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      “We’re going to rust.”

      The words fell like snowflakes in the cold air. Corner Bracket—C.B. for short—bumped over an exposed slab of concrete erupting from the ground like a broken tombstone. The fog glowed as beams from C.B.’s blue and red lights were diffused. Crispy dry leaves made soft whispers as they tumbled in the chilly breeze. C.B.’s upper section rotated, the dark lens cluster focusing on Kiera. “Did you hear me?”

      At twenty-seven, Kiera had listened to C.B.’s complaints her entire life. She consulted the holographic map projected from her watch. “It isn’t far. You’re water-proof, and people don’t rust.”

      C.B. made a squeaky noise of derision. “With all that iron in your blood? Don’t count on it. You’re rusting from the inside out.”

      A fallen Douglas fir crossed the broken path. Trees on the other side of it held up the end, leaving it at a thirty-degree angle. Broken and splintered branches looked like shattered legs where it had hit. Looking left, the moonlight showed the jagged remains of the stump. It’d snapped off. Maybe last winter, during the hard freeze. A whole bunch of trees had come down with the freezing rain forming ice on everything, the temperature dropping, and then the wind. With their flexibility sapped by the cold, the trees had shattered. Kiera laid a hand against the trunk, touching the rough bark, before she ducked beneath it.

      A scraping noise followed, then C.B. said, “Oh swell, that’s going to leave a mark.”

      Ferns, dogwood, and black berry vines crowded in on the path through the young wood. Enough of a gap remained between the trees leaning in from each side to allow moonlight to penetrate. Between the fog and the thicker growth on each side, the woods looked dark. Quiet, though, the sound muffled by the clinging fog. Now and then there came the sound of a bird or other small animal moving through the brush. They were the loudest things out here tonight. Well, C.B. at least.

      The bot was a squat cylindrical shape with four articulated legs that could—when needed—carry it along at a good pace. “C.B.”—Common Bot model three—aka Corner Bracket, had been her father’s creation. It was designed to help out around their isolated homestead. A versatile bot to help out with chores. Fetch, carry, and haul, that was the intent. Dad hadn’t anticipated that his daughter would bond with the bot, forming a life-long friendship. It didn’t matter to her that C.B. was a bot created and programmed by her Dad. She didn’t believe him when he told her that C.B. wasn’t self-aware.

      “I built it, programmed it,” he had said. “You’d think I’d know if it was a person.”

      “I guess you’re not as smart as you think,” seven-year-old Kiera said.

      Dad laughed and lifted his hands in defeat. “I guess not. You two be careful if you go out in the woods. Don’t go past the bridge.”

      “We won’t!”

      A squawk from C.B. brought her back to the present. The bot squatted on the path in front of her, lights glowing in the fog, the lense cluster moving back and forth as it scanned the woods on each side.

      “Can we go back now? It’s cold and damp. Your fragile immune system shouldn’t be put at risk.”

      Kiera extended her arm and touched the screen on her watch to project the holo of the old map she’d found. She pointed past the blinking dots that represented her and C.B.. “That’s the bridge. But look, on this map there are several buildings not more than a kilometer past. I want to know why Dad always told us not to go past the bridge.”

      “Probably because he knew it was dangerous,” C.B. said. “He protected us. We should go back.”

      “He protected us? He kept us in the dark, C.B.. He didn’t tell us what was out here. That’s not keeping us safe. He’s gone now. We have to look after ourselves.”

      “Sure, right. By immediately going to the place he forbid us to go. Makes sense. Nothing could go wrong with that plan.”

      Kiera crossed her arms. She’d dressed for the weather. Thick brown trousers, her comfortable black hiking boots, red-black flannel shirt (one of Dad’s), and her coat of many pockets. She also had her floppy, wide-brimmed hat and a backpack with a first aid kit, flares, waterproof matches, packets of food and water, and two spare cells for C.B.—it was more than enough for the short distance they had to go. She wasn’t reckless, but she had to see what was out here. Dad had never told them, and now it was too late.

      She wiped fog moisture from her face and cleared her throat. “You can go back if you want. You know the way. I can’t. I need to see what is out there.”

      Without waiting for an answer, Kiera strode off down the trail.

      For a couple seconds C.B. didn’t move. Just as she was starting to think it might actually go back (except it wouldn’t, would it?), she heard it muttering to itself.

      “There could be dire wolves. Or worse.”

      Kiera smiled to herself as she heard its legs whine into motion and begin thumping after her, sometimes striking the concrete buried beneath the forest floor with a louder hammer strike.
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