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​The opposite of love isn't hate. The opposite of love is indifference

- Elie Weisel

June, 2114

After eighty-one years of wedded bliss, Tiffany Stott was glad to be rid of Walter. He'd been so cute at thirty years old, but after they married, he'd started correcting every one of her faults. Apparently, there were many. Walter was an engineering project manager, the most controlling of career choices. Obsessive-compulsive was a job qualification, not a disorder. Promotion was based on the eradication of unplanned events. Walter had a difficult time leaving this behavior at work, inflicting it on his family, friends, and mostly Tiffany.

Walter's corrections had increased after retirement, blending an engineer's need of order with a retiree's excess of time. Among other annoying habits, he constantly tinkered with the house programming. “Walter,” Tiffany said with exasperation. “Please set the timer back to thirty minutes of inactivity. I don't want to wave my hands every five minutes to keep the lights on.”

Walter acquiesced easily enough, only to find another annoying pursuit. The robotic vacuum bumping around the room during the book-club teleconference was too much. “Walter. Can this be scheduled for ANY other time?” Tiffany asked, knowing there was a long and technical discussion to follow.

By Tiffany's 111th birthday, she was a widow, and looked forward to many years of un-wedded bliss.

Improvements in healthcare lengthened life, but the human brain continued to be a fickle master. Given enough time, the ghost in the machine accumulated enough bit-wise errors to affect the overall operation. Tiffany Stott's brain was suffering from Alzheimer's, even if she couldn't tell. Good thing Walt had checked out early, the old bastard. He would have welcomed yet another excuse for directing her where to go, what to do. Even though he'd never get the chance, it made her medically-controlled blood pressure rise just thinking about his damned habits.

“So, Mrs. Stott, let's chat about your options,” the House Doctor at her assisted-living facility said. “You've got Alzheimer's. We can't change that, but we can treat the symptoms. You're in a fairly early stage, and we can provide a cocktail to replace the chemicals you're running short on.” House Doctor tapped at his workpad, stretched his neck, tapped again.

This is where Walter would have started asking an endless series of inane questions. I don't need you to manage this, thought Tiffany, still directing her internal conversation to the nonexistent Walter, hovering in her malfunctioning brain.

House Doctor tapped once more, then looked up. “OK – all set. I've prescribed a supplement. Sometimes there are side effects, so let's use a pill, rather than just mixing it into your diet. We can fine-tune before we commit to a long-term regime.”

“Thank you, Doctor,” said Tiffany. She got up and headed for the door, trying to get out before the conversation turned to her grandchildren or other topics the overly chatty doctor would want to blather on about.

“Also...” said House Doctor. 

Damn, thought Tiffany.

“I've asked that you be accompanied by a sawhorse if you leave the building. It's a temporary thing, but sometimes these meds are erratic, and can leave you confused. When we get some history with your condition, we can drop it. But humor me for now.”

Damn, damn, DAMN. Sawhorses were an old-person's accessory, something Tiffany didn't want hanging around her carefully manicured persona.

Another piece of military tech adapted for civilian use, “sawhorses” were mechanized donkeys. Walter had led the navigation systems team, providing it with enough smarts to be able to plot courses around terrain features or enemy hot-spots. Lower to the ground than a packhorse, sawhorses were easier to feed, better adapted to rocky foot-trails in the mountains, and did exactly what their programmers told them to do.

They really did look like animated sawhorses. Their legs were articulated; when in motion, it looked like a high-stepping Hackney pony. The exaggerated step allowed it to clear uneven ground, mud and sand, and helped it keep its balance. You pretty much had to kick the thing over and turn it off to get it to stay down.

The sawhorse's creators provided a lighter version for the geriatric and disabled markets. The sawhorse always knew where it was, could carry a surprising amount of groceries, plotted the safest route for any excursion, and was more capable of summoning help than Lassie in the brightest of her film appearances.

As she left the doctor's office, Tiffany fumed. She would have to provide her schedule to the front desk, and that would be fed to the sawhorse. “Walter is chasing me from the grave,” she told her book club. “He worked on this machine for ten years, and now his programming is going to annoy me under doctor's orders.”

The next evening at dinner, the traditional pleated cup of Alzheimer vitamins was waiting. Probably less evil than forgetting what the pill is for, she thought, as she swallowed the small red capsule. Finishing the meal, she had barely enough time to walk to her woodshop class. It was taught at the nearby high school, where they had full use of the robotic saws and lathes.

Heading for the door, Tiffany was hailed by the receptionist. 

“Don’t forget your friend.” She draped a locator pendant around Tiffany’s neck and locked it to prevent removal. 

The sawhorse trotted up, waiting expectantly like some misshapen lawn chair. Silently considering how much it would cost to replace it if it went missing, Tiffany walked out the door, lawn chair following behind.

Tiffany walked down the hill, took a right, and turned to cross the street.

“Mrs. Stott. This is not the safest route to your destination. Proceed west, and in 200 meters, turn left at the crosswalk,” said the sawhorse. 

Shut up, Walter, thought Tiffany. This was exactly the kind of thing he would tell her. “I'm crossing here, dammit,” she told the sawhorse. It provided no response.

Tiffany started to cross the street. The sawhorse went into a dance step, and deftly blocked her path. Tiffany stepped to the left. So did the sawhorse.

“Mrs. Stott. This is not the safest route to your destination. Proceed west, and in 200 meters, turn left at the crosswalk,” repeated the sawhorse. 

“Shut up,” said Tiffany, but she knew the sawhorse was not going to recalculate the route, nor was it going to move out of the way. It might allow her to deviate from the direct route in small ways, but it would never allow her to do something it considered dangerous. 

“Damn you,” she said, as she stepped back on the sidewalk and proceeded west. “Damn you too, Walter.”

Ten minutes late, she thought, walking into woodshop. I can grab a waldo, pull the boards out of storage, and still cut the front of the cabinet tonight. She set happily to work, unencumbered by anyone's suggestions or direction.

Weeks of pleated cup and sawhorse went on, but she had fewer lapses in memory. “I think we nailed it on the first shot, Tiff,” beamed House Doctor. “I'd prefer using this brand, but it's a bit pricey, and the generics work just fine. Let's switch over for a bit. If all goes well, then we can just add them to your meals.”

“That would be nice, Doctor,” said Tiffany. She had better things to do than show how independently she could take her medicine. “Will I be able to leave the sawhorse behind?”

Which was a polite way of saying, “Will I be able to leave that annoying, anthropomorphized shopping cart in the lowest level of the garage where it can rust into a traffic barrier, and not have to hear it trotting along behind me again?”

“Let's leave that in place for another two weeks after the switch,” said House Doctor. “My malpractice insurance doesn't cover you losing your mind on some bad prescription, so I'd like to be careful.”

Tiffany let her blood pressure rise, just to spite the doctor, but knew she was not going to win this battle. She used her best salsa turn and headed out of his office. Two more weeks of pseudo-Walter, then she'd find a new House Doctor if that animated traffic barrier wasn't reassigned.

––––––––
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It happened on her way to class, about a week after the changeover from red capsule to yellow tablet. Sawhorse following behind, she had started out to the high school. Down the hill, take a right, go two blocks to the crosswalk (in deference to the insistent sawhorse), then up the next street and over.

But the high school was missing. She didn't recognize the neighborhood. The sawhorse said nothing, just waited expectantly behind her. Need to go a bit further, she thought, and headed on. One more block, still no high school. A nervous feeling arose, panic that something wasn't right. Behind her, the sawhorse still followed. It was strange comfort, but a rising bewilderment clouded its presence.

I'm tired, Tiffany thought. “I don't get tired walking to class. Did I go too far? How far have I gone?” Disoriented, her surroundings didn't make sense. Only the sawhorse was familiar. Buoyed by that, she turned to circle back. Headed to the end of the block. Turned west. Panic ate away her concern for woodshop, and replaced it with confusion.

It had become dark. Turning lonely. Decent people had gone into their houses for the night, replaced by infrequent and unfamiliar strangers. “I'm lost,” Tiffany quietly told the street corner, but everything was disconnected. “Why isn't this familiar?”

“Dammit. Where is Walter?” Tiffany now longed for the overbearing familiarity, knowing that he would be supplying unwelcome comfort when she least wanted it and most needed it. 

“Walter!” Tiffany shouted, stopping, turning, looking for him, maybe at the end of the block. Walter failed to appear, everyone failed to appear, only this thing, following her.

​2092 JUN 22 1100z

In what used to be a peaceful meadow in the Karakoram Mountain range, the sawhorse was struggling to get up. Amazing, thought Sergeant Davidson. A land mine takes off half a leg, and it's still trying to execute program.

Davidson, along with Private Renfro, had been following the sawhorse when the land mine had flipped and thrown the LASSIE to the other side of the meadow, scattering its supplies. Armor had protected the hydraulics and on-board computer, and it was in the process of attempting to stand and continue to the rendezvous point.

Davidson was in normal combat mode, which meant scared to death and trying to place rational thought over flight-or-fight instincts. Dazed by the explosion, and with a sore arm, he was mostly just covered with dust and rocks. His “Dick Tracy” was still functional, and a glance at his wrist showed the event timer had noted the explosion – five minutes ago. My fault for taking the easy route, he thought. Or perhaps the insurgents had figured out the sawhorse's climbing limitations.

Like the WWII Jeep, Load and Sensor Support: Intermountain Expedition — LASSIEs — had been reliable partners during hellish encounters. Most of them were decorated with faces and given names. When they were damaged, some had been given burials. Others were exploded into non-salvageable scrap, as per regulations.

As the panic and the dust settled, Davidson thought to look around for Renfro. He had been closer to the blast, and, disturbingly, wasn't making any noise. That could be good (scared and cowering) or bad (blown to pieces). Locating him was a first priority. Actually, the mission was the first priority, but Davidson had enough good sense to interpret the Soldier's Creed in Renfro's favor. The trick was locating him without being located by the neighbors. The explosion was sure to gain the attention of whoever put it there, and it was a matter of great importance that they – Renfro, Davidson and sawhorse – be gone before the locals showed up.

Get ... the ... controller, thought Davidson as he reached into his pack. “It's a wonder this thing is working at all,” Davidson mumbled to the dirt his face was currently intimate with. A few gestures over the screen, and he could see the on-board video feed from the sawhorse – an oscillating view of the horizon as the sawhorse repeatedly tried to right itself. A few more gestures, and the sawhorse stopped executing mission instructions and scissored down into a squat.

The early LASSIEs had been noisy, hyperactive automatons. Field-testing had quickly pointed out the need for stealth and economy of motion. The LASSIE robots had been rebuilt and reprogrammed to prefer stability over velocity, deliberate positioning over gross maneuvers. Trauma mitigation devices had been installed at every joint. They were ugly as sin, but could carry nearly 400 kg – almost ten times the standard soldier combat load. LASSIE had become quite popular with grunts.

Davidson pulled down his night-vision goggles, flipped them to stereo, and patched in the sawhorse cameras. Slowly, he brought the sawhorse up to a more elevated position, stopping at the point that would require fully extending the broken limb. He pivoted the camera, looking for unwelcome guests and any evidence of Renfro. His sore arm was getting worse, and he was forced to roll onto his side and continue the neighborhood scan. He could see the small crater left by the land mine – the type of mine meant to wound, rather than kill. The insurgents knew that carrying a wounded comrade would slow down the entire detail, announcing their presence, and making them vulnerable targets. The small crater confirmed they would have visitors. Finding a wounded Renfro would cause him delays, reducing his chances for making the rendezvous. Wounded sawhorse, wounded Renfro, thought Davidson, then appended sarcastically, As the great 20th century war strategist said – Bring It On.

The sudden impact on the back of his helmet was light, but immediately pulled him out of the virtual world of the sawhorse display. Wrenching the goggles off his eyes, he twisted around to the welcome sight of Private Renfro getting ready to pitch another rock in his direction. “Sergeant – what are you doing?” whispered Renfro, discarding the rock and hunkering back down behind his rock. “I've been over here trying to get your attention.”

“Been looking for you, knucklehead,” grunted Davidson. “Are you ready to leave this party and go find our friends?”

“Dunno, Sarge,” replied Renfro in his well-practiced flat delivery that had gotten him into so much trouble in basic training. “Thinkin' about building a vacation home somewhere near here – can we wait and see if the realtor shows up? Besides, it looks like your arm is a bit leaky.”

Which explains the sore arm, thought Davidson, as the world began to move slower. “Bring it on...”

​2092 JUN 22 1120z

Renfro, leaving caution carefully stashed in his field pack, scrambled over to patch the Sergeant. A quick splash of doctor-in-a-bottle constricted the blood vessels, sterilized the wound, and glued it shut. Some medic would have to cut out the bits of shirt now embedded in the skin, but for now it would hold, and Davidson was no longer a leaky bucket.

Davidson was shocky, and occasionally examined the insides of his eyelids, but he was breathing. His ability to lead had evaporated along with his consciousness. Private Renfro was in charge, which was not what he had signed up for. Getting home was going to require getting the sawhorse back on its feet and willing to carry its more-than-fair-share of the load. Renfro had always shirked the yoke of responsibility, preferring the mask of comedy. Jonathan Benally, a good friend of his grandfather's, had once told him he needed to “embrace the dark side,” an obscure reference to some historical film about doing the right thing. Seeing as how there wasn't anybody willing to listen to his nervous jokes now, Renfro decided to start doing the right thing.

Taking the controller from an incoherent Sergeant Davidson, he gestured for the sawhorse to stand up. He hadn't seen the previous performance, and was dismayed to see the sawhorse gain a standing position, only to step forward and trip over the missing limb into a nosedive. And repeat the process. Renfro moved it back to a squat before it damaged something else.

“Gonna need a spare tire,” he mumbled, knowing there was none to be had. Davidson mumbled back – a good sign – but still not at 100%, judging from his sweaty forehead and incoherent speech. Good thing Mom had been a nurse and taught him first aid. Too bad Mrs. Renfro hadn't been a LASSIE mechanic as well.

Grabbing the sergeant's goggles, he used the controller to run a sawhorse diagnostic. Not surprisingly, a front limb had been forcibly removed by the explosion, and some of the hydraulics were low. The trauma mitigation systems had worked, hoses had been clamped, power supplies re-routed.

The sawhorse needed a crutch, and damn, he was fresh out of replacement sawhorse limbs. “Improvise, adapt, overcome,” recited Renfro. “Boo-yah.” He briefly considered shaking Davidson awake to ask him what was in his pack, but decided to just look for himself. Any embarrassing personal effects would just have to be ignored. Unfortunately, the miniaturization of field supplies resulted in a lot of little objects. Flashlights, toothbrushes, electronics, batteries. Even the pack was an internal frame, with composite staves that provided vertical load support, but nothing that would stand up to 300 kg of leverage.

Renfro recalled sitting around a campfire with Benally, Grandpa's friend. He was a constant blow-hard, although Grandpa thought he was great to hang out with. If he was here, he'd be going on about the operational capacities of the LASSIE, of which he had been product manager for years. Benally had thrown a stick in the fire and pronounced, “The trouble with doing something right the first time is that nobody appreciates how difficult it was.” There wasn’t anyone here to impress, but if Renfro didn't get this right, there was bound to be trouble.

He turned his attention to the supplies scattered across the field. He could see water containers, foil food packets, ammunition, a few M-18 rifles, batteries and other miscellany. No crutches. Nothing worth the risk of dancing around the field in full view of the neighbors.

The radio beeped, signaling that the main body of the patrol was checking in. It had been about fifteen minutes since the explosion (“15:03” according to his Dick Tracy) and Renfro had been busy. “Whassup with you boys?” the communicator whispered. “IEW says you're not moving. Things getting bouncy up on the ridge?”

Davidson snorted and came back long enough to toggle the communicator. “Gnneerrr – tk,” he reported, then passed out again. 

Renfro clicked into the conversation. “This is Private Renfro. IED incident fifteen minutes ago. Sergeant Davidson BP 60 over 30, semiconscious. LASSIE is functional but not ambulatory. Over.”

“You'd best be moving out of there, Private. Fifteen minutes is a lot of time for visitors to get to your location. We'll call in a drone for some visuals, but it's going to take us a couple of hours to get there. I'll message you a GPS rendezvous that ought to be a bit easier to move to, but move you must.”

“Ahh-yup,” replied Renfro, voicing a confidence he didn't feel. “I'll advise.” Turning the communicator back to idle, he pondered. There it was – orders from the boss. Round 'em up and move 'em out.

Renfro checked Sergeant Davidson's pulse, then considered the field of scattered supplies. He had to prop up the sawhorse's missing limb. What would Benally have to say? Something useless like, “Just remember – the most complex machinery is a conglomerate of parts from the lowest bidder.”

Cheap parts. Renfro needed a cheap pirate peg-leg. A steel rod. A steel pipe.

Or a metallic-carbon-alloy pipe, like the kind used in an M18 rifle barrel, for instance.

It took ten minutes to move the sawhorse behind rock shelter, and another five to scramble around the field, grabbing supplies and praying that nobody was watching. Sweating and panting, Renfro was once again sheltered behind the rock with the sawhorse and a pile of supplies, including two M18 rifles. Field-stripping an M18 yielded a stock, a barrel and some bonus parts to be saved for later. Renfro propped the sawhorse up on a rock-pile, and set to work attaching the rifle barrel to the damaged limb. The knee joint was twisted and clamped off, so Renfro attached the barrel to the “femur” using patch tape and wire salvaged from broken electronics. The result was butt-ugly, but when the sawhorse struggled to its feet, it managed to stay upright. Walking was a noisy, jerky event – but it worked.

“If it's stupid but works, it isn't stupid,” quoted Renfro from the unwelcome lectures of Jonathan Benally.

If Private Renfro had had fifteen spare minutes, he could have reviewed a dramatic video of LASSIE during a test. Zooming the video into the cheering crowd of engineers would have revealed his grandfather, Walter Stott, high-fiving Jonathan Benally. Walter and Jonathan had managed to sneak a tiny bit of innovation onto the LASSIE motherboard, disguised as a redundant graphics processing unit. GPUs are designed to crunch a lot of math to support the complex 3D rendering that graphical user interfaces require. The LASSIE GUI was fairly basic, mostly numeric readouts and occasional video playback. It never had to perform real-time 3D rendering or ray tracing – so the main GPU chip was running at about 10% utilization. The redundant GPU was never touched – for video. It just sat on the motherboard like a jet-powered wood chipper, looking for an equation to occupy its over-clocked and underused processing capacity.

Stott and Benally had instructed the dual GPUs to calculate redundant walking patterns to predict the most stable gait. Actually, the GPUs were busy calculating an animated version of the movement of the legs given various conditions, but rather than rendering them into video bits, they rendered them into actual movement. It was like a chess game, where the GPUs predicted the outcome of any one particular move.

The GPUs provided LASSIE with a mountain goat's sure-footedness. “Hell,” Jonathan had confided over beers one evening. “You could toss that algorithm down a staircase full of marbles, and it would land right-side-up with spare time for some advanced calculus.”

The addition had been kept quiet, since the Quality Assurance folks would have blown an aneurysm trying to develop a test suite. Better to beg forgiveness, than to ask permission. So the modification was there, only a few co-conspirators knew about it, and they had been well-paid with barbecued hamburgers and quid pro quo.

Private Renfro had no idea his bailing-wire-rifle-barrel was working because of a practical joke his grandfather and Benally had played on the LASSIE Quality Assurance Department. Private Renfro had no time for anything except loading sawhorse compartments with whatever salvage he could find, and sending it on to the new rendezvous location.

As he hiked along behind the LASSIE, supporting Sergeant Davidson, Renfro remembered Benally spouting Murphy's Law corollaries. “If Murphy's Law can go wrong, it will,” posited Benally, pouring his grandpa another beer. And yet, the sawhorse continued to limp along – almost as if something was willing it to hold together and take step after step after wobbly step. As Renfro lifted Sergeant Davidson and his stream of invectives over another rock ledge, Benally's voice played in his head, If it ain't broke, it doesn't have enough features!

Renfro had once told Grandpa Walter what he thought of Benally and his incessant boasting about LASSIE. Grandpa had stopped the drill press, allowed the spindle to retract, moved his goggles to his forehead and straightened up to look Renfro eye-to-eye. 

“Jonathan is a fine engineer,” Grandpa told him. “He knows what LASSIEs are built for. He knows if they don't work, soldiers will die. I've seen him work a problem that was already marked fixed, and he kept at it because he knew it wasn't. At least, not to his standards. Anyone who uses LASSIEs should thank their lucky stars that Jonathan had his fingers in the works.” 

Grandma Tiffany appeared with lemonade, but Grandpa had turned back to the drill press and was ignoring both of them. Renfro could still remember the dry taste of embarrassment he felt at insulting Grandpa's friend.

After two hours of rough terrain, Renfro, Davidson and the sawhorse stumbled into view of the main patrol. “Crappy repair job,” the Patrol Leader said. “Gonna have to write you up on that. None of that is regulation.” Patrol Leader looked at the sawhorse's front leg/barrel, then sideways up at Renfro, smiling.

“Yes-sir,” saluted Renfro. He had already uploaded a picture of himself, posed with the sawhorse. Friends back home would post side-by-side comparisons with old photos of Roy Rogers and Trigger. The resemblance was more than humorous. Which made it no easier for Private Renfro to leave the damaged sawhorse behind, squatting on top of a explosive charge that would soon scatter its components into a cloud of metal, plastic and GPUs.
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