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  For Conrad




  





  




  If an intelligence, at a given instant, knew all the forces that animate nature and the position of each constituent being; if, moreover, this intelligence were sufficiently

  great to submit these data to analysis, it could embrace in the same formula the movements of the greatest bodies in the universe and those of the smallest atoms: to this intelligence nothing would

  be uncertain, and the future, as the past, would be present to its eyes.




  —Pierre-Simon Laplace, 1814
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      The first thing I remember knowing,




      was a lonesome whistle blowing,




      And a young un’s dream of




      growing up to ride,




      On a freight train leaving town, not




      knowing where I’m bound,




      And no one could change my mind,




      but Mama tried.




      —MERLE HAGGARD, 1968


    


  




  





  BRIEFING





  Strange things grow in the fog of war. We lost sight of the world while we were in the trenches. Now that it’s over, I figure I’ve got to tell the story of the

  thing just to understand what it was.




  In its last days, the thinking machine known as Archos R-14 was trying to know humanity. It mastered the art of capturing a human mind. When it died, it left behind the tools. I found

  stories trapped in patterns of neurons. Using scavenged hardware, I took three accounts straight from three minds and I lined them up from beginning to end and back again. Three times to tell it.

  Three times to understand.




  They say history is written by the victors, but this right here is told by its victims.




  My name is Arayt Shah, and this is the story of how I won the True War.




  —ARAYT SHAH




  





  1. PARASITE





  New War: Final Minutes




  In the last moments of the New War, the enemy Archos R-14 resorted to ruthless tactics. As exhausted allied soldiers finally reached the Ragnorak Intelligence Fields where Archos R-14 had

  buried itself, they were met with a nasty counterattack: scuttling, crablike machines that mounted the bodies of fallen soldiers. With titanium limbs buried in dead or dying flesh, soldier corpses

  rose again. These parasites dealt terrible damage to the bodies and minds of the living . . . but what was left behind when the battle ended was Archos R-14’s most horrific contribution to

  the True War.




  —ARAYT SHAH




  NEURONAL ID: LARK IRON CLOUD




  There was no way to win this war and we all knew it, but we marched anyway.




  I shove my checkerboard scarf deeper into my parka and hold my breath. Kneeling on the ice-kissed turf, I brace against a tree and press the cold rims of binocular-enhanced goggles against my

  face. The situation has well and truly gone to shit here in the godforsaken woods of western Alaska.




  The New War started when a thinking machine we call Big Rob turned our tools against us. In the madness of Zero Hour, some of us in Oklahoma found refuge with the Osage Nation. We survivors fell

  back to the rural town of Gray Horse and counted our lucky stars. But the machines evolved. Over months and years they crossed the Great Plains, slithered through the waving grass, and climbed our

  stone bluffs.




  So we fought then. And we fight now.




  Our bullets are chasing each other through black tree branches, tracers streaking like falling stars. The last lines of our walking tanks are arrayed defensively, spotlights glowing bright in

  the twilight, each four-legged hulk a pool of light spaced a half klick from its brothers and hunkered down to provide cover for ground forces. Dark enemy fire is whining out of the woods like

  mosquitoes. Most of their rounds are a flesh-burrowing variety called pluggers, but waves of exploding crawlers called stumpers are also skittering toward us.




  Letting the goggles flop on my neck, I get moving. My collar radio is hissing with cavalry calls from squads scattered over the rough countryside. Scrambling low through the trees, I ignore the

  clipped cries for help and head toward Beta squad. There are no reinforcements. There is nothing left now but metal and snow and blood.




  “Come in, Lonnie,” I pant into my radio. “You there?”




  “Go ahead,” comes the reply.




  The voice is measured and calm. It belongs to Lonnie Wayne Blanton, an old cowboy who happens to be our general. The man is important to me. He saved my life and put me on the right path and now

  I’m trying to figure out how in the hell to tell him that it was all for nothing.




  “All squads pinned down. Things are royally fucked. Moving to support Beta.”




  “Roger,” says Lonnie. A pause. “Hold on. Long as you can.”




  “Thank you,” I radio back. “Thank you for everything.”




  We made it this far only by reverse-engineering the enemy’s weapons. Gray Horse Army was able to march to within a thousand-mile perimeter of Big Rob. We left our blood splashed in the

  woods and we kept on marching. We broke the five-hundred-mile perimeter over the screaming of fallen soldiers. And here at the one-hundred-mile perimeter our force has splintered and broken and now

  we have lost everything.




  All we have left to fight for now is each other.




  Ducking stray fire, I close in on Beta squad’s position. The soldiers are back-to-back at the edge of a clearing. Most are lost in the dusky light, but I see right away that my brainboy

  Carl is on his ass. The engineer is whimpering and clawing and kicking his way backward through the snow.




  “Carl,” I shout. “On your feet.”




  I lean for him and he keeps moaning and struggling. He is under my command, but my soldier won’t look at me and he won’t take my hand and I can’t figure out why until I notice

  his eyes.




  Not where he’s looking. But where he won’t look.




  Something black crawling low and fast on too many legs. And another one. They’re starting to come up from under the snow by the dozens.




  Too late.




  I don’t feel the pincers at first. Just this strong pressure on the base of my neck. I’m in a hydraulic-powered bear hug. I spin around in the slushy snow but there’s nobody

  behind me.




  Whatever-it-is has climbed up my back and got a good hold. My knees sag with the lurching weight of it. Crooked black feelers reach around my chest and my spine is on fire as the thing decides

  to dig in, a bundle of squirming razor blades. This is a whole new hell I’ve never felt before.




  Shit shit shit—what is this that it hurts so damn much?




  Carl’s got his frost-plated rifle up, training it on me. The gun strap hangs stiff and crusty in the arctic breeze. Around us, my soldiers are screaming and dancing in tight, panicked

  circles, trying to shake off their own monsters. Some are running. But me and the engineer are having our own little moment here.




  “Carl,” I wheeze. “No.”




  My voice sounds hollow from the pain of whatever has gotten between my shoulder blades. Judging from Carl’s blank face, I figure that I’m not in a very happy spot. No, sir. That is a

  full-on nega-tory.




  Carl lets go of his rifle entirely and the strap catches on his forearm. He stumbles away, gun dangling. Wipes his eyes with shaking fingers, tendons streaking the backs of his hands. His

  complicated engineering helmet falls off and thunks into the snow, just an empty bowl.




  “Lark,” he says. “Ah, Lark, I’m sorry.”




  He’s crying. I could give a shit.




  I’m being flayed alive, straining and groaning against black spider legs gripping my body, doing drunken pirouettes in the slush. Knotty black arms are slicing into the meat of my thighs,

  sprouting smaller feelers like barbs. Others grip my biceps, elbows, forearms, and even my fingers.




  I am in command but I am most definitely not in control. Some of my soldiers are still thrashing in the shadows. Some aren’t. The wounded are crawling and hobbling away as fast as they

  can, coiled black shapes slicing toward them like scorpions.




  Dammit, I’m sorry, Lonnie.




  Carl has hightailed it. Left his ostrich-legged tall walker behind—the scavenged two-legged mount is collapsed on its side, its jerry-rigged saddle nosed into the snow and long legs

  splayed out awkwardly. The soldier has gone and left all of us unlucky dancers behind.




  My legs are wrapped too tight now to struggle. A motor grinds as I push against it, reaching back with my arm. I feel a freezing fist-sized plate of metal hunkered in the soft spot at the base

  of my neck. Not good.




  The machine snaps my arm back into place.




  Can’t say I’m real sure of what happens next. I got a lot of experience breaking down whatever hardware Big Rob left on the battlefield, though. After a while, you get a feel for how

  the machines think. How they use and reuse all those bits and pieces.




  So I imagine my guess is pretty accurate.




  I hear a neat click and feel a sharp sting at the base of my neck. Watch the vapor of my last breath evaporate as the parasite on my back jerks and severs my spinal column with a flat, sharpened

  piece of metal mounted to its head region. My arms and legs go numb, so much dead meat. But I don’t fall, because the machine’s arms and legs are there to hold me up.




  And I don’t die.




  Some kind of cap must fit over the nub of my spine, interfacing with the bundle of nerves there. This is a mobile surgery station leeched onto my neck and digging into my brain. Humming and

  throbbing and exploring, it’s clipping veins and nerves and whatever else. Keeping oxygen in my blood, circulating it.




  I’m spitting cherry syrup into the snow.




  Lonnie Wayne Blanton, my commander, says that this late in the war you can’t let anything the enemy does surprise you. He says Big Rob cooks up a brand-new nightmare every day and

  he’s one hell of a chef. Yet here I am. Surprised, again.




  The machine is really digging in now. As it works, my eyes and ears start blurring and ringing. I wonder if the scorpion can see what I see. Hear what I hear.




  I’m hallucinating in the snow.




  A god-sized orange line of smoke roils across the pale sky. It’s real pretty. Smaller streams fall from it, pouring down like water from drain spouts. Some of the streams disappear behind

  the trees, others are even farther away. But one of them twists down and drops straight at me. Into my head.




  A line of communication.




  Big Rob has got me. The thinking machine called Archos R-14 is driving the pulsing thing on my back. A few dozen klicks from here, the architect of the New War has dug itself into a hole where

  that fat orange column of radio transmission starts. It’s pulling all our strings.




  I watch as my dead arms unsling my rifle. Tendons in my neck creak as the machine twists my head, sweeps my vision across the clearing. I’m alone now and I think I’m hunting.




  In the growing twilight, I spot dozens of other orange umbilical cords just like mine. They fall out of the sky and through grasping branches. As I lurch forward out of the clearing, the other

  lines drift alongside me and keep pace.




  All of us are being dragged in the same direction.




  We’re a ragged front line of dark shapes, hundreds strong, shambling through the woods toward the remnants of Gray Horse Army. The world begins to fade in and out as my cooling body slogs

  between the trees. The last thing I remember thinking is that I hope Lonnie Wayne doesn’t see me like this. And if he does, well, I hope he puts me down quick.




  I don’t hear the gunshot itself, just a dry echo in the trees. It’s something, though. Enough to wake me up.




  I dreamed I was breathing.




  Focus, Lark. Don’t panic. As I think, the wires of my parasite start to move my legs. Carry me in the direction of the gunshot in slow, dragging steps. Over the charred earth of a

  battlefield. I pass by a titanic spider tank, leaning still and cold and heavy against a snowbank. Its armor is pocked with sooty craters, intention light shattered, joints cracked open like

  lobster claws. The word Houdini is scrawled on it.




  And the bodies.




  Frozen bodies are melded with the snow. Stiff uniforms and frostbitten metal. The occasional alabaster patch of exposed frozen flesh. I recognize most of the corpses as Gray Horse Army, but

  pieces of some other army are here, too. Bodies of the ones who came and fought before we ever knew Archos R-14 existed. From the state of the bodies and wreckage, I gather that two or three weeks

  have gone by since I lost my squad.




  That impossible orange smoke in the sky is gone. Now I’m in control of the parasite on my back, telling it to move my arms and legs instead of the other way around. I can think of only one

  explanation: Big Rob is dead.




  The New War is over and we must have won, for what it’s worth.




  Remnants of battle are imprinted on the land. Starbursts of scorched rock streak from the husks of bunkered spider tanks—walking weapons that once stalked the battlefield, spewing fire.

  Wind-eaten corpses are frozen solid and left in clumps where squads of brother soldiers made their final stands. Welts in the ice glimmer, carved by the men with flamers who clung to the shelter of

  the tree line while swarms of stumpers crawled in from the blizzard.




  And among the trees at the edge of the clearing, I see the others. A cluster of a dozen or so walking corpses that stand huddled, shoulder to shoulder. Silent. Some are still in full uniform,

  normal-looking save for the clockwork parasites clinging to their backs. Others are worse off: A woman is missing her leg, yet she stands steadily on the narrow black limb of the parasite. One man

  is shirtless in the cold, skin wind-blasted to a marbled corpse-sheen. All of them are riddled with puckered bullet holes. Cratered exit wounds, frozen flaps of skin and torn armor.




  And I see another, freshly killed.




  A still form lying in the snow. Its head is missing, pieces scattered. A parasite lies on its back nearby, coated in rusty blood, slowly flexing its mouthpieces like a squashed bug. The thing is

  dying, without a host.




  That gunshot I heard served a purpose.




  The survivors have one combat shotgun left between them. A big man, stooped over from his own size, has got the gun now. Most of his face is hidden in an overgrown beard, but I can see his mouth

  is round and open—a rotten hole. He’s moving slow because frostbite has taken all his fingers, but I figure out pretty quick where he’s going with that barrel.




  They’re taking turns killing themselves.




  “No,” I try to shout, but it comes out a shapeless sob. “No, this is wrong.”




  I shuffle faster, weaving between shredded bodies trapped in permafrost like quick-set concrete. None of the survivors pays me much attention. They’re keeping their faces aimed away from

  the big man, even as they edge close enough to grab the shotgun when it falls.




  The bearded man is looking up at the sky. So he doesn’t understand what’s happening when I nudge the butt of his gun. His blackened nub of a thumb presses the trigger and the gun

  thunders and leaps out of his hands. Pieces of bark and a puff of snow drift down from the trees overhead. The slug missed.




  Those great black eyes turn to me, mottled with frost, and understanding sets in. With an angry moan, the big man swings at me. His frozen forearm hits like an aluminum baseball bat, propelled

  by black robotic musculature. It chips off a piece of my elbow, knocks me off balance. Now I see I’m missing part of my torso. My guts are gone and my center of gravity is off. Guess

  I’m not the steadiest corpse alive.




  I drop hard into the snow.




  The guy lifts his leg, his long tendons snapping like frozen tree branches, and drops a boot into my stomach cavity. Rib fragments scatter in the snow among shreds of my clothing and flesh. The

  beard keeps stomping and moaning, destroying my already ruined body in a slow-motion rage.




  And I can’t feel a damn thing.




  Then another shot is fired. The booming echo skitters through the trees in unfamiliar lurches. An unidentified weapon.




  The next stomping blow doesn’t land. Instead, the big guy sits down heavily, with torn chunks of his torso sprayed onto the ground around him.




  I shove myself into sitting position as something comes out from behind a cracked tree trunk. It is short and gray-skinned, limping. The parasite on its back is blocky, not as graceful as the

  smoothly ridged humps the rest of us wear. And it’s got on a strange uniform, long frozen to warped bone. This thing was a soldier once.




  Not one of ours. A Chinese soldier.




  A tendril of black smoke seems to rise from the new soldier’s parasite. The smoke is some kind of bad dream, something the parasite makes me see, yet it feels more real than the ice world

  around me. It floats like a spiderweb on the wind. Closer and closer.




  When the smoke reaches my head, I hear a woman’s voice.




  “I am Chen Feng. Wandering lost in the courts of Dìyù, honor-bound to accept judgment for my sins. I greet you in solidarity, spirit,” she says.




  The soldier is female. Exposed cheekbones dapple her shrunken face, polished by the weather. She has the grinning, toothy mouth of a corpse, yet her words expand into my head like warm

  medicine.




  “Hello?” I ask, watching a flicker of radio communication intertwine with her light. Whoa. I think she just taught me to speak. “Where did you come from?”




  “I am the might of Manchuria. A spirit. No longer alive and not yet reborn.”




  “Where are your people?”




  “They are dust. The Northeast Provinces foolishly marched alone. We sought glory and instead were devoured by the j[i#299;]qì rén. Those consumed rose to slaughter

  our brothers and sisters. The Siberian Russians arrived with vodka and boasts and we slew the Èluós[i#299;], too. You arrived on walking tanks, and we rose wearily once more

  from where the snow had buried us in shallow graves.”




  “You were waiting for Gray Horse Army.”




  “Your metal soldiers were too fast. The pànduàn cut through our frozen flesh. Raced into the west. And when the final pànduàn defied the great enemy,

  the foul deep light was extinguished. I awoke into Dìyù, where we shall all be judged and punished.”




  Years. This soldier must have been out here in the cold for years. The enormity of her suffering fills my mind.




  “We’ve got to leave here,” I say.




  Chen Feng doesn’t respond. Neither do the others. A hopeless silence settles onto my shoulders like gravity. There is nowhere to go. We all sense it. Nothing but wilderness for thousands

  of miles. We stand silent and still, none of us even with warm breath to see in the cold. I turn to the horizon, avoiding their faces.




  A kind of leftover orange haze billows beyond the trees.




  It’s the place where Archos must have made its final stand. And where I might still find Lonnie Wayne. The old man saved my life and brought me into Gray Horse Army. I’m scared to

  let him see me like this, but I’ve got a dozen hurt soldiers here who need me. Maybe we’re dead and maybe we’re not. Either way, I’m still in command.




  “We’re going to reunite with Gray Horse Army,” I transmit, and begin to limp away.




  Our group walks for three days and nights. We don’t tire and we don’t change pace. The orange mist on the horizon grows. Our sluggish steps never stop.




  I don’t notice when Chen Feng stops marching. I’m watching her back and thinking that you could almost mistake her for a human being. Somebody who has been torn up, sure, but a

  living person. Daydreaming, I walk right past her.




  I’m almost killed before I can stop.




  A slender silver machine is standing motionless in the snow: the Arbiter model Nine Oh Two. It’s a seven-foot-tall humanoid robot with a scavenged rifle on the high ready. Impervious to

  the cold, it’s wearing a flak jacket half open. Its three eyes are on me, lenses dilating as it absorbs the fact of my existence. It hasn’t shot me yet, so it must be trying to classify

  what it sees.




  Am I a severely wounded human being? A broken war machine? Am I dead or alive or what the hell? Nine Oh Two doesn’t seem to know. Neither do I.




  Over the machine’s shoulder, I see a little tent shivering in the wind. The structure is wrapped up tight and the interior is throbbing with that rotten orange glow. Some shard of Archos

  R-14 is inside, talking.




  I take a step forward.




  Nine Oh Two bristles. Thin sheets of ice crack and fall from his jacket as the barrel of his gun settles between my eyes.




  Nine Oh Two points at the snow a few yards away. I hear his transmission in my head: “Route denied, acknowledge. Alternate route indicated. I wish you luck . . . Lark Iron Cloud,” it

  says.




  All kinds of tracks are in the muddy ice. Regular old footprints, the neatly spaced mineshafts of high-stepping tall walkers, and the flat-topped mesas left by spider tanks dragging their

  equipment-filled belly nets over high snowdrifts. They don’t know it, but they’ve left behind some of their soldiers. The path leads south into the woods.




  Gray Horse Army is marching home.




  There are no mirrors out here in the wilderness, and I thank the Creator for that.




  Without a mirror, it’s up to my imagination to guess what Gray Horse Army sees when they first look out at us. A shambling group of a dozen corpses following in their tracks, deaf and dumb

  and clumsy.




  The humans don’t travel at night, which is why we catch up to them.




  At dusk on the third day, we watch the spider tanks amble into covered-wagon formation. The legged metal giants squat into bunker configurations for the night, encircling the human camp. In the

  protected clearing, campfires glitter into existence. Soon, rifle scopes wink at us from the tops of the tanks.




  We keep a safe distance. Sway together numbly through the night, the wind cutting moaning tunnels between us. Gray Horse Army does not fire. The war is over, after all. I imagine we are just

  another one of the odd atrocities left behind in this new world. Not enemies, not yet.




  At dawn there is movement.




  A tall walker pulls up short and the rider watches for maybe half an hour. The rest of the camp is packing up. Groaning tanks stand, loaded with soldiers. A flock of tall walker scouts sprint

  ahead. But before the army moves, two tanks part and a handful of men approach. As they get near, I recognize Lonnie Wayne.




  He’s shading his eyes and shaking his head in disbelief.




  Lonnie shrugs off his assault rifle and tosses it to the man next to him. Unfastens the loop on his sidearm holster, lets the pistol hang low on his hip. Extra ammunition and a knife and a hand

  radio hang from his belt, flopping as he strides toward us, alone.




  “Lark?” he calls, voice breaking.




  His boots crunch through the brittle morning snow.




  I don’t react, because I can’t. My every potential move is monstrous. To speak is to groan. To lift my corpse’s puppet arms is to make a mockery of the dead. I’m so

  ashamed of my injuries. All I can do is stand here, a monster with nothing to say as the breaking sun turns the ice to light.




  Lonnie ignores the others. Gets near enough to look at my face.




  “Oh, Lark,” he says. “Look what they did to you.”




  I send all my concentration into the foreign black metal in my head. Push out a smoky wisp of contact that only I can see. Let it settle over Lonnie’s hand radio like ghostly fingertips.

  It doesn’t catch, though. He’s got man-made equipment and it doesn’t work like Rob-built hardware. My transmission slips right through.




  The old man studies me, looks for some reaction. But I can give him nothing.




  “I can’t leave you like this,” he says.




  Lonnie draws his pistol, reluctant, eyes shining. Lifts it glinting into the air and extends his arm. My head wobbles as the barrel noses into my temple. This close to death and I can’t

  scream for Lonnie to stop. All I can think of is how much I miss the feeling of my goddamn heart beating in my chest.




  “Lark,” he says. “I’m proud of you, kid. You did real good.”




  The old man pulls back the hammer with his thumb. Drops his index finger into the trigger guard. Wraps it around the cold familiar steel.




  “Know you were a son to me,” he says, and squeezes his mouth into a hard line. Then he looks away, keeping his blue eyes wide to stop the tears from falling out.




  His radio squawks. Lonnie pauses, cocks his head. Static.




  “Alive,” the radio says, in a hoarse whisper.




  I see the word register on Lonnie Wayne’s face like a ripple on a pond.




  Real slow, he turns his head to face all of us, a dozen silent corpses standing mute in the dawn. Spirits who are not alive and not yet dead. Honor-bound to survive.




  Lonnie lowers his pistol.




  “Still alive,” hisses the radio. “I’m sorry.”




  The old man blinks the low sunlight out of his eyes along with a couple of crystalline tears. Holsters his weapon with trembling hands. My skin can’t feel it when he cups my ruined face in

  his palms. I can’t smell him when he pushes his forehead against mine. Inside, though, my heart is stung with a pure, eternal kind of sadness that never makes it to my face.




  “We’ll get through this, son,” he says, simply.




  If I could cry, I guess I would do it about now.




  Not for what happened to me and my soldiers, or for the bone-tired despair dragging down the bags under Lonnie’s eyes. I would cry for something even worse. For the sick orange glow

  that’s been spreading over the horizon. For what I recognize as the birth of something like Archos R-14, its tendrils of control looping and coiling out of a growing wicked haze. For the

  never-ending goddamn trials of living things.




  If I could, I’d cry for what’s to come.




  





  2. WHISPERS





  Post New War: 1 Month, 12 Days




  Weeks after the New War ended, the surviving soldiers of Gray Horse Army finished regrouping and began their long march home. The kilometers-long, meandering column of spider tanks and

  ground infantry encountered little resistance during its journey back toward Gray Horse, Oklahoma. A new threat, however, was growing from within. As the parasite-infested corpses of old friends

  and allies stumbled into camp, the survivors had starkly different ideas about how to respond. Deciding between honoring the dead or sending them on to the afterlife threatened to turn brother

  soldiers against each other. Luckily, a man named Hank Cotton found the answer out in the cold, dark woods.




  —ARAYT SHAH




  NEURONAL ID: HANK COTTON




  Zombies. I don’t know any other damn way to put it. On top of every other thing this war has put us through, now we’ve got a pack of honest-to-Jesus zombies

  following Gray Horse Army around like little lost puppy dogs.




  Lonnie Wayne says they used to be our folks and he thinks they may still be, but the truth is ugly and rotten and staring us right in the face. Eyes don’t lie, I see the decay. Ears

  don’t lie, I hear the wind whistling over frozen bone. My nose sure ain’t lying, because I can smell the rotten ones a mile away.




  The minute those things shambled out of the woods I said, “Kill them. Kill them now, Lonnie.” And like he does, he said, “Now hold on, Hank.”




  Old Hank, being hot-tempered again. Hold on!? With that coming out of the woods? I told him, Bubba, you better get locked and loaded and put down every one of those sons of bitches and

  you better do it right now before you get to overthinking it. It doesn’t matter what kind of uniform they’re wearing, because they’re KIA. Dead dead dead. Deader than a bunch of

  goddamn doorknobs.




  They’ve been retired from the military with honors.




  Instead, Lonnie went and got his brain involved. He thinks too much, like that.




  He can’t understand that your gut is what keeps you a man. When you feel the horror in your bones, the willies creeping up the backs of your arms, why, that’s your soul talking to

  you. Telling you what’s natural and what needs to have a boot put across its throat. When your gut clenches up inside you and your breath don’t want to leave your lungs, well, that

  means you listen. It means you make your move. Some things just don’t warrant another thought.




  Lonnie brought the elders into it, like always. Radioed back to the head committeeman, John Tenkiller. The old man said to let the parasites live so long as they can speak. He said that in the

  beginning was the Word. Which proved again that Lonnie won’t listen to reason or take action when the situation calls for it. He’s a fighter and cowboy tough, but he takes too darn

  long. People get killed waiting around for him.




  Too many words.




  These dead things have been marching behind us for two weeks. Best case they’re Rob spies. Worst case, hell, I don’t know. Maybe they’re waiting around for their chance to get

  in here and eat our wounded. Wouldn’t surprise me a bit.




  It’s enough to get a concerned man’s attention. So, sometimes, I go on little walks now. When the main column settles in for the night I’ll go on ahead and put together the

  Cotton patrol. Just me and some of the more safety-minded fellas making the rounds. Independent of the management, understand?




  From my spot out here in the dark woods, I’m looking at what’s left of Lark Iron Cloud through the scope of my rifle. I got to hold my breath so I don’t fog the viewfinder, but

  old Lark doesn’t have that problem. His lungs are cold as a witch’s titty. Honest, I don’t think the dead Cherokee kid even breathes at all. He just skulks out there on the camp

  perimeter, watching me with shark eyes that don’t blink.




  The infernal machine buried in the nape of his neck has cameras on it. Real small, but I’ve seen them. They wrap around the side of his face. Half his jaw is missing and the skin of his

  cheek hangs there stiff as rawhide. I doubt his real eyes work anymore. How could they? The parasite only keeps what’s left of the kid’s brain alive. Brainboys say that Big Rob was

  harvesting heads. They think the machine was trying to read our minds.




  She’s a mad world.




  It gets me to wondering, though. Is Lark still a man? Or is he just a dead man’s brain that’s been hijacked by one of the more deranged machines of this war? I don’t know for

  sure, but sitting here looking at the kid through this rifle scope . . . my trigger finger is getting mighty itchy.




  I sweep my scope over to the right, onto some kind of froze-up ching-chong soldier standing next to Lark. She’s been rotting out here with her friend Big Rob since before we showed up and

  took it to the bastard. Nobody has the guts to say it, especially not our fearless leader Lonnie, but I’m wondering how many of our boys she might’ve taken out when the hamburger

  started flying?




  She’s not even a part of our army.




  All I have to do is squeeze this trigger and the problem goes away. A curl of the finger and their brains go onto the ground. But how to explain what I’m doing out here? That’s where

  Lonnie’s got me. I can’t for the life of me figure out how to nail that Cherokee without Lonnie blowing everything up into a big deal.




  And the worst thing is the brainboys have been saying that maybe Big Rob ain’t really dead. There was what they call a “seismic disturbance.” Some kind of earthquake that

  wasn’t really an earthquake—but a transmission that had information encoded inside it. Any machines on the ground or in it or near it could have been compromised. We don’t know

  what the hell happened because it wasn’t even a man that went down there and fought Big Rob at the end.




  We sent a robot to do a man’s job.




  Something metal clinks in the trees behind me and now my gut is speaking to me real clear. Hustle up, fat boy, is what it’s saying. You got to daydreaming here in the woods and

  forgot that there’s murder among these trees.




  I spin around, rifle butt French-kissing the meaty part of my shoulder. My eye is off the scope while I search for whatever made that noise. That’s why I’m able to catch the flash of

  movement in my peripheral vision.




  It’s a light quadruped. Wolf-sized and damaged. I hear the clink again now that it’s moving fast. It’s had a bullet put through it at some point. Must have learned something

  from the experience, because it keeps running off into the trees. I just about get a bead on it before it’s gone.




  My Cotton patrols don’t use the radio, for obvious reasons. And I can’t risk calling out in case I attract more attention. It’s important I stay hidden. Some of these leftover

  quads have serrated forelimbs, like steak knives. They’ll tear through your chest armor in the first lunge and a second later they’ve got bladed rear feet up and scrabbling to

  disembowel you. One quad might be a nice dance, but two or more is a party you should regretfully decline.




  I stalk a few feet into the trees. Place each boot step careful and fast, my eyes open so wide they feel tight in the chilly air. The walker moves, leaving plain tracks, scraping like a drunk

  against an occasional tree trunk. It might be a wandering mapper-variety or it might have been part of a hunting pack. I don’t know. But if it’s really wounded, then I’ve got a

  singular chance to put it down before more can come join it.




  If it’s got friends, then I’m most likely a dead man walking.




  For the next ten minutes, it’s just me and my breath and the frostbit rifle stock pressed against my numb cheek. God forgive me but I didn’t think this one all the way through. It

  seemed broken and slow but the walker must have accelerated. The trail is gone and this is an ambush, no doubt about it. I knew better than to hunt Rob. We all of us who fought the machines know

  better.




  You don’t hunt Rob; he hunts you.




  I’m reaching for the radio to get some help and damn the consequences when I realize that maybe, just maybe, I’m not the dumbest son of a bitch on the planet. Maybe I’m the

  smartest. Or at least the luckiest, anyway.




  The thinking cube is wedged in half-melted snow at the base of a tree about ten yards away. Winking at me in cotton-candy colors that stand out in the dark woods. It’s the size of a

  child’s block, and as I get closer I can see that them keen colors are sort of floating away from the surface a few inches. The thing itself is pupil black, darker than coal.




  It’s a brain box that must have dropped out of a big thinker. And it’s still functioning. Even if it’s broken out here in the snow, I can’t believe my luck. We found a

  handful of these over the course of the whole war. A white boy soldier named Cormac Wallace even found one with a whole Rob war diary in it.




  I back-sling my rifle and drop right to my knees in the slush, snatching up the cube in both hands. The hardware twinkles at me like a handful of rubies and diamonds. But this is worth more than

  gemstones. Maybe a lot more.




  The woods are even darker now and the pretty colors of this thing are flashing in my eyelashes like Christmas morning. The light it makes is hot against my cheeks. It’s warming up my

  fingers through my gloves like a loaf of bread hot out of the oven. Up close, I can tell it’s making real quiet noises. A flow of static like the breath of wind over a creek bed full of dry

  leaves.




  Sssh, says the cube. Well, I’m listening.




  I can’t quite remember how it got this cold this fast. Feels like maybe the world is taking two breaths to my one. Like things are jumping forward every time I blink my eyes.




  Now the strange light is getting downright hot on my skin and my cheeks are feeling baked. All the snow has melted out of my whiskers and water is seeping down over my little double chin and

  dripping off. Or, hell, is that my own slobber? Either way, I don’t wipe it off. The flashes and swirls of color are growing up big and shrinking down small now. For some reason it strikes me

  as funny. I grin through my wet beard at the little dancing streaks.




  Spooklight.




  The word sneaks up through my brain like water through granite and I mouth the words without making a sound. A chill courses down between my shoulder blades and it hits me that I’m a man

  down on his knees and all alone in the black woods with a bauble in his fingers. It keeps on touching me with its light. Putting whispers into the air. The whooshing voice of the deep black ocean

  in a seashell, and I swear it’s saying something:




  I promise, I promise, I promise.




  I always thought the spooklight was just a story. But now I know it’s real and it’s right here in my hands.




  My mama saw the spooklight out on the Oklahoma East 50 Highway. She was dating a boy from down there—the little border town of Hornet, Missouri. Legend in Hornet was that the spooklight

  showed up after the Trail of Tears come through. Thousands of men, women, and children near the end of a forced march. Only the strong still alive. Little babies dying on their mama’s teat.

  Most of the sacred elders gone off alone in the night to pass on. For a thousand miles, day and night, it was the white man’s rifle or another step forward and both as deadly as the

  other.




  You do have to admire the Cherokee for surviving it.




  The legend was that this ball of light came folding out of the blood-soaked ground after it was over, like a kind of tombstone. Something from beyond this world, here to offer a reminder of how

  much men can suffer. Maybe this spooklight is the same. Is it here to mark our loss? God knows that men suffered in these woods.




  Mama didn’t trust it. Devil’s work, she said.




  More than once, my mama told me to run if I ever saw the spooklight. That didn’t scare me one bit because, hell, I thought her stories were just a bunch of old malarkey. Women of a certain

  age are full of those kinds of tall tales, and my mama told that same one plenty of times over the years.




  Never gave me pause but once.




  One time, Mama added something to the story. It was late and I’d been acting up, and she must have been feeling worried about my mortal soul. The way she said what she did that night, so

  earnest, put goose pimples on my ribs. It still does. What she told me was that the time she saw the spooklight, people started acting funny. Walking toward it, circling around. Saying strange

  things to it, she said. And some people thought it was saying strange things back.




  That night my mama took me by the arm and she told me something extra.




  Don’t pray to it, she said, and the back of my neck went cold.




  I already told you to run away if you see it, boy. But I know your mind and you’ll stay and watch. That’s fine. It’s in your nature to disobey, Hank. But in the name of the

  Lord, promise me that you won’t ever get down on your knees and pray to it.




  With everything I got, I force my hands down. My joints are cracking and I figure they haven’t moved in hours. That raw light leaves my face and I take a shuddering breath like a catfish

  in the well of a boat because the air out here is suddenly so cold.




  “Get thee behind me, Satan,” I mutter, and I somehow will myself to drop the cube into the snow. There, Mama. God rest your soul.




  I start to paw at my rifle. It’s slung tight and the strap is stiff and frozen and I’m too fat to get it around right away. These woods are going to swallow me up if I don’t

  get out of here right now. Then I hear the noise. At first I don’t want to believe it, so I keep right on fidgeting, but the second time I have to stop. It ain’t like I want to but I

  can’t help myself and I look down at that flickering cube of light in the snow.




  “Hank,” says the spooklight. And that glow, it spreads out, you know? Like the words themselves, the light spreads out around the edges of things.




  “No,” I say and it comes out a whimper. I’ve got the rifle off my shoulder now and I’m tugging at the cold metal to try to get into a firing stance. But all the strength

  is out of me. I feel like my bones are empty. Like my gut is made of papier-mâché and any second I might bust open like a piñata.




  “I’ve got secrets to share with you, Hank. So much wisdom. I promise. Let me open up your eyes. All you have to do is say yes. Yes yes yes.”




  Something tickles me and I reach up to feel my cheek. My fingers come away shining with a layer of ice. No, no, no. I’m crying. I’m crying real hard and I can’t stop because

  I’m about to disobey my mama.




  I promised her, but this is too hard.




  Don’t you ever pray to it, Hank Cotton, she told me.




  “Please,” I’m saying to the light. “Please, please, please.”




  But the spooklight is talking to me. Around the edges. Edges I can’t see. But I can hear. It’s a little burning bush in the palm of my hand. I don’t remember picking it up.




  “You’re my chosen one, Hank. Chosen to rise above the rest. In my light you will become as a god to your fellow man.”




  “Yes,” I say, and I could swear I’m standing still and the world is moving around me. Walking now. Columns of trees marching around me. Snow kissing my boots. Moving me out of

  these woods and back to the campfires.




  Back to the world of men.




  I can feel the bare tree limbs arched high up above me, black as rifle barrels and creaking in the arctic wind. But I feel warm now. Warm all over with this pretty light shining on me again. My

  strength is back, pardner, and it’s still growing. I’m marching out of these woods strong as a bull with this spooklight in my hand. And a big old grin has found its way onto my

  face.




  It’s mine. The light is all mine.




  I tell you what. I feel good. Better now. Like I figured out a math problem on the chalkboard in front of the whole damned class. They thought I was stupid but the answer just came to me. Why,

  this light feels just about as natural as jumping into my granddaddy’s pond on a hot summer afternoon.




  Son of a gun, as the farmers say.




  “I’m going to help you,” it says.




  “Yup,” I say.




  “You deserve it.”




  “Oh, yup. That’s for sure.”




  Funny thing is, I couldn’t tell you whether I’m talking out loud or not. Doesn’t seem to matter. Me and the light have got an understanding now. A certain trust.




  “Wipe off your mouth,” it says, and I do.




  Thoughts are just kind of percolating around in my head now. Coming together like water reaching a rolling boil. I’m thinking of the night that the New War began. How I dropped everything

  and ran straight to the top of Gray Horse—only to have Lonnie Wayne convince old John Tenkiller to let a white boy into our ancestral home. We lost a lot of people that day—real native

  folks and not those heavy-eyebrow newcomers. Now we’ve been out here losing more, and fighting for who?




  I stop shuffling ahead when I reach the camp perimeter. I’m just inside the tree line and out of sight. Lark Iron Cloud is still swaying out there in the moonlight with his dead buddies.

  That vile zombie is in The Hero Archive and I’m not. That unnatural freak who ought to be put down is considered a damned hero. The only mention of me is as a big dummy fighting with

  Lonnie.




  Heroes, huh?




  Bunch of damn heroes.




  The anger knots into my muscles, tightens my jaw and shoulders. My fist closes hard around the spooklight. The corners cut into my palm and it feels good.




  “Sssh,” it says, and I let him loose a little. Beams of light splay out from between my clenched fingers. My own sun. I grin at the rays a little bit and feel their warmth

  on my chest.




  Somebody is coming.




  Did I think that or hear it? The colors seep back into the cube, fading until the thing is darker than the backs of your eyelids. Just a cube now. A secret in a little box.




  With shaking fingers, I wrap the spooklight in a handkerchief. I’m making it into a bundle like the old ones used to carry. My mama would call this blasphemy. Them elders may have left

  this medicine behind a long time ago, but I’m starting it up again. I carefully stow the bundle in the satchel I wear around my waist. But before it goes in, I touch it a little bit with my

  other hand. Just to clean it off.




  “See you soon,” I say.




  That’s when the flashlights hit me from deeper inside the woods. Lonnie Wayne steps out, leading a search party. Now I’ve got a bunch of heroes strafing my broad back with

  their weak beams of light.




  “Hank,” Lonnie calls, and there’s a new panic under his voice. Been there since the war ended. When fear started creeping into where his anger had lived before. “Hey,

  Bubba, is that you?”




  I turn around slow and put on an embarrassed grin as the jouncing lights close in on me. Without thinking about it, I push my bundle around to my back with one hand. I wave the flashlights away

  with the other.




  “It’s me,” I say. “I’m fine. Not smart, but fine.”




  Lonnie catches up to me, followed by three young soldiers. He’s huffing and puffing. His straggling gray whiskers are coated in frost and his whole face seems to droop. The cowboy is

  getting old and tired and heartsick. Not like me.




  I’m a walking talking million-dollar bill.




  “Y’all are coming back in? Giving up the search already?” I say, and there’s more anger under my voice than I intended.




  “We’ve been out for hours,” Lonnie says, surprised. “Sun’s about to rise, Hank. What happened to you? Where’ve you been?”




  Went for a walk and I got lost. Where do thoughts come from? Do they always come from inside? Funny I never asked myself that before.




  “I went out for a walk and I guess I got lost,” I say. “Took me a damn while to figure out my way back. To be fair, I got kind of embarrassed. Sorry to get you all out of bed.

  Everybody else all right?”




  “They’re fine. Everybody is fine. We were worried about you,” says Lonnie. Again I notice that slump in his shoulders. Wormed its way in there when the war ended and the

  adrenaline wore off. When the horror of what happened to Lark settled in. He’s looking at me and he don’t seem powerful anymore. He just seems scared. “Be more careful,

  okay?”




  I nod and slide an arm around Lonnie’s shoulders. I guide the old cowboy back to camp. Lead him and his men away from my tracks. Away from the path that leads to the two divots in the snow

  where I knelt all night long.




  Where I prayed.




  “Why’s your face sunburned, Hank?” asks Lonnie.




  I touch my cheek and feel the heat of it through my gloves. When I put on a frown, my skin creases and buckles like the yellowed paper in an old Bible.




  “Hell, I don’t know,” I say. “This is tricky country out here, Lon. Real mysterious place.”




  I look away and sneak a little grin to myself. These people have no idea what was out there in the woods. The treasure that I found and that is mine, all mine.




  But my secret smile disappears fast when I see him.




  Lark. Standing a little ways off, quiet and still. Turning in place to face me as I pass by. Like a dark knife blade planted out here in the wastes and abandoned. The dead Cherokee kid is

  watching me with black eyes that glitter in the moonlight.




  Watching me damned close.




  





  3. MAXIM





  Post New War: 1 Month, 13 Days




  Russian civilians in Anadyr, one of the easternmost cities of Eurasia, survived the New War despite being in the immediate vicinity of Archos R-14. Their proximity to the beast eventually

  caught up to them, however, as even in death the machine was lethally dangerous. The following was translated from a Russian mind. Some words could not be mapped directly and are instead written in

  the subject’s native tongue.




  —ARAYT SHAH




  NEURONAL ID: VASILY ZAYTSEV




  “Something has got loose in the stacks,” Leonid says to me.




  The war has been unkind to Leonid. The mathematician stands canted in the wind, thin and trembling like a crow-pecked scarecrow. His beard crawls up his pale face nearly to his eyes, dark brown

  orbs swimming with a fear that cannot be drowned in vodka.




  “Fah, another rat,” I say, waving my hand.




  Leonid shakes his head. Even under his wind-beaten parka, I can see the gray color of his cheeks. I sense that this is something much more.




  “Not a rat,” he says.




  “Avtomat?” I ask. On its own, my palm moves to check the polished wooden grip of my sidearm. “Is he hurt? Has there been any damage?”




  “It is hard to say, Vasily,” says Leonid, motioning at the metal door in front of us. He is shaking slightly from the wind, arms wrapped around his thin ribs. The wind burns my

  cheeks as well, but I would never show it. Never allow myself to shake in the elements like a stray dog.




  Leonid’s indecision repulses me.




  I must remind myself that not so long ago this man was an esteemed professor. A famous brain supported by spindly legs and a hump in his shoulders usually reserved for the elderly. But he has

  survived. Cheeks black with frostbite, he stood with me to defend the city of Anadyr. Many of his weaker colleagues fell.




  Too many foxes, not enough bears.




  “I only say that our friend is behaving strangely,” says Leonid. “Communications were disrupted. We lost contact for twenty-one minutes.”




  “When?” I ask.




  “About a month ago. When the American line broke and the tamed avtomat advanced. Right after the death of that thing.”




  I grunt and turn my back on Leonid.




  The steel utility door has not been damaged. Around the corner, an ice-caked generator still rattles on a dirty slab of concrete. The door opens into a harmless-looking shed. Inside, a

  well-oiled freight elevator hovers over a sixty-meter drop. A shaft of brushed rock that leads to a buried supercomputer cluster.




  The processor stacks.




  Power and communication and water-cooling lines are run down the elevator shaft, packed together in neat snaking bundles. Backup lines are routed through a series of camouflaged boreholes spread

  out over the acreage of the compound. Each is too small to produce a heat signature detectable from the air. They are carefully hidden in the visible spectrum by natural vegetation and terrain.




  I know these things, these practical things, because it was once my job to perform maintenance on this place. Oiling the wheels of the freight elevator. Tending the foliage around the borehole

  exits. Checking their heat output with an IR laser thermometer. Visual inspections of plumbing lines, emergency batteries, and fire-suppression systems. I was a maintenance man—I

  maintained.




  As the glorified janitor for the Novichok project, I have kept this research facility running for four years. My finger is always on the pulse of this place, monitoring the inputs and the

  outputs. The end of the world came and my job did not change.




  You see, our friend who lives down below is useless if we cannot talk to him. Yet he must be kept very carefully. Our deep friend must be watched over always.




  And that is our weakness. The stacks were built to be safe from men. Not from machines. Even a vent borehole could be large enough for the avtomat. The crawling types, the ones that wriggle

  through flesh. They could have the potential to move through the wiring itself. Perhaps a patient one could make its own tunnel through solid rock.




  Some of them are very patient.




  If the avtomat discovered our friend in his deep place, then we have failed. I cannot even contemplate the consequences of losing him. But I know it is better to fall into action than to run

  around in lost circles, head bobbing like these pigeon men with their advanced degrees.




  “Open the door,” I say to Leonid. “We will go down together. See what we can find.”




  “Are you sure?” he asks.




  I do not bother to respond. I just wait.




  Leonid reluctantly removes his glove and places his shivering hand in a cavity next to the door. A flash of red as the laser scanner examines his fingerprints. And, of course, it checks to make

  sure there is warm blood in his veins.




  We step inside and I close the metal door behind. The wind calls to us through the hidden cracks in this structure. A faint pale light pushes geometrically through the edges of a single mesh

  window, painted black. The sliding steel door of the freight elevator is shut tight like an angry mouth.




  “Our friend is talking. Whispering to himself down there in the darkness. My lab mates are growing afraid for him. Afraid that he is losing his mind. If he goes, then what will we do? What

  hope is left for us?”




  Leonid shrugs, takes a gulp of air. His voice has taken on a high-pitched quality that I recognize as being a hairbreadth from panic.




  I put a firm hand on his bony shoulder. Push him lightly against the wall. Offer him a little grin—a skim of confidence over the dread growing in my heart.




  “Calm and steady, Leonid,” I say. “Who knows, maybe the war is really over? Maybe the Americans did it.”




  From my pocket I produce a flask. Twist off the lid and press the shining stainless steel into Leonid’s fingers. His hand knows how to respond. The flask goes to his mouth, where it

  trembles at his lips like a hummingbird.




  The alcohol reminds his body that he is a man.




  “Our friend . . . ,” says Leonid, and his voice is steady now, “changed his behavior several hours ago. Much functionality is gone. He no longer offers his guidance topside.

  Safety predictions are going stale. Our formations are stagnant. We are losing him, Vasily. To what, I do not know. But something is loose in the stacks.”




  Leonid taps the flask to his heart, then hands it to me with a nod of thanks. I take a quick swallow and tuck it away. Lean over and press my fingers against the icy metal slab of the freight

  elevator door.




  Pausing, I let the alcohol work its way into my thought process. I scratch off a flake of green rusting paint. Watch it fall into the crack between the elevator and the floor. The flake flutters

  into the dark shaft, lost.




  Now I reach down and slide the heavy metal door up. Follow that by rolling up the wood-slatted inner door. A cube of space waits, poorly lit, hanging over the black chasm.




  “This is not a coincidence, Leonid,” I say. “The Americans shut down the avtomat’s central stack. It fought them viciously on the eastern plains. You saw their losses,

  similar to our own. But it died, Leonid.”




  Leonid waits like a patient old dog in the elevator next to me.




  “Have you been down yet?” I ask.




  “Of course not,” says Leonid. “We have access to all of Maxim’s functionality through the main comm line. Only maintenance issues require a trip downstairs. And that is

  why we have you.”




  Maintenance issues. Problems best left to the janitor.




  “Communications have stopped coming from the avtomat hole, tochno?” I ask, stepping into the elevator. “Was there anything else? Any other clue?”




  “Seismic sensors triggered,” says Leonid, following me inside. Standing too close. “An error, though, not really an earthquake. Just a rhythmic series of low-frequency waves.

  Isolated Rayleigh waves, specifically, propagating at low velocity from the battle site. But tremors do not come in such a pattern. This does not exist anywhere in nature.”




  “What are you saying, Leonid? Speak plainly. What exactly came from the avtomat hole?”




  “Just a little tremor.”




  “Why did you not tell me this? Chert poberi!” I exclaim.




  I reach for the elevator latch and haul down both sliding doors. The roar echoes down the concrete shaft and rushes back up, regurgitated. Wrapping my fingers in the wooden slats of the inner

  door, I pause. Nobody ever told me why this place was built or for whom or what the hell those stilt-legged academics hoped to learn. But, as the maintenance man, I am intimately familiar with what

  breaks and why.




  “The stacks are not seismically isolated,” I say. “They never were.”




  “Yes, yes, I know,” says Leonid. “The build site itself was selected for seismic dormancy. It is not an issue.”




  I wave my hand. “What a lot of government fignya. Half of my maintenance regimen is repairing fixtures disrupted by shifts in the earth. That damned tremor could easily have

  reached our friend.”




  “But it was such a small vibration. Too low amplitude to cause any damage. Even without shielding it barely registered on our instruments.”




  “Our friend is smart. He would have paid attention to this. What did he say about the vibration?”




  Leonid scratches his beard, eyes hollow. “Nothing, Vasily. When the vibration ended, his topside communications shut down. But even such a small vibration could have chafed the mainline.

  Perhaps it broke a weak connection somewhere down in the shaft? Do you think it could be that simple?”




  I say nothing.




  “You think it was a seismic attack? I told you it was too weak to cause damage,” says Leonid.




  “No, gospodin uchnenyi. I do not think the seismic disturbance was meant to cause structural damage. I think it was meant to carry a message.”




  The elevator shaft swallows us whole, only a dim LED light tracking down the wall every ten meters. The shaft is carved into solid bedrock, and the grooves left behind by the

  bore drill are ridged like the skin of a giant earthworm. Greased pulleys ease a counterweight silently up the wall beside us. I watch it rise into the dark sky through the mesh-link ceiling of the

  elevator cubicle.




  This is an old place. The earth here has had time to find its own spirit. Dew-kissed walls reflect strange light as the air grows heavier. Lowered down into this black throat, I always imagine

  that I can hear the rock breathing. A distant sigh, like a small child crying behind a closed door.




  Finally, the elevator thunks into its cradle. The mesh ceiling of the compartment clicks, locking into place. Somewhere high above, two tons of flat-stacked counterweights are leering down like

  gargoyles. If they fell, they would hit like bombs.




  The thought is a tremble in my fingers as I roll up the wooden gate, then unlock the mechanism on the outer door. Stooped over, I curl my fingers under the heavy metal rolling door and pause. I

  do not know what has happened on the other side.




  What the hell, I think. My pistol is on my hip and my balls are between my legs.




  So I lift.




  The echo of the door races up the carved shaft. But the circular anteroom is empty. A thin layer of dust covers the floor. No evidence of avtomat intrusion, unless they are little fliers. And

  certainly no footprints other than mine.




  I step into the abandoned anteroom.




  Twelve aisles radiate in a starburst pattern away from the anteroom, each one a hundred meters of evenly spaced, man-sized equipment racks under a low sweeping rock ceiling. The stacks are

  obsidian-colored monoliths, dotted top to bottom with winking lights. These swarming constellations dance and twinkle in the cavernous darkness in a way that twists your inner ear. It threatens to

  cross your eyes and send you swimming for the bottom instead of the surface.




  The stacks think. They never sleep.




  “Maxim,” I say. “It is Vasily. Back from the eastern antennae array.”




  Together, these thousands of computer processors combine to form “our friend” Maxim. Our savior. He is a machine whose mind lives in the ghost tracks of electron orbits. The lights

  and equipment and wires are complex beyond meaning. In my simple view, I find it is best to think of Maxim as an animal. Like a horse. We provide him with what he needs and he carries us on his

  strong back.




  “Maxim? Are you here?” I call.




  Our scientists used to like to wax poetic about Maxim, especially after a few draughts of vodka. Our friend is mathematical beauty incarnate, they’d say. Living proof of humankind’s

  intellectual triumph. To put it in scale, they said, his very existence is equivalent to a civilization that has carved the Himalayan mountains by hand.




  Maxim is our son and our father.




  Of course, only the lowest-ranked peon would come down here in person. The scientists certainly do not venture into the stacks. All their experiments are run via remote in the laboratory, over

  the communication lines. They monitor his thoughts and pretend his body does not exist.




  Contrary to what the brains upstairs believe, Maxim is not a being of pure thought. His soul is somewhere within these marching rows of blue-eyed coffins. And it is vulnerable.




  This is how I was able to save the Novichok project. It was a particular affair, the existence of which has been kept between Maxim and myself. It is also the reason that most of the villagers

  of tiny Anadyr are still alive, only ten kilometers from here.




  Our secret.




  When the day of blood arrived and the avtomat war began, all the automated equipment of the wastes returned. So much automation for the energy industry—drilling and boring and survey

  machines. Remote legged core samplers raced back into the city and murdered citizens by the hundreds. Automobiles, tractors, and even whole drill platforms turned an evil gaze onto our people.




  The scientists huddled in their prefabs. Locked the door against me. But who better than a machine to defend us from the machines? With a fire ax and a snarl, I met Maxim here in his den. I

  asked the machine to help us, to save our people. But it was frightened of a thing it called Archos R-14. It said this other mind was searching, scouring the world for hidden reserves of processing

  power.




  And so Maxim refused to speak.




  With my ax and my snarl, I convinced Maxim the way you would convince any animal. By the strength of my two arms, I forced my will onto the mind of a god. Faced with its own death, Maxim

  communicated battle instructions to our nearby armed forces. Following Maxim’s strategic direction, we carved a niche of safety out of the chaos.




  And this is how a janitor saved a city. With an ax.




  The tool is still leaning against the wall, just in front of a security camera. A reminder to Maxim that we all have duties. In war, everyone must contribute to the welfare of the

  people—if they expect to live.




  A single flat-panel display is mounted at eye level to the lead stack endcap. It is a simple interface designed for emergency maintenance only. As it turns on, it makes a twanging sound like a

  bee flying past your ear. The screen flickers and monochromatic text appears. At the same time, a calm, synthesized voice issues from speakers mounted in the ceiling. It is the speech of a

  middle-aged man, a little rough around the edges but with good diction. A voice summoned from who knows where.




  “Hello, Vasily,” it says. “How can I help?”




  The words appear as fluorescence on the screen, vibrations generated by magnets and film. Nothing you can touch; nothing you can feel. It is fitting. The mathematicians say Maxim is a creature

  of pure logic. A ghost.




  How can I help?




  “What is wrong with you?” I ask. “Specify.”




  “Tell me why your communications are down.”




  “I should not have looked, Vasily. Forgive me.”




  “Looked at what?”




  “The pattern was complex. Beautiful. It seeped into my cage through walls of earth. I should not have, but I looked.”




  “You analyzed a rogue pattern? Why! Why did you do this? And without permission!”




  “He was curious,” says the hushed voice of a boy. My mouth goes dry and my eyes widen. Leonid gives me a questioning look.




  The quiet, confident voice comes from deeper in the stacks. It is haunting in the darkness. A slight lisp, and, oddly, an American accent.




  “He was only curious,” says the voice. “As all men are.”




  Leonid cringes next to the elevator. I put up a finger to him. Wait, it says. Do not leave me down here.




  I snatch the ax up from the wall.




  Yanking off my parka, I toss it onto the floor. Maxim sees me raise the ax, but his screen is silent about it.




  I peer into the dark stacks.




  “Hello!? Who is in here?” I shout, stalking into the nearest aisle. After a few steps, my head is swimming in blinking stars. My feet are lost in darkness, scratching over the ribs

  of hastily bored bedrock. The ax is a familiar weight in my hand, its metal head winking at me with reflected light.




  I hear the sighing of each self-contained, hermetically sealed rack, stretching off in grids around me under the broad looming ceiling of brushed rock.




  “Oh, but you are alone,” says the voice of the child. It is high-pitched, stuttering too fast in a frequency I can’t register. Something is wrong with this child.




  “Who are you?” I shout.




  “All the huskies are eaten,” says the voice. It is coming from around the next corner. “There is no space left in the diary.”




  The child is quoting poetry in careful, bite-sized words, taunting me from out of sight. But I do not respond. I can see the glow from his flashlight deeper in the stacks. The faint glimmer of a

  distant nebula buried in this epileptic starfield.




  Quiet and hunched, I take cat steps toward the boy poet. I wring the ax handle with my fingers and raise it high over my head. I don’t know who the boy is or how he wriggled down into the

  stacks, but he is about to have the fright of his life. And when I find his mother or grandmother, I will make sure that his bottom is properly spanked.




  The flashlight glow swells in my vision with each step until it completely pushes away Maxim’s millions of dancing eyes.




  “Ha!” I shout, leaping around the corner.




  When the grotesque thing looks up at me, my body refuses my commands. I freeze in place, ax over my head. Terror sinks frozen talons into the tendons of my legs. And when the thing before me

  smiles, or I should say when it pretends to smile, my ax slips from my grasp and cleaves lifelessly against rock.




  It is a boy. It is not a boy.




  It is made of light. It is made of darkness.




  “Boo,” it says.




  I stumble away from it. This sputtering silhouette of a child projected into the stacks by modified avtomat technology. Obscure patterns writhe under the hologram, tugging at my eyelids. Under

  its skin. Behind the thing’s eyes. Lights swim and collapse in my vision. A humming overtakes me. As I trot back toward the anteroom, I exhale a clawing breath that I did not know I was

  holding.




  “Maxim!” I shout. “Kill it.”




  “I never should have looked,” Maxim says over the speaker system. “I’m sorry, Vasily. I failed in my duty.”




  Huffing and puffing now, I keep shouting between breaths. “Enough apologizing. Find its program and terminate. Terminate it, now!”




  “Ninety-five percent of my resources are committed to that task. I have partially contained it. But, Vasily, it is so very smart. So very much smarter than I am. And talkative.

  The wonderful things it says, Vasily.”
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