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      GR-ND—“Pops” to the barefoot kids that trampled the sun-cracked asphalt streets—stumbled along on feet made unsteady by erratic servos and worn bearings. Each step made a scritch-scree noise in his left knee. Audible to his working pickups, but lost in the clamor and noise of the street even at this early hour. Taxi flits landed hard, disgorging or picking up passengers, then bounced skyward in a buzz of strained displacement drives. Like a nest of yellow-and-black hornets that came and went from the hard-packed ground among the dried grass of his home, back when he was a meat-blood kid not that different from those darting past, squealing, laughing, outwardly sightless beneath their visors.

      What did the street look like to them?

      Pops didn’t bother looking. He had to get home. Recharge. Make sure Mary ate something today other than protein pastes. Real food. He carried two red tomatoes, a small onion, and a pepper in the cloth bag clipped to his side. Enough to add some color and life to her breakfast. She’d looked so drawn lately.

      “Worn and stretched out until my bones splinter,” she said, in his replay. “Best get moved on soon.”

      “Not yet,” he told her. Not yet.

      “Better, isn’t it?”

      “Sure, sure,” he told her. “Better than the alternative.”

      His knee went scritch-scree, scritch-scree. He stumbled again, and telescoped an arm out to catch the wall of the antiques shop he was passing. He regained his footing and retracted the arm.

      Better than dead.

      That’d been the promise. Not knowing what death was actually like, Pops wasn’t sure whether the promise had been kept or not.

      Hot air blew a dust devil along the cracked street. People of all types stepped aside or walked through. The dust devil broke apart. Pops ran quick diagnostics on his leg, knee, ankle, and foot servos and systems. Too many amber alerts. Nothing that couldn’t be bypassed or ignored for another day. The dust didn’t help. Got in joints and the grit scored the surfaces. Turned smooth to rough.

      A big man—meat-blood-fat (over thirty percent)—towered up in front of Pops, unexpectedly interrupting the diagnostic check. Lighter-hued than many people Pops saw, splotchy dark areas on neck and hairy arms suggesting auto-immune or environmental damage. Hair made a dark halo in an arch from ear-to-ear, shaved in front and back. Visor looked almost embedded in the folds of flesh above and below the dark shades. The hairy halo continued beneath his jaw from ear-to-ear, chin and face bare. He wore a glittery blue robe of sorts, sleeveless, that hung to his knees. Tough black boots swallowed the thick calves.

      “U got there?” A finger with three ring monitors pointed at the Pops’ bag.

      “Excuse me?”

      “Watt u got there?”

      Pops said nothing. He turned and took a step away from the shop, intending to go around the man.

      A metal bar clanged against his chest plates. He stopped, surprised, and saw the man held the bar. A replay check showed the man had worn it on a loop at his side, partly hidden by the robe. Not that it mattered where he’d gotten it, he had it. And used it to block Pops’ path.

      Several people looked, visors flashing in the light, and turned away. Kids skidded to a halt. Visors fixed and recording the confrontation.

      Pops stepped back from the bar. His knee went scritch-scree with the movement.

      “I am filing a report with the authorities on your illegal assault,” Pops coldly informed the man.

      His assailant pressed the bar against Pops’ chest and gave him a shove with it. Pops stumbled backward, knee doing a louder scritch-scree. “So? U ansur. Watt u got?” The bar prodded at the cloth bag.

      Pops twisted away. “That isn’t any of your business.”

      “Is food?” the man persisted. “U dead-can. Don’t eat, true?”

      “I don’t eat, no,” Pops said. “Not that it is any of your business. My wife, however, is very much alive. She does eat.”

      “Not today.” The man lunged forward, quick despite his bulk, snatching with his free hand at the bag. Thick fingers caught the fabric and held. Pulled. Pops went with the bag. The clip welded to his frame. The bag a reinforced polymer wool blend. It wouldn’t tear.

      “Hey!” Pops reached down about to grab the man’s wrist. He stopped, metal fingers a centimeter above the fleshy wrist, unable to close his grip. An alert flashed. Unauthorized action. Cease immediately.

      Well, shit. Pops reached instead for the bag and grabbed it as the man yanked, throwing him off balance.

      “Stop it!” he said, static from the strained servos cracking his voice. “Release me!”

      Another yank nearly pulled Pops into his attacker. He locked his legs in place. The next yank failed to move him. The man raised the metal bar high above his head, about to bring it crashing down on Pops. He lifted an arm to ward off the blow.

      Shrill whistles and sirens sounded above. Red and blue lights strobed against the concrete and glass buildings as police flits descended.

      Growling, the man released his grip on the bag and sprang away. Not for the street, but the cover of the wall. The sudden release of tension sent Pops falling back. His legs couldn’t unlock quickly enough. He dropped, landing on his rear with a loud clang. He saw his assailant slip into a dark alley between the antique shop and the massage parlour next door, turning his bulk sideways to fit in the narrow space.
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