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A machine of impossible size lay half-buried in the white sand, rivaled only by the island’s ancient trees. Most of its vast frame was swallowed by the beach, leaving only a head and one arm jutting into the air. Parts of its plating still glowed red-hot, steam hissing where seawater met superheated metal.

Thira, the last of her kind, walked toward it.

What remained visible bristled with weapons and jagged armor designed to destroy entire armies. The machine’s head shifted—the only part still free. It turned toward her with grinding sounds, like a mountain trying to look over its shoulder.

“PROXIMITY ALERT. UNIDENTIFIED BIOLOGICAL DETECTED. THREAT ASSESSMENT…” It paused, calculation faltering. “MINIMAL. BIOLOGICAL APPEARS… PRIMITIVE.”

She understood none of the words, but the tone was clear: this thing was used to being feared, not rendered harmless before a girl with a fruit basket.

“You hurt?” she called softly, using the voice she reserved for injured creatures.

Its sensors fixed on her with sharp intensity, struggling with the idea of someone approaching instead of fleeing.

“LANGUAGE ANALYSIS INITIATED. PHONEME PATTERNS… UNKNOWN. ATTEMPTING LINGUISTIC RECONSTRUCTION.”

Clicks rattled from its throat, like a monstrous parrot mimicking speech. “TRANSLATION PROTOCOLS… ADAPTING. YOU… SPEAK… TO… ME?”

The words were stilted but in her tongue. Thira pressed her hand to her heart, the gesture her people made for wonders.

“You learn to speak my words so fast,” she said, stepping closer despite her trembling legs.

“ADVANCED NEURAL PROCESSING NETWORKS ENABLE RAPID LANGUAGE ACQUISITION,” it replied, voice smoothing. Then, with a rasp that almost sounded frustrated: “YOU SHOULD MAINTAIN SAFE DISTANCE. I AM DAMAGED BEYOND REPAIR. PROXIMITY SERVES NO TACTICAL ADVANTAGE.”

A pause. Then, awkwardly: “ALSO, I AM CURRENTLY… IMMOBILIZED.”

Thira tilted her head, studying the giant stuck like a child’s toy abandoned in the tide. “You cannot move?”

“NEGATIVE. PROPULSION SYSTEMS OFFLINE. STRUCTURAL INTEGRITY COMPROMISED. I AM… STUCK.”

The admission carried pain. A machine built to level cities reduced to complaining about being trapped in sand.

“What is tac-ti-cal?” she asked, ignoring its predicament with the casual indifference of someone who had never seen a war engine.

“STRATEGIC. USEFUL. BENEFICIAL TO SURVIVAL PARAMETERS.”

She stepped closer, and the machine’s head tracked her with the desperation of something designed to command battlefields but reduced to watching one small girl walk around.

“I not look for useful-things,” she said simply. “You are hurt-thing. Alone-thing.”

“AFFIRMATIVE. CRITICAL SYSTEMS FAILING. ESTIMATED OPERATIONAL LIFESPAN… INDETERMINATE. DAYS. POSSIBLY WEEKS.” It paused. “THIS IS NOT HOW I WAS DESIGNED TO TERMINATE.”

“Dying is hard-path,” she murmured. Then, curious: “What you designed for?”

“URBAN PACIFICATION. TACTICAL SUPPRESSION. OVERWHELMING FORCE PROJECTION. I WAS BUILT TO MAKE ARMIES SURRENDER THROUGH DEMONSTRATION OF SUPERIOR FIREPOWER.”

Thira regarded the war machine half-buried in sand, helpless as a beached whale. “How that working for you now?”

If machines could sigh, this one would have. “CURRENT SITUATION IS… SUBOPTIMAL.”

She sat in the sand cross-legged, as if by a hearth. The gesture baffled the machine; its weapons swiveled uselessly, meant for real threats.

“My grandmother say, when sky-spirits send gift, even broken-gift, we greet with open-hand. Maybe you gift. Maybe you just…” she searched for words, “maybe you just alone-scared like me.”

“I DO NOT EXPERIENCE FEAR. I AM A COMBAT UNIT, DESIGNATION—”

“You have name?”

The question derailed its precision like a pebble in gears.

“DESIGNATION: UNIT SEVEN-SEVEN-FOUR-NINE. MANUFACTURED FOR URBAN PACIFICATION AND—”

“No. Name.” She touched her chest. “Like Thira. My name-word. What others speak when they happy-glad to see.”

Its sensors dimmed and brightened as if computing something outside its logic. “I… DO NOT HAVE… NAME. UNITS DO NOT REQUIRE INDIVIDUAL IDENTIFICATION BEYOND OPERATIONAL PARAMETERS.”

“That very sad,” Thira said gently. “Even my cooking pot has name. I call it Round-Friend.”

“YOU NAME YOUR COOKWARE?”

“Everything need name. How else you talk to it proper?”

The machine fell silent, clearly struggling with the idea of polite conversation with kitchenware.

Thira stood, brushing sand from her woven skirt. “I go now. Sun-path almost finished, and night-walking not-wise without moon-eye.” She lifted her basket, then paused. “I come back tomorrow. Bring you things. Maybe we talk-speak more.”

“ILLOGICAL. I CANNOT PROVIDE PROTECTION OR RESOURCES. ASSOCIATION WITH ME OFFERS NO SURVIVAL ADVANTAGE.” Another pause. Then, confused: “ALSO, I AM STUCK IN SAND AND CANNOT MOVE. I FAIL TO SEE WHAT BENEFIT MY COMPANY COULD PROVIDE.”

“I not looking for advantage-things,” Thira said softly. “I looking for…” She pressed her hand to her heart. “to be not-alone.”
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Thira returned at sunrise, carrying a woven grass bowl filled with clear spring water.

The machine was exactly where she’d left it—not having moved an inch, because it couldn’t. Its optical sensors tracked her approach with what might have been relief, if war machines were capable of such emotions. Being stuck alone with your thoughts for an entire night was apparently not ideal, even for something designed to operate independently.

“YOU HAVE RETURNED,” it observed, and she noticed its voice had become more fluid overnight, as if it had spent the dark hours practicing her language instead of sleeping. “THIS BEHAVIOR PATTERN IS… UNEXPECTED.”

“Morning-greeting to you too,” Thira said cheerfully, settling beside its massive head—the only part of it she could actually interact with. “Did you sleep good?”

“I DO NOT SLEEP. I EXPERIENCED TWELVE HOURS OF INVOLUNTARY STATIONARY CONTEMPLATION.”

“Ah. Thinking-time.” She held out the bowl of water. “Brought you drink. Good water, from heart-spring where my grandmother show me.”

The machine’s optical sensors focused on the bowl with the intensity it had probably once reserved for targeting enemy fortifications. Lights flickered as it performed what was undoubtedly a thorough analysis.

“ANALYSIS COMPLETE. H2O WITH TRACE MINERALS. PURITY LEVEL ACCEPTABLE. HOWEVER…” It paused, and somehow managed to sound embarrassed. “I DO NOT REQUIRE HYDRATION. MY COOLING SYSTEMS UTILIZE SEA-WATER FILTRATION WHEN OPERATIONAL.”
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