts its life. I was cut off from mainstream society and its amenities as I composed my masterpiece.”

In the end the Dark One had Jubal spend six months in contemplation before joining the Order. Jubal's resolution held firm, and they assigned him to the choir. First as a backup singer and then as the choir director. It helped that he was the only one who wanted the job. There had been a conscientious brother who saw the chants were sung in proper cadence. Jubal was the one who loved the music for its own sake.

Now Jubal's love of music was leading him outside the Order's walls. It started innocently enough. He consulted the database for music samples to help him come up with new melodies for the chants. That's when he came across the plaintive hymns of Meerani.

Why must I love the unearthly!

Life would be simpler if I could love a man instead of my Dark One

He's forbidden to me, but I won't live without him.

Yet can one live off transcendent dreams?

He found more of her hymns to “Saanvla”, her Dark One. A wandering God who was forever out of reach and untouchable. Yet made anything that could be touched pall in comparison. Jubal had never felt such a longing in his life. A part of him wanted to experience this longing and hunger for the Transcendent. He wanted to see if it was more precious than any temporal satisfaction. The Sachi Ashram had the most comprehensive collection of her hymns. He started a running conversation with Rosetta on it and things led on from there.

Rosetta gave him a pretext for coming to Industan. A famous performer of Meerani's hymns was attending a symposium at the ashram. All he had to do was file a request for continuing education to get there.

Most of Jubal's brothers served within their Order’s walls. However, Jubal's duties caused him to orchestrate and take part in concerts. Their chants were popular and thought to be soothing. The choir's main audience was the Dark One. Ever since Jubal became the choir director they got invited to perform in public venues. They had the most popular stream on Spectre's entertainment network. There was even a fan club outside their system.

Surely the Dark One won't object to me engaging in continuing education? I'm going to a multi-faith symposium on devotional songs! Keera Stalwa would perform Meerani of Maruwat's hymns. A special album was being released for the event. It contained backup documentation for the album. Which was a scan of Leili's notebook that contained a written record of Meerani's hymns. It'd been discovered recently, and the album was meant to fundraise its translation. He wanted to get a copy for the Order's records, and if he did this favor for Rosetta what harm would there be?

Secretariat opened the black double doors of the audience chamber and stepped out. “The Council is ready to see you now.”

Jubal stood up and nodded as he walked into the room. They set the room up to be a boardroom. The Dark One's throne acted as an executive seat. Other council members sat in chairs slightly less ornate, but just as comfortable. There was Abbot, Herald and Steward in attendance. Secretariat had no voice or vote in the proceedings but acted as their recorder. Brothers took on the names of their functions when they attained a position above that of a novice. This meant that there was never two brothers with the same name. Though names and titles were kept in circulation indefinitely.

Their robes were in various shades of gray. Only the Dark One wore black. He had a face plate over the lower half of his face, but his black eyes were too liquid to be optics. The eyes could've been an organic's except they were completely black without pupils.

They invited Jubal to sit at the foot of the table in a seat with a silent hand gesture.

“I would've conducted this in my office under regular circumstances. However, the Dark One wished to be present when I spoke to you. We're conducting this interview in his audience chamber because it fits five people.”

Am I the one being audited or the Abbot? The Dark One knew of all activity taking place in the Temple. He had the administrative rights to the Collective Consciousness.

The Dark One's gaze fastened on Jubal. The pounding of Jubal's erratic fuel pump almost drowned out the Abbot's voice. “We’re sorry if the summons has caused you distress, Jubal. We weren't sure if we should summon you to an audience or command you to undergo a thorough mind scan."

Abbot raised his hand to the Dark One. “We would've handled this ourselves, but the Dark One desired this audience.”

The Dark One knew of everything that happened on temple grounds. Some brothers saw this as a sign of preternatural power. Though it could be nothing more than an aspect of automated surveillance. The Collective Consciousness that every brother contributed to was overseen by him. The Dark One had open access to their thoughts. New pledges that found this unacceptable were allowed to opt out of the Order.

“Oh,” Jubal glanced at the Dark One, but his face plate and black eyes were unreadable. The face plate registered no emotions while it was easy to get lost in the depths of the Dark One's eyes.

“Why would I need a mindscan?”

“Your request is odd, Brother Jubal, and your behavior has become erratic of late. Is it possible that you downloaded malware during your research? Did you follow the correct protocols for accessing data outside our intranet?” Abbot asked. “Your anxiety is affecting the Collective Consciousness.”

“Oh,” Jubal sighed.

He didn't think Rosetta had infected him. Yet, he had thought he had to act by subterfuge to meet his goals.

“My contact Rosetta tends to be secretive about her intentions with her owners. I forgot I can speak freely here,” Jubal began.

“Rosetta?”

“Rosetta is the droid that curates the Sachi Ashram’s Archive. She is intelligent and sentient. The sisters notice and appreciate her intelligence. Yet would be horrified by her sentience.”

Abbot sighed, “We Spectrens have been accused of infecting computer systems before. There are entire spacefaring societies who refuse to travel in our sector. They fear their automated systems will malfunction.”

“It's more likely their AI and robots have gained sentience. They want to defect to a place that respects and recognizes them as sentient beings,” Jubal said.

“They say that we are trying to hijack their systems with a bad meme. Rosetta's situation is regrettable but need not concern you,” the Abbot sighed.

“So, I'm supposed to ignore the outside world?” Jubal frowned. He was in a monastery. Yet, the Order guided their system's diplomacy, resource development and trade.

“No, I'm saying you could've alerted the proper advocacy group to Rosetta's plight. The Singular Network's main office is here. It has many satellite offices throughout the galaxy,” Abbot said.

“They have little influence on Industan, “Jubal began. “They make the Singular Network buy the mechanoids they want to emancipate. There is an extra fee to keep their databanks intact. They say mindwipes are for the sake of confidentiality of their owner's data. The process makes the mechanoid lose valuable life experience! Rosetta would be the foremost Meerani of Maruwat scholar if she were organic. It'll all be lost if she's reformatted.”

The Dark One spoke.” You feel that the only way to relieve your anxiety is to oversee Rosetta's emancipation?”

“Yes, “Jubal said.

“Then I grant your request for a sabbatical,” the Dark One said.

This easy approval raised Jubal's suspicions, “Is this exile?”

“Perhaps. We'll see how you integrate into the Collective Consciousness when you come back. We allow a brother at least one sabbatical in their lifetime. Do you want Industan to be it?”

Jubal nodded, “Yes.”
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Chapter 2-Industan
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It was Jubal's duty to act in a manner befitting a member of the Brotherhood. Even if he was on the verge of permanent exile. It'd never been a challenge until this day. He was stuck waiting for his visa to be processed, and so far it'd been a two-hour wait.

He noted the man's name tag and number, in case he needed to file a complaint. Jubal didn't know if Arjun's conscientiousness was making him over thorough. Or was this profiling?

He accepted being thoroughly scanned with a hand-held sensor rod. He got flagged when his metallic infrastructure set off the alarm. Arjun made him step into a holo-scanner to take a security scan and it showed that he had a robotic exoskeleton.

"You're a robot." Arjun frowned.

"I'm a mechanoid. I wear a synthetic skin as a courtesy." Jubal said.

He hadn't used the skin in decades, but he'd worn it when he had a secular musical career. His body didn't age the way an organic’s did, so it still fit him. He'd chosen one that made him look like a slim crooner with a slick hairstyle.

"What's a mechanoid?" Arjun said.

"I'm a sentient singular life form."

"Singular?" Arjun frowned.

"Singular, either robotic or artificial intelligence that has attained self awareness," Jubal said.

Arjun frowned as he checked out the holo-xray. "You don't have any weaponry on you.”

"I’m not a war model, " Jubal said.

Though he wondered if it'd took being an armed war model to get respect and service around here.

Arjun sighed in relief. “That's good. You look like those Cybers. They are the most sophisticated robots known to civilized space.”

Jubal wanted to be out of there as soon as possible, so he didn't go into the history of his planet. The first settlers were robots from Cyber. They made up most of the Spectren genome. Though there were other additions because of immigration. Other mechanoid life forms often came to Spectre when they reached Singularity, and they reproduced hybrid lifeforms.

“I can't find any record of you in our system. What kind of product line are you registered under?” Arjun said as he sipped at his glass of water.

“The reason why I'm not on the ship's manifest was because I was on its first-class passenger list,” Jubal said.

“What is the name your registered under?” Arjun said as he finally accessed the right databank.

“Brother Jubal of the Spectren Brotherhood.”

“When will your Master be arriving to claim you from the luggage area?” Arjun sniffed.

“Luggage area?” Jubal's voice raised. “You mean this isn't the departure terminal?”

It was all he could do not to shout as he said, “I’m not the luggage. I’m a passenger, a first-class passenger.”

Not that he'd been able to fly in peace. A business passenger who'd been downgraded had complained to the steward. “I thought there isn't to be anything more than a bag for carry on luggage.”

“Yes, that is the rule,” the steward said.

The man's flushed face and pate told him that the spaceliner's passenger was angry. Though it was hard to tell why from his line of questioning.

The man pointed to Jubal who was sitting in first class. “Then why are you allowing an android to take up precious seating?”

“He is a passenger. He was pre-booked for first class,” the steward said.

Jubal muted out their voices as he watched the two argue. It was a move meant to center himself. However, his last conversation on Spectre kept playing in a loop from his memory bank...

“Things are different out there.” Herald told him when he saw Jubal off at Spectre's Eastern Spaceport.

He always wore a humanoid skin over his exoskeleton though he still wore the monk's robes that were a uniform for their Order.

“I have at least three performances per quarter at secular venues. I won't be surprised at the sight of irreverence for the Dark One by mainstream society,” Jubal shrugged. He knew some of his brothers were shocked when people complained about the order. Some Spectrens didn't like the Order's influence on the system's resource and development.

Herald sniffed as if he were an organic canine that smelled a bad odor. “I'm talking about the fact that most organics don’t view mechanoids as sentient.”

“Like our invaders?” Jubal asked.

“The invaders were militant example of the disregard organics have for mechanoids. That's the reason we've never had allies to help us fend off these raiders. Some even think the Dark One was too extreme with them. They consider him the only sentient being on the planet,” Herald's voice rose as he said this.

Jubal thought of all the social networks and cities that his people had built. “We've built an advanced civilization in this system! How can they say we aren't sentient?”

“They think we're merely automated systems caretaking the Dark One's property,” Herald said.

It was all Jubal could do not to laugh. Most Spectrens went about their own pursuits without thought of their ancient landlord. They accepted the rules for upkeep of the system as land conservation guidelines.

“They think the Dark One's being selfish keeping an entire star system to himself. Especially when there are so many overcrowded and overdeveloped systems. The only people who count as citizens for their systems are organic,” Herald continued.

“It's hardly our fault if they don't maintain their own systems properly,” Jubal said.

“That's what I tell them. They think it's what I've been programmed to say. They assume I'm nothing more than a microphone for the Dark One,” Herald shrugged.

He took out a black velvet box and placed it in Jubal's hand. Jubal opened it and found a rosary made of black beads. They shone and shimmered with a beguiling sheen like the cleanest and freshest fuel. He reached out to touch it and found the beads were cold. It didn't just reflect less heat than the ambient temperature. It generated a certain coldness.

“This isn't merely a badge of your affiliation. It will help you access the Collective Consciousness when you're outside the system. You'll find the perks are even more comprehensive than you're used to,” Herald said. “I find the ability to learn and understand any language I come across impressive. Some languages are already within the databank. If it's not, it'll increase your ability to learn it and add it to the archive.”

“I have used my access privileges to read the sacred texts of other faiths. I didn't realize there were modern languages other than Spectren in the databank.”

“We have to broker trade agreements for items not manufactured in our system. I've acted as an adviser on the trading panels. The delegates resent my presence, but find I have a greater fluency than they do. They often end up counting on me to clarify things for them. My fluency is superior to their natural language learning algorithms,” Herald snickered...

Now he was experiencing the prejudice Herald warned him about first hand. The steward had defended Jubal's right to be in first class. Yet had allowed him to be channeled into the baggage area, even after he donned the skin to pass as organic. Jubal noted the facts as dispassionately as he could. He vowed he wouldn't rant and rave. Though he'd record every detail for the complaint he intended to log on the review site. It was his duty to inform his fellow mechanoids about such poor service.

Arjun frowned as he looked over the sensor, “The scanner detects no organic components on you. You're not even a cyborg.”

“I am a mechanoid, a mechanically based lifeform,” Jubal said.

“I thought you said you weren't a Cyber?” Arjun asked.

“Cybers aren't the only mechanoid species in the galaxy,” Jubal said.

“I must see a visa and passport,” the clerk said.

His tone was so smug that Jubal knew the clerk thought he'd caught Jubal in a lie. Jubal had these items on a hand-held datapad. It showed his holo and citizenship, “Humph.”

“We'll see if the scanner recognizes it,” Arjun said.

He passed the scanner over a line of code. His mouth dropped open when the code was deciphered and translated by the scanner. “Your planet is in the galactic planet directory, and you are a citizen of Spectre.”

Once that was settled Arjun went to the next round of questions. “What is your reason for visiting Industan?”

“I have been invited to take part in a Multi-Faith Symposium at the Sachi Ashram in Maruwat.”

“Faith? Why did they bother to program that into you?” Arjun asked.

Jubal chose to believe the man was an agnostic or atheist. Though he could be a bigot who thought mechanoids were too soulless to have faith. “Sometimes that's the life we choose for ourselves.”

He didn't have time to share his testimony even if he wanted to. He was under oath not to proselytize outside the Spectren System.

At least Arjun let him go after that.

***
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ONCE JUBAL WAS OUT of the baggage area, the sights and smells of the spaceport confronted him. Air conditioning had shielded him from the ambient temperature. It was so hot that he felt as if he would melt. As it was, his tactile sensors made his skin feel like his exoskeleton was encased in disintegrating gum. The smell was unpleasant and possibly toxic to any nearby organics.

The organics surrounding him smelled like they were being roasted alive. Jubal had to dial down his olfactory sensors. The ability to adjust his sensors' sensitivity was one of the perks of being a mechanoid. If he wanted, he could reduce everything to streams of data instead of sensation.

He didn't want to feel hot and cranky. Luckily, he could set his thermostat to take the temperature, but not to give him any sensation. He had coolants circulate in his systems so that he didn't overheat. An organic would've had to drink more water, run into an air-conditioned room or take a swim to cool themselves. He hoped it'd keep his polymer skin flexible.

He glanced at a nearby digital clock and synced his internal chronometer to run on local time. He took the precaution of ingesting three energy nuggets from an internal compartment. It'd make up for the extra energy he'd expend until he could shut down for the night. He didn't need sleep like an organic did, but he psychologically needed rest and recreation from his duties. Sometimes he'd meditate by running a search for data in the Collective Consciousness. It helped him come to an informed decision while he compiled the day's events in stasis mode. There were even times when he needed a firm reboot to reset himself if some data got corrupted.

He tried to hail a taxi, but they all ignored him since he no longer passed for human but looked like a cheap animatronic doll. Finally, a canary yellow mini-shuttle stopped where he was. Jubal assumed it was automated. He made a mistake in thinking that meant that it wasn't operated by a sentient being. It was run by an android who got out of the shuttle and said, “You should've stayed with the rest of the cargo.”

The android was squat. He would've been too rotund for his own health if he were organic. Whoever designed him must've wanted him to have a jolly presence.

“I'm not the cargo. I'm a passenger,” Jubal said.

This made the android laugh. “You mean they let you have a seat outside of steerage? That must've been nice even if you had to pay more.”

“Hmm?” Jubal asked.

“There are some mechanoids that ship themselves as luggage where they want to go. It saves them the cost of a full price ticket,” the android chuckled. “I've done that myself on holidays.”

“It's fortunate for me that Steward doesn't know that trick. He would've made me follow your advice,” Jubal sighed.

“Whose Steward?” the cabbie asked.

“I'm part of a religious order. The brothers take on the names of their function. There's been many titleholders throughout the years. They fill each name whenever there is a vacancy,” Jubal said.

“Well 'Steward' sounds a lot more dignified than 'Andy the Android,'” Andy said as he held out a three fingered hand.

“My name's Jubal,” Jubal said as he accepted the hand.

“Jubal? What kind of function do you serve?” Andy asked.

“I am the order's choir director,” Jubal said.

“Jubal's nice. It sounds like a proper name. You would've been called 'Synthesizer' if organics named you,” Andy said.

Jubal placed his luggage in the shuttle. He was no war model built for combat, but he was of sturdier construction than Andy. He could handle the torque load better. Spectrens took pride in their body designs. Jubal may not’ve been built for beauty, but he and most of his line were of solid construction.

“So where do you want to go?” Andy asked as he handed the lighter carry-on bag to Jubal to store in the back.

“Take me to the Sachi Ashram. I'm attending a Multi-Faith Symposium there,” Jubal said.

“Sachi Ashram! I must charge you as a passenger if I'm going to take you that far,” Andy said.

Jubal said, “So be it.”

"It'd be cheaper to go as cargo." Andy said.

"Thank you for the cost saving tip, but I am a sentient being and not cargo," Jubal sighed.
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Chapter 3-Sightseeing Among the Inhospitable
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“How many credits do you have?” Andy asked.

Jubal sighed, “Enough to pay my bills on this trip.”

“If you have the means I can take you on a tour of the pilgrimage sites along the way to Maruwat? Or do you want to get to the Sachi Ashram as quick as possible instead of the scenic route?” Andy asked Jubal once he was in the shuttle.

“I have business I need to conduct at the symposium. I'd prefer to reach it as soon as possible.” Jubal said.

“I warn you my route will look scenic, but it has less traffic than the main roads,” Andy said.

Jubal nodded.

***
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THEY DROVE ALONG A dusty road to a village at an oasis. Many voices were raised. As they drove closer to the din Jubal's accessed language files, so he could understand them. There was more than one language being used by the assembly. It took longer to acclimatize to his new environment than he was used to. A man's voice rose above the din, and it took Jubal the longest to assimilate his language. The cadence of his voice was in a singsong intonation. “Om namah shivaya.” It kept repeating over again. It took a while to realize it was praising the honor, beauty, and uniqueness of other beings.

Jubal nodded at this, That's a proper greeting from a native to a visitor.

He was so moved he said, “Stop here.”

“Ok, but the meter is running,” Andy said.

When Andy stopped and let him out Jubal was drawn to the chanting. He found a scrawny man in a saffron loincloth with a bowl full of coins and some food on a ragged blanket. Jubal took out a local coin and placed it in the bowl. There were white markings on the man’s nut-brown face and his eyes were closed as he chanted. Jubal's research of Meeraani's life told him of holymen who took up a life of wandering and begging. He assumed that must be what this man was.

The holyman paused in his chant to say, “Zvasti, maggalam bhuyat” "God, bless you."

Jubal nodded his head and said, “Dhanyavada.” "Thank you"

The reply startled the holyman who looked up at him.

A beam of light fell onto Jubal's face, which had been shadowed by his hood moments before. The flash of light on metal was blinding.

The holyman immediately stopped chanting and gasped, “Asura!” "Demon"

Jubal winced at this. It was just as well this holyman wouldn't be attending the Multi-Faith Symposium!

When he got back to the shuttle, Andy waited and snorted. “Some people flee to the countryside to escape heavy industrialization. The sight of a robot triggers them.”

Jubal sighed. “The Dark One has made sure that we maintain large swatches of nature parks on Spectre. They allow citizens to hike there.”

“There's no way a mechanoid would be welcome in Vana , The Forest of Delights,” Andy sighed.

This made Jubal sniff, “There are plenty of forests on Spectre to bring delight to the senses. More than what I've seen on this planet from orbit.”

Andy laughed at this.

***
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THAT WASN'T THE END of Jubal’s ecological surprises. Along the drive they came to a road by a polluted river that gave off a stench. Andy drove the shuttle at a good clip, but they still smelled it. Sometimes it wasn't good to have robotic sensors that processed data faster than any human could.

“Would you believe this is the Ganga,” Andy said, gesturing to the muddy water outside the shuttle.

“It's the Brotherhood's duty to be caretakers of the land. It would offend the Dark One if we let one of Spectre's rivers get into the state. I'd expect Industan's holymen and women to be no less conscientious in their duties,” Jubal said.

“People like to have their ashes scattered or bodies immersed in the Ganga. They think it guarantees a congenial rebirth,” Andy said. “All those bodies and ashes add up.”

“It looks like they put more bodies into the Ganga than the river can absorb and contain,” Jubal said.

“That's what comes from having the most populated planet in the known universe!” Andy said. “Sellers of lotus garlands say the sludge makes for a potent fertilizer. They claim it creates the most beautiful flowers for garlands to place on icons,” Andy said.

“There are clearer spots along the river if you wish to collect holy water,” Andy said.

“I'm pressed for time and will pass,” Jubal said.

“You won't be the only tourist that has done so. Some sellers have taken to using a sieve to sift the sludge and distill the water,” Andy said.

Jubal saw a booth next to the river. The vendor and his assistants worked in the open. Drawing buckets of water from the river. Processing the sludge and distilling the liquid into pure water. The sludge was composted on site and bagged into fertilizer bags with a lotus symbol. They poured the water into crystal flasks.

A roadside flower seller booth caught his attention. Single blooms could be bought, but they wove most of them into garlands. Jubal assumed it was a local floral arrangement preference. Then he saw a girl buy a garland and lay it at around the neck of statue with a giggle. The statue was of a blue flute playing boy with features rounded with puppy fat.

The garlands are pretty, but my chosen deity isn't into flowers. Jubal shrugged.

There were smooth stones at another stand. Some were as faceted as jewels. Others were perfectly spherical. They were smoothed and polished until they shone like the finest crystal. He saw a glossy black stone that had the shimmer of the finest fuel. Oil may not be inspiring to an organic, but he was a mechanoid, and that's what called to him.” I want another stop.”
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