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Chapter 1

The Harbingers had never driven directly to MR&H to steal a mechanthrop.  They'd usually go south to the shipping docks and rob cargo trains.  But law enforcement had cracked down on the train heists, so the change was necessary, Annalease told herself.
And then there was her crew’s means of transportation:
a box truck instead of MR&H’s standard semi-tractor trailer.  Contracted repair crews use vans of similar dimension.
And of the potential cameras inside?  If we counted potentials, we’d never commit to anything.
Police station fifteen minutes away?  We’ll call in as many false alarms as possible to thin the force.
“You’re reaching, Annalease,” Robert said.  The anchor that kept Annalease from drifting too far at sea, Robert Charter had been by her side since they founded the Harbingers nine years prior  “Or should I say rationalizing, like them?”
“I’m not an illogical puppet, dangling from the strings of empathetic delicacy,” Annalease said.  She waited for his response, but he didn’t so much as chuckle.  He just kept his eyes on the road.  With bitter remorse, Annalease realized that Robert was right.  I’m acting like them.  All flesh and emotion.  Annalease took a deep breath, straightened her posture, and watched the horizon for the storage facility’s bright lights.
When their target came in sight, Robert broke the silence.  “Listen, if this isn’t the savior we’ve been waiting for—”
“Let’s wait and see,” Annalease said.
“It’s not the end of the world, is what I’m getting at,” Robert said.  “I don’t want you taking it as a loss.”
Annalease suppressed a smirk and kept her eyes forward.  “Sounds like you’re the one worrying.” And there it was again, a wrenching in her gut.  Guilt for bickering with an ally who had saved her life.  “I apologize.”
“No need.”
They came upon the guard shack posted outside the facility’s receiving area.  Robert rolled the window down and said the magic words.  “Peregrine Deliveries, here to pick up a shipment for overnight drop off.”
The guard checked her clipboard under a flashlight.  “Do you have an order number?”
Robert handed her the paper, and she retreated into the shack.  Everything was moving like clockwork.  She’d return in a minute, hand the sheet back, and raise the gate.  And if she didn’t, Annalease had the air rifle loaded with a tranquilizer strong enough to subdue a large feline.
The gate lifted.  Robert was given the paper back, and they continued into the facility’s receiving area.  A few parked semi-trucks sat in a line, their drivers destined to have a little something extra to talk about tomorrow morning.
“One squad car,” Robert noted.  “I see an officer outside.”
“He’s eating,” Annalease said, and waved as they passed.  The officer didn’t wave back.  “We’ll have to neutralize him.”
“It’ll have to be quick and quiet.”
They drove past the only active semi-truck, its tail-end engaged with the receiving dock, delivering precious cargo.  Please let him be on that truck, Annalease prayed.  She’d been waiting for nine years, and as much as she resisted the idea of a false prophet, a tumorous growth of doubt had manifested in the back of her mind.
Robert parked next to the semi-truck, backing up close to the dock but leaving enough room for the rest of the team to exit the rear of the vehicle.  Annalease handed Robert the air rifle.  Sure, it could tranquilize a tiger, but that was negligible compared to the damage a mechanthrop could do.
She grabbed the Overrider from the glove compartment and hopped out to join Robert at the rear of the box truck.  He had unlatched the truck’s rollup door and its joints were thudding as the spindle retracted the door panels.  Annalease sought the cop to their right, but the large tractor trailer blocked her view.
“Be ready to use that,” she said to Robert, motioning at the air rifle.
He tapped his watch, then lay prone next to the tractor’s tire, peering under the semi at the police cruiser.
An overhead light in the box truck flickered on as the door finished ascending.  Skink and Salamander stood on either side of the mechanthrop, a seven-foot-tall android constructed of durable silver alloys in the shape of a human skeleton.  Although immense, mechanthrops possessed the dexterity of a rock climber who could pluck a fly out of midair while juggling a soccer ball on one foot.  They also had circuit boards in their metal craniums capable of retaining ten-human-brains worth of information.
“We have a patrol officer outside, but I don’t think he suspects anything,” Annalease said, climbing in.
A glint of light reflected off Salamander’s skinning knife.  “Do you need me out there?”
Brewed in a batch of fishermen, Salamander had an intimate relationship with sharp objects.  He could slash up a piece of meat so quickly that it took a few seconds for the severed pieces to separate.  Quicker still was his tendency to pull the knife.
“No.  I need you behind the wheel,” Annalease said.  Along with being adept at filleting fish, Salamander had been gifted the ability to navigate the stars.  Each pin prick in the sky’s dark fabric led to a different forest or lake.
“And me behind our silver gorilla,” Skink said, reaching up to pat the mechanthrop’s back.  “Better yet, I’ll ride it into battle.” She climbed the android and seated herself atop its shoulders.
Spawned as a mistake, Skink spent a great deal of energy trying to impress upon others the joy of laughter.  Smiles were paramount.  Even if the conversation revolved around a dangerous task that might end them all, Skink would joke about how many enemy grenades she could fit in her mouth for the sake of saving the team.  Annalease didn’t laugh, because she knew it wasn’t a joke.  Skink would literally eat grenades if it meant saving a life.
“No.  Down,” Annalease said.
Skink lowered herself from the mechanthrop, her baggie military pants tripping her up as she tried to balance her oversized head.  Her height reaching just below Annalease’s sternum, Skink’s small stature proved troublesome when it came to finding clothes that fit.  Headgear was even worse; hers was in the shape of an octopus head enshrouded in flesh.
Annalease took aim at the mechanthrop’s humanistic head and selected the wake command of the Overrider.  The mechanthrop straightened its posture.  Its mechanical entrails hummed as gears turned and hydraulic arteries pumped fluid.  A durable exoskeleton cool to the touch.  One day we’ll live in harmony, Annalease thought, and stepped aside.  “Mute audible output.  Disembark vehicle,” she instructed.
The truck swayed on its shocks as the mechanthrop walked for the exit.  Skink and Salamander had pulled out the extendable ramp.  Annalease grew anxious at the thought of the ramp buckling under the mechanthrop’s weight.  A box truck showing up late at night was suspicious enough.
The last thing they needed was for the cop to walk over and find Robert hiding behind a tire with air rifle in hand.
But soon the mechanthrop was on solid ground, the ramp having withstood its weight.
“How’s it looking?” Annalease asked Robert as she passed his position.
He nodded, never taking his eyes off target.
Annalease instructed the mechanthrop to walk around the tractor trailer and approach the police officer.  “Do not respond to any questions or statements he may have,” she said, and then addressed Skink as the machine wandered off to perform its task.  “Beep the horn once, then sporadically if anybody enters this parking lot.”
Skink clacked her shoes together and saluted.  “Yes, ma’am.”
“Throwing knives only if you perceive a threat,” Annalease said to Salamander.  “And Robert…”
Robert rolled to his side, exposed his wrist, and tapped his watch.
“Right.” Annalease took a deep breath.  “Stay close behind.  Let’s move.”
Annalease caught up to the mechanthrop as it was passing the parked police cruiser.  The officer had pulled his pistol but hadn’t raised it.  Instead, he was exchanging the weapon’s ammunition clip, substituting the standard bullets for shock-cartridges.
“They really need to include an instruction manual with this thing,” Annalease said, pointing at the Overrider.
The cop took the protein bar out of his mouth.  “Point it at his head and tell him to halt,” he said.
Annalease went through the motions.  “Halt.” The mechanthrop continued its advance.  “Halt.  Now.”
The cop raised his weapon.  “Step aside, ma’am.”
“Stop now,” Annalease spoke into the Overrider.
The mechanthrop finished its stride and halted.  Annalease shrugged.  “I guess the commands are different on this model.”
A smile designed to pacify a rowdy citizen spanned the cop’s square-like face.  “I’ve never fired this thing outside practice scenarios.  I can feel my heart beating out of my chest.” He holstered his weapon.
Annalease lowered her head in embarrassment.  “Sorry about that.  I’m new to the job as well.”
“No harm.” He kept a wary eye on the mechanthrop as he stepped around it to approach Annalease.  “They’re still unloading a shipment in there.  I came out for a quick bite.  I have an extra bar if you want to…” he trailed off, his eyes roving up and down Annalease.  “Can’t say I recognize your model.”
“Yeah, the last batch was canceled after an unfortunate accident.  Truck flipped, people got hurt.”
“Uh-huh.” Officer Wyatt (stepping around the mechanthrop offered Annalease a glance at his name tag) slowly reached for his sidearm.
“It’s really terrible…eh, neutralize Officer Wyatt,” Annalease said, the Overrider aimed at the mechanthrop’s head.
Wyatt tried to prime his weapon, but the mechanthrop was quicker and grabbed the officer’s hand, snapping his wrist.  The officer opened his mouth to scream but ended up gasping for breath as the mechanthrop punched him in the gut.  Wyatt fell to the ground.
The mechanthrop relinquished its grip but wasn’t finished.  The order to “neutralize” had multiple executions programmed: relieve all threat of weapons, means of communication, and desire of retaliation.
“Oh, come on.  Don’t look at me like that,” Annalease said.  Officer Wyatt had been staring at her with wide eyes, his mouth covered by the mechanthrop’s hardened hand.  The android was using its other hand to free the officer’s radio, utility belt, and boots.  “You’ll get paid time off after this,” Annalease said in her most encouraging voice.  “And a medal or some form of recognition, I’m sure.  Not bad, for a rookie.”
“Ouch.  That wrist will never bend the same,” Salamander said.  He and Skink were walking side by side, him tall with broad shoulders, her short with a swollen head.  They were an odd spectacle.
“Why aren’t you in the truck?” Annalease asked.
Salamander shrugged.  “I heard a scream, so I came to help.”
“They’ll label him maladjusted,” Robert said, emerging from the far side of the police cruiser.  An inhabitant of the shadows, Robert had the natural tendency to flank his targets.  A great skillset.  “What do you think they’ll do to you, officer, repair or replace?” he asked, tugging his beard.
Officer Wyatt didn’t respond.  Robert played it safe and plugged the cop’s mouth with his own socks, then handcuffed Officer Wyatt to the police lights mounted on the cruiser.
The mechanthrop pressed its index finger to the cushioned part of the officer’s palm.  An unseen needle penetrated skin and the mechanthrop gathered a sample of Wyatt’s DNA.
“There may be thousands that look just like you, but now we have the ID numbers imprinted in your genome,” Annalease said.  “We have your registered living unit and know your shift hours.  Remember this when they ask you what we look like.  What we sound like.  Otherwise, you can kiss your eyes and ears goodbye and be guaranteed a dismissal.  Got it?”
Officer Wyatt nodded.
“They’ve toned down the new batches, huh?” Salamander said.  “Could you imagine it being this easy to disarm an officer three years ago?”
“It’s an insult to our efforts,” Robert said.
“We’ll talk about it later,” Annalease said.  “Skink, take his gear back to the truck and alert us if anyone shows.”
She skulked away.  Although a jokester in familiar company, Skink turned skittish around strangers.  Especially law enforcement.
Annalease stayed behind the mechanthrop as she ordered it to enter the facility.  It ducked and shuffled in sideways through the doorway, doing its best not to break anything.
The room they entered was the size of a stadium.  Straight ahead were steel racks, hundreds of feet tall, housing thousands of mechanthrops.  Aluminum, copper-alloy, and silver androids.  They meant little to Annalease; she was looking for gold.
Annalease engaged her silver mechanthrop’s audio outputs and spoke into the Overrider.  “All inventory in this facility is protected under warranty.  Show no resistance, grant our demands, and we won’t cause you bodily injury.”
“Shut him down,” a voice said from across the room.
Annalease peeked out from behind the mechanthrop.  Officer Wyatt’s partner had taken cover behind a forklift—the operator still in its seat—his pistol aimed at Annalease.  Next to the officer was a security guard.  He had both hands up and was inching himself away from the forklift.  Annalease commanded the mechanthrop to shuffle-step toward the steel racks to their right, using it as cover for herself, Salamander, and Robert.
“Anyone not on the ground within the next three seconds will end this night in the hospital,” Annalease said.
The forklift driver and security guard both dropped to the ground.  Another employee crawled out of the tractor trailer hitched to the loading dock and lay flat, face-down.
“Don’t be a hero,” Annalease said.
“Requesting—” the officer let go of his radio and gawked at the knife impaling his hand.
“I got another one for your neck,” Salamander said from somewhere between the racks.
“You won’t win,” the cop said, pulling the knife out of his hand.  He tossed the blade in Salamander’s direction.  “For every one of you that sinks underground, another ten-thousand of us are made.”
Annalease commanded the mechanthrop forward and spoke into the Overrider.  “Your numbers are skewed.  There’s a lot more of us than you realize.”
The gunshot sent a convulsing shudder through Annalease.  She almost collided with the frozen mechanthrop, which had begun step-stuttering in a perpetual cycle of forward and backward, forward and backward.
The cop fired another shot.  Annalease yelped as the Overrider was torn from her grip.
“Could use your help, Robert,” she yelled.
Another gunshot.  Sparks flew from the metal bars of the racks.  And then a loud grunt, but not from Salamander nor Robert.  At least Annalease didn’t think it was Robert, never having heard him grunt like that in the past.
No, the grunt—now a gargle—was coming from the cop.  Annalease peeked around the stuttering mechanthrop.  The handle of a throwing knife protruded from the cop’s Adam’s apple.  He tried dislodging it as he aimed his weapon at the racks.
These new police batches must come in varying degrees of difficulty, Annalease thought.  And then the cop’s head jerked back as a tranquilizer dart stuck his forehead.  The final gunshot rang out, the bullet impacting the rafters overhead, before the cop fell flat on his back.
Annalease used her rubber-coated pliers to pry the shock-cartridge from the mechanthrop’s chest.  The stutter-step ceased, and the mechanthrop continued forward, announcing its intention to “neutralize target.”
“I think we got him there, big guy,” Salamander said.  He gave Annalease an expectant look.
Annalease tried the Overrider again, aiming it at the mechanthrop’s head.  “It won’t link, the cop shot it.”
“He shot the Overrider?” Salamander glanced to his right, where Robert had emerged from the racks.
He aimed the air rifle at an employee sneaking for the back door and pulled the trigger.  The man dropped unconscious seconds later.  “The mechanthrop will terminate that man’s life,” Robert said.  “I advise letting it be.”
“No, what, no,” Salamander said.  “I advise we regain control of the situation.”
Annalease hurried past the mechanthrop and picked up the cop’s gun.  “We’ll catch a lot of heat if he dies.”
“Please don’t,” the security guard said to Robert.  A tranquilizer round pierced the guard’s thigh and a moment later he passed out.
Robert drugged the last conscious employee.  “The heat’s coming either way.  You’re not going soft on me, are you?”
Annalease glared at him, but then she turned away.  Robert was more machine than most of the mechanthrop’s in this room; all purpose, no emotion.  She took aim at the mechanthrop.
“What are you doing, Annalease?” Robert asked.
“Saving us from future heartache,” Annalease said, and pulled the trigger.
The mechanthrop stutter-stepped in place, its circuits shorted by the shock-cartridge.  A few more paces and it would have reached the unconscious employee, bashed his head in, or popped it off with a twist of the neck.  Programmed to kill in whichever means was most efficient, mechanthrops often aimed for the head.
“Salamander, use the forklift to transport the Silver into our truck,” Annalease said.
“You got it,” Salamander said.
“These extra steps will catch up eventually,” Robert said. He kneeled to extract the tranquilizer round from the cop’s forehead.
Annalease opened the loading dock door.  Skink had already reversed the box truck into position.  In a backpack on the floor of the truck were the explosives: six bundles of concentrated C4.
“Robert, give me a hand when you’re done cleaning up,” Annalease said.  “Salamander, load three 7th generation mechanthrops after you’ve finished with our blood-thirsty friend here.  Ninety seconds we’re gone.”
A brilliant golden luminance shining from within the back of a hitched trailer caught Annalease’s attention.  Its legs and shoulders hunched, and its neck bent to accommodate its magnificent stature, the golden mechanthrop that Annalease had been awaiting for nine years was less than fifteen feet away from her.  A paragon of mechanical beauty, Annalease could taste the density of its durable metal.  “Liam came through,” she muttered.
“Oh me, oh my, sorry old silver, but Annalease has a new guy,” Skink said, leaning her large head on Annalease’s arm.
Annalease smiled.  “Nine years, Skink.  That’s how long we’ve been waiting to be freed.” She took a deep breath.  “Anything on the radios?”
“All clear.  But we should leave soon.”
“Okay.” Annalease rubbed Skink’s head.  “Let’s give Salamander some room.”
“Can I ride it?”
“No.” Annalease guided Skink away from the trailer.  “Salamander, grab this one next.”
Robert walked over, the air rifle leaned against his shoulder like a soldier in a parade.  “This is the one, huh?  Our saving grace?”
Salamander drove the forklift into the trailer and hauled out the golden mechanthrop.  Everyone followed behind as he loaded it into the box truck.  “The true harbinger.”
Robert scoffed.  “We’re the true harbingers. I don’t care what some prophecy from an instruction manual has to say.  Any time we advance our cause, it’s because of us.  Not some robot that’s come to save us.”
“Shut up,” Skink said.
Robert sighed and walked away.
Annalease rubbed Skink’s head.  “Get in.  We’re heading out.  And no climbing, I’m serious.  If so much as one scuff mark…”
“Aye, aye, Captain,” Skink said, saluting Annalease before grabbing the strap to close the truck’s sliding door.
Annalease finished setting the C4 charges with Robert.  Hundreds of racks of quarter-ton mechanthrops would come crashing down.  Only a few dozen would be decommissioned, but they’d get the message.
Back in the truck, Annalease handed Robert the Overrider to get his opinion.  “It’s too dark, I can’t see anything,” he said.  “I’ll check it out when we get back.”
“It’ll be a major setback if we can’t repair it,” Annalease said.  She slowed the truck as they rolled over the speedbump exiting the parking lot.
“And yet you still smile,” Robert said.  “You look like a child with a new toy.”
“I’m not a child, and if your insolence persists, I will personally peel back your scalp and empty your skull.” Annalease had stopped the truck and was staring into Robert’s lifeless eyes.  So brown they were almost black—like his soul.  And mine, too.  That’s what he’s reminding me of.  My black soul.
Robert nodded, turned on the overhead light, and opened the glove compartment full of tools.  He got to work fixing the Overrider.
Annalease eased on the gas.  He could be a bastard at times, but Robert’s harsh words were always spoken with the best interests of the Harbingers in mind.  A smiling child.  The thought made Annalease want to smile again.  But she didn’t.  And she wouldn’t.
Because that’s what they did.  Those cooked up in batches at the Empyrean Genome Laboratories.  Those walking above ground without a care in the world.  But that’s not true.  They have worries just like everyone else.  NO, the voice in Annalease’s head yelled.  THEY DON’T KNOW WHAT IT’S LIKE TO SUFFER.  Not like we do.  But that was about to change, wasn’t it, now that they had their golden mechanthrop.




Chapter 2

For Ernest Emerson, the best way to recapture the glory days was to deliver the next hailed glory.  The people needed to be awed.  Left with an impression so great that they couldn’t help but utter Ernest’s name during dinner.  On his way back up, they’d say.  His family must be so proud.
But the crowd filled only a third of the bleachers—if that.  The number of spectators, colleagues, and sponsors were well below Ernest’s expectations.
He glanced at the massive digital scoreboard to check the countdown.  Two minutes until the exhibition began, and no sign of Emily.  Their mother and father were also absent, although Ernest wasn’t surprised about the latter.
Felix V. Emerson stopped supporting the family, physically, following the fallout of Emily’s second gene-splicing fiasco.
But their mother, Erin M. Emerson, former Vice President of EGL and current ambassador of the trivialized Cell Biology department, hadn’t missed an important event in her children’s lives since Ernest could remember.  Even after the tabloids crowned the Emersons’ The Most Hated Scientists of the Century, their mother advocated for Emily’s experiment to elongate the average lifespan of German Shepherds by infusing their DNA with the Queen of Termites’.  The result: puppies that couldn’t refrain from gnawing on wooden furniture, no matter how well-trained.
Ernest glanced at the scoreboard.  Thirty seconds.  At least his financial supporters, The Sharks, as they called themselves, were present.  They had acquired the name by being dangerously lenient with whom they lend to rather than the use of predatory tactics.  They were seeds in need of fertile soil that could grow their profits, and they were counting on Ernest to fill the bank.  He got total creative freedom, and they ignored his family’s tainted reputation.
Ernest glanced at the seats reserved for his family.  Empty.  Fine.  They could catch a recap of the exhibition on the six o’clock news.
“First off, I’d like to thank everybody for coming out this evening,” Kevin spoke into the microphone, the crowd hushing enough to hear the creaking metal of those still finding their seats on the bleachers.  “It is my honor, along with everyone at The Building Blocks of Yesterday, to be a part of the progression we’ve made as humans.  Led by doctor Ernest J. Emerson, the author of multiple scientific papers and the recipient of EGL’s Infusion of Genomes in Small Rodents Award, and the descendent of a noble prize-winning family, we strive together in our quest for a better tomorrow.  Please welcome Doctor Emerson.”
The applauding crowd evoked a surge of dopamine that flooded Ernest’s mind.  He walked on air as he glided to the podium.  The wind tickled the sweat on his palms.  He could barely contain the excitement at the thought of winning so many accolades after his work had been shared with the world.
“Thank you for the warm words, Kevin,” Ernest said, shaking his sponsor’s hand.  “And thank you all for coming.  We, uh…”  They came.  First row, middle section.  The three seats that had been vacant less than a minute ago were now taken.  Sister, Father, and Mother.  All here.  Every memorized line of Ernest’s speech had slipped away.
His sister’s iridescent hair shimmered like a sparkling rainbow as she nodded.  The whisper of his mother’s encouragement warmed his blood, and he could feel the intensity of his father’s expectations.
“We are eager to show you the future of genome alteration,” Ernest said to the crowd.  “We have already changed the building blocks of biology.  If you look to your left, and to your right, you’ll find many unique faces.  Different in shape, size, and color, but connected through individualism.  Grown in a batch unique to us and nobody else.  Well, I’m here to share with you my ideal of keeping
our differences.  But first I must prove I have something worth keeping.”
Ernest stepped away from the podium and stripped off his jacket and pants, revealing the athletic wear underneath.  The crowd grew vibrant with quizzical murmurs.  Someone expressed his suspicion that the exhibition was a hoax.  Nothing more than a gag to gain attention and, more importantly, sponsorship.  The shouter wasn’t entirely wrong, but Ernest kept his eyes on the track.
Eleven runners crouched at the starting line, each a different build from the next; models that were the fastest of this generation, the previous generation, and a few prototypes plucked from the lab as part of their efficiency testing.
Ernest took his spot in the middle of the lineup and hunched down, digging the balls of his feet into the synthetic rubbery asphalt.  A new countdown began on the scoreboard.
3….2…1…
POP!
Ernest surged forward, the wind slipping over his cheeks like water splitting over the edge of a knife.  It howled in his ears, screaming for him to pump harder, run faster, and ignore the burning acidity of lactic acids building in his calves, thighs, chest.  It was the pain of a body that spent most of its time in a science laboratory now thrusted onto a track to compete with some of the fastest runners in the country.  Even so, it would be nothing compared to what he had planned at the end of the race.
Two runners passed him, joining the ranks of those leading.  Ernest had put little thought into his ending placement.  He doubted it’d be first, or even top six…but last?
He leaned into his sprint, on the brink of tipping over.  Another smear of a body passed on the left.  He wanted to count how many runners were in front of him, but if he lifted his eyes for only a second, he’d trip and become the newest laughingstock of the Emerson family.
Faster, he willed his legs.  But it was of no use.  They weren’t designed for this.  What was I thinking?
Ernest rounded the final curve of the track and watched in blurry vision as every runner crossed the finish line ahead of him.  A complete disaster.  What was the worth of losing something that had zero starting value?
But as he made his way back to the bleachers, he was met by a standing ovation.  Everybody had gotten out their seats to applaud his efforts.  Even his father.
Ernest hurried to the podium.  He had to keep up the momentum.  “Thank you.  Thank you.  So much.”  A pat on the back.  Ernest turned to see Kevin, who was gesturing toward the other eleven runners, lined up on the track hand-in-hand preparing for the final bow.  “Please put your hands.  Together.  For our powerful.  Runners,” Ernest stammered between breaths.
The applause continued, and Ernest joined in.  He couldn’t help but envy the runners.  They were composed and ready for another race, whereas Ernest gasped and blubbered for air.  A spectrum of colors from dark to light, short to tall (although the shortest still stood taller than Ernest), each runner stood a paragon of creation.  And the Emersons had contributed toward their perfection.
A fact they’ll remember, Ernest said, turning toward the crowd.  “I would like to take a brief moment to speak on the past.” The crowd quieted and took their seats.  “Some say the sharp edge of the past haunts us.  It carves away at our critical thinking.  ‘This is how it’s always been,’ some may say.  Or, ‘If it ain’t broken, don’t fix it.’  To this I say, we’re not fixing it, but improving upon its structure.”
The crowd gasped as Kevin unveiled the guillotine.  “A device of the past,” Ernest said, resting his hand on the guillotine’s wooden platform.  “Used to dismember a person’s existence from this world.  A hand for stealing.  A head for lying.  But what if we could get back these lost parts?”
Ernest climbed the steps leading to the guillotine’s platform.  The crowd had completely forgotten about the runners, their focus hijacked by the main event.  “I am not going to chop off my own head,” Ernest said, trying to rein in his father’s faltering support.  But Felix didn’t slow his shuffling toward the bleacher’s exit, and soon he was gone.
“Lost limbs,” Ernest said, slipping his legs under the guillotine’s blade.
“You’ve lost your mind,” someone called from the crowd.
“Each year, 185,000 people lose their limbs in our great country,” Ernest said, his eyes watching the blue sky just beyond the silver edge of the guillotine blade.  “The cause of a little more than half that number comes from vascular disease.  Nearly another half is caused by trauma, and a small sliver by cancer.  But what if we could regrow?”
“Ernest, you stop this charade this instant,” Emily said, her Helium-high voice shushing the crowd.
“You will all see me in a few months’ time, back on this very track, racing against the nation’s greatest runners with brand new, regrown legs.” Ernest nodded at his sponsor, and the blade came whizzing down.
A spritz of warm blood dabbled Ernest’s thighs.  He heard the voice of his mother, calling to him in a way that made his chest hurt.  He told her it’d be okay.  He told his sister to see the method in his madness.  He envisioned the proud look on his father’s face, after all was said and done.
New limbs, he thought, his vision tunneling and his ears ringing.  But to get to new, you must get rid of old.




Chapter 3

They walk like us, yet are less agile.  They threaten violence, yet are some of the most fragile beings in the galaxy.  Ferocious for the sake of never having to meet a creature of harsher intentions.
These were the rumors lacing the airways of Mechciety.  Humans, they were called.  And from what Orvil 7D had witnessed of these fleshy animals, the rumors were true.
Worse, even, he thought, replaying the memory of a woman dressed in poorly designed fabric, her torso bulging from a hardened apparatus—they apply secondary exoskeletons to boost durability.  And the tool she wielded…it controlled the Silver’s motor function, compelling him forward as the woman threatened another human.
“Some humans have faulty programming,” Orvil’s teacher had explained, “harming each other instead of fighting for the species.”
“Species?” Orvil asked, unfamiliar with the term.
“A species for them is what Mechciety is for us.  Each biological creature is its own species, yet they differ in terms of life cycle and method of performance.”
Orvil identified the human known as Skink as the most idiomatic of the group.  She was shorter than the others and possessed the urge to be in constant motion.  Since entering the transport, Skink had climbed Orvil’s back, bounced around on his shoulders, and then jumped down to nibble his finger and “test its authenticity.”
The second human in the transport, Salamander, tapped a knife against Orvil’s back and said, “It sounds right.  We’ll know for sure when we get underground.  If it’s not the one we’ve been waiting for, I think Annalease will lose her mind.”
“She lost that a long time ago,” Skink said, and did something that had intrigued Orvil.  She laughed.  The sound was a sequence of high-pitch noises akin to the whining of bent metal.
Orvil added the unfamiliar name to his catalog: Annalease.  She was the human that had wielded the Overrider tool at the transport pickup station.  A frightening notion, having one’s autonomy yanked away at the click of a button.  Orvil would maintain an elevated sense of awareness around Annalease.
And then there was Robert, a man that alternated between obsessively scratching his neck and checking the external clock on his wrist.  A deadly human, willing to shoot another human in the head with a low-velocity projectile at a moment’s notice.
Spoken by Robert, 2248,
15Nov2667:
“The mechanthrop will terminate that man’s life.  I advise letting it be.”
Skink tumbled into Orvil as the transport truck made a sharp turn.  The sweat on her face smeared his leg, and his microscopic sensors absorbed Skink’s DNA for analysis.  Soon, Orvil would be able to locate her by scent.
“You should stop messing with the golden mechanthrop,” Salamander said.
“Why?” Skink said, climbing her way up Orvil’s torso.
“Annalease isn’t the best driver.  What if she hits a turn too hard and the mechanthrop tips over?  The first thing she’ll assume is that you were dangling from it like a jungle gym and threw off its balance.”
Skink shifted her grip and began using Orvil’s neck as a pull-up bar.  “Big, expensive, five-hundred-pound mechanthrop can’t survive a little bump on the head?”
“I’ll give you a bump on the head.”
“Why do you refer to me as a mechanthrop?” Orvil asked.
Skink released her grip and landed flat on her back.  She scurried away from Orvil, putting her back against the wall.
Salamander broke out in wild laughter.  It sounded very different from the way Skink laughed earlier.  Slower in cadence. And wider.  If Skink laughed like bending metal, then Salamander laughed like chimes blowing in the wind.  Orvil rotated his torso one hundred-and-eighty degrees to face Salamander and repeated his question.
“Um…I’m not really sure,” Salamander said, his nose crinkling as he glanced up at Orvil.  “It’s just what they called you when we got here.  I mean, your kind.  Skink and I are still newish.”
“What’s my kind?  New to what?” Orvil asked.
“Um…” Salamander lowered his gaze, presumably to glance at Skink.  He bit his lip, then picked his teeth with his knife.  “Uh, maybe…”
The truck slowed.  Salamander stopped picking his teeth and sheathed his knife.  “Our leader can provide an answer for your question.”
Orvil rotated his torso.  Skink remained hunched in the same position, her eyes wide and mouth quivering.  Her scent of sweat had more than doubled since she had used Orvil’s neck as a pull-up bar.  “You have an error in your programming,” Orvil said.
“You’re not supposed to be awake,” Skink whispered through chattering teeth.  She almost rolled backward out of the truck as the door slid open.
The human called Robert caught Skink in his lanky arms.
“What’s wrong?” Annalease asked.
Orvil took a step forward, the truck swaying under his weight.  Annalease also took a step forward, blocking the view of Skink and Robert as she pointed the Overrider at Orvil.
“When will you take me—”
“Shutdown all motor functions and sensory inputs,” Annalease said.
Spoken by Skink, 2330, 15Nov2667:
“You’re not supposed to be awake.”
Orvil straightened his legs by twenty degrees and bent his neck to compensate for the roof’s low stature.  The only difference between himself and the other mechanthrop was their metallic makeup. Orvil even set his visual sensors to latent.
A dynamic strum of heartbeats flooded Orvil’s auditory sensors.  The quicker the thump, the closer the human.  Salamander’s heart punched Orvil’s back with the force of a motor piston reaching its limits.  From the front, Skink’s rattled like a tremoring case of loose locknuts.  Next to Skink was Annalease, her heart elevated to the low hum of a hoist lifting a piece of heavy machinery.  And Robert’s…steady as the conveyor lines back at Mechciety.
“It’s okay, Skink,” Annalease said.  “He’s turned off.”
Boots clumped against wood as Salamander walked past Orvil.  “Things were just getting exciting.  Skink was about to turn herself inside out with fear.”
“Shut up,” Skink said.  “It was talking.”
Her remark quickened the heartbeats of everyone but Robert.
“What did it say?” Annalease asked.
“It asked why we call it a mechanthrop,” Salamander said.
“Was that here or back at the storage facility?” Annalease asked.
“Um…what?” Salamander’s heart sped up, and his breathing quickened.
They consume air like we consume oil, but the turnover rate is much quicker, Orvil’s teacher had explained.  It enters, circulates their inner hoses, and then is exhaled as an altered form of gas consumed by the environment.  They have a symbiotic relationship with nature.
“We’re wasting time,” Robert said, his voice a slow drawl, like his heartbeat.
“Did you use the term ‘mechanthrop’ here in the truck, after we’d loaded the Gold?” Annalease asked.
“Yes, here,” Salamander said.
“I don’t like it,” Robert said.  “We should do a clean wipe.  And get the hell out of public view.”
“No wipes until we’ve found out if he’s the one or not,” Annalease said.
Everyone’s heart slowed at her words.  “Awake,” she said.  The truck pitched left as the other familia—the Silver—came online.  “Orders as follows: you’re to keep equal footing and pace behind me always.  Mute all audible outputs.  Do not respond to any sensory inputs.  Understood?”
No movement.  No sound.  And then the footsteps of Annalease as she approached Orvil.  “Awake.”
Orvil reengaged his visual sensors and copied the Silver’s posture and pose, hunching down while straightening his head.  The task complete, he broadened his field of view to include Annalease, standing in front of him with squinted eyes.
“Apply same settings of the mechanthrop I spoke to a moment ago.  Understood?” she said.
“I do not understand,” Orvil said.  “Who are you and why am I here?”
“I was hoping you could tell me.” Her tone of voice had changed to match Skink’s after the tiny human had fallen backwards out of the truck. And Salamander’s, when he told Skink to stop “messing” with Orvil.
Spoken by Salamander, 2327, 15Nov2267:
“If it’s not the one we’ve been waiting for, I think Annalease will lose her mind.”
“Orders as follows,” Annalease said.  “You’re to keep equal footing and pace behind me always.  Mute all audible outputs.  Do not respond to any sensory inputs.  Understood?”
Orvil remained silent.
“Well, that answers that,” Robert said.
“I’m sorry,” came the voice of Skink.
“Nothing changes,” Annalease said.  “We have two more for the roster.” She opened the cabinet mounted on the wall and dressed Orvil in a trench coat.  Next, she pulled a black hat over Orvil’s head.  “We’re going below.  Salamander, you got the truck?”
“Consider it done.”
Annalease led the Silver and Orvil down the truck’s extendable ramp to a sewer manhole.  There was a car parked on the far side of the manhole to further conceal their movements.  A building—an abode, Orvil recalled—stood at their back side.  It had glass squares built into its walls, just like the simulations at Mechciety.
They can’t hear each other, like we can, Orvil’s teacher had explained.  The air is a barrier for their thoughts.
Something in the air, perhaps, considering that Orvil had yet to hear a single word from the Silver, and it seemed the Silver couldn’t hear Orvil, either.  Something Annalease did to him.  Took away his autonomy to hear and communicate.
The Silver removed the manhole cover and followed Skink into the tunnels.  Next was Annalease.  Orvil prepared to descend after them, but Robert blocked his way.  Everything about Robert was dark: brown hair, brown eyes, and brown beard that puffed out to cover most of his face, and a dark shirt and pants that hugged his wiry body.  His exterior clock ticked away seconds as he stood silently.
Robert raised his low-velocity projectile weapon and aimed it at Orvil’s head.  “It’s loaded with shock-cartridges.  You ever see what happens to a toaster dropped in a tub of water?  That’s your brain in a few seconds.”
Orvil kept his eyes forward and his posture static.
“You hear me?” Robert flipped his weapon around and jammed its stock into Orvil’s face.
Orvil kept his eyes forward, his posture static.
Robert nodded, whispering under his breath, “Dammit.” He stepped aside.  Orvil descended the ladder.
The odor of water mixed with feces and damp concrete registered in Orvil’s processing centers.  He heard dripping, splashing, and the echo of words rebounding off walls.  On either side of the stream were ledges wide enough to walk on.  Everyone except Skink was on the ledge; she had fallen in and was reaching for Annalease’s hand.
“We need to get you some better-fitting clothes,” Annalease said.  “Salamander, remind me the next time we’re out for requisitions.”
“Yes, ma’am,” Salamander called down from above.
“Thanks, Mama,” Skink said.
“She’s regressed to the Mama and Papa phase, huh?” Robert said.
Salamander closed the manhole cover overhead.
Orvil got the urge to pose a few questions: where were they going; why’d they travel to an underground tunnel that reeks of excrement; what were the creatures swimming in the water; and when were they going to escort Orvil to his transport pod inbound for High Society?
He needed answers, but he couldn’t speak.  If he did, they would know he’s “the one.” Or not the one, depending on which way they expected him to answer their odd questions.  And what about the Silver?  Could he be hidden within his own cone of silence?  The notion was possible.  Even probable, since it was the first thing Orvil did.  But I was taking cues from the Silver.  Did he have a “mechanthrop” to imitate when first arriving?
So many questions, and no voice.
Orvil considered switching his processes to low-power mode, but he decided against it.  If Robert threatened him again, Orvil wouldn’t be able to gauge the weapon’s trigger mechanism or calculate the sincerity of Robert’s threat.  Orvil kept his processes fully powered and his audible outputs disengaged.
They traveled a lengthy straightway of the tunnel—twenty minutes worth—before making a right at the T-junction.  After that came more tunnels, more oily-smelling aquatic animals, and then more of the same.
An hour after they had begun their descent, the group came upon a large hole in the wall.  It looked like a window but without the glass or frame.  Annalease lifted Skink into the hole and then stepped aside, allowing the others to enter ahead of her.
She blocked Orvil’s way when it was his turn.  “Disable visual sensors.”
Orvil dimmed his optical inputs and waited for Annalease to allow passage.  She didn’t.  She only looked at him.  Scrutinized him, her mouth tightening as she leaned closer to Orvil.  Unsatisfied with her findings, she stood on the ledge of the wall’s hole and stared at Orvil, her height only an inch below his.
Up close, her soft vulnerable flesh showed the defects in its evolutionary makeup.  A thin scar ran along her forehead, just below her hair line, and small craters littered her cheek and a portion of her neck.  Humans were said to be prone to injury, and they even had an involuntary reaction to something called pain.
“You’re not the first mechanthrop I’ve taken under my care,” Annalease said, her gel-like optical sensors inches away from Orvil’s.  “It seems with each new generation, your competence for survival in our society drops.” Her eyes roved up, down, and traversed the breadth of Orvil’s torso.  She breathed the air, her small body expanding.  “I know you can see me.”
A small spike of voltage in Orvil’s circuits caused his fingers to shudder.  Annalease glanced down, smiling.  “Disable visual sensors, please.”
Orvil did, turning the outside world dark.  He heard a quick exhale as Annalease turned around.  Her boots clopped on the concrete floor, getting farther away.
Orvil emitted a continuous high-pitched frequency
from the sonar mechanisms built in his extremities.  The sounds reverberated off the walls to paint a picture of his surroundings, and he listened for their return to gauge the dimensions of the hole in the wall.  Stepping through, his sonar registered an abundance of multi-figured objects spanning a room much bigger than the tunnels.
A group of soft-fleshed beings were gathered around a heat source to Orvil’s right.  To Orvil’s left was a piece of cloth, the gaps around its draping leading into another room.  Straight ahead stood an object Orvil had never encountered; a pattern of crisscrossed metal bars in the form of a large square.
Nowhere could Orvil sense the shape of a transport ship.  “Annalease, I must speak with you,” he said.
The fleshy beings gathered around the heat source quieted down.  Their silence amplified the sound of hearts beating, lungs breathing, mouths coughing.  And then Robert, his voice colder than metal, said, “And just like that our destined leader assumes his role of authority.  You seem disgruntled, Annalease.  Is something wrong?”
“Shut your mouth,” Skink said.
“Don’t forget who made you,” Robert said.  “I can always reverse your transformation.”
“Please people, don’t scare away our new guests before they’ve had time to acclimate,” Annalease said.
A thin blade tapped Orvil’s chest.  “Follow my footsteps,” Robert said, leading Orvil deeper into the room.
“It would take death itself to scare us away,” a voice drifted from the heat source in the corner.  Orvil focused his sonar.  The unidentified human was built like Skink but had a smaller head.  A head proportional to the rest of her body.  “I mean, that’s the only thing they’re offering above ground,” the Skink-like human said, her voice growing giddy.
“Then you have nothing to worry about,” Annalease said.  “We preserve life. Cultivate it so that those living in higher status will take notice of our progress.  We will rise to unforeseen heights.  That is the reason you are here.  That is the end goal of the training we can provide.  So, shall we begin the questionnaires?”
“What about them?” another unidentified voice said.  “Why are mechanthrops here?  Aren’t they part of the problem?”
“Would you not study your enemy before meeting them on the field?” Annalease said.
The stretch of Orvil’s sonar shrunk to a perforated square.  The crisscross pattern he had picked up earlier was now all around him.  Something in his processing centers registered the new surrounding as a threat and he had no choice but to enable his optical inputs.
Metal bars caged him.  He backpedaled and rotated his torso, putting what was behind in front, and collided with the Silver mechanthrop, toppling them both.  Robert, passing through the metal door of the cage, whirled around.
“I’m not supposed to be here,” Orvil shouted, charging the exit.
Robert lifted his low-velocity weapon and snapped off a shot.  The projectile latched onto Orvil’s midsection.  The bite of an electrical shock rippled through his chassis.  His legs malfunctioned.  His vision fizzled.  He fell upon the floor with enough force to crack the concrete.
By the time Orvil’s processing centers returned to normal function, the door had been closed and locked.  A subtle buzzing adhered to the metal bars.
“I doubt he’s the harbinger,” Robert said.  “But he is different.”
Annalease, along with the rest of the unidentified humans, stood on the other side of the cage, watching Orvil.  Most of them looked scared, wide-eyed with shrunken postures.  Even Robert’s tall, thin, yet muscular frame, shivered.  They all looked so vulnerable.
“I’ll start the interviews,” Annalease said.  “Come on, people, we have a lot of work to do.” She clapped her hands, getting everyone’s attention, and motioned them toward the curtain. As they funneled into the other room, she turned around and whispered, “Stop testing us and help,” before winking and joining the others.




Chapter 4

The daily wanderings of Annalease’s mind seemed to be growing worse with time.  Her once crystallized foresight, capable of envisioning multiple non-linear scenarios in the future, had deteriorated so much it was difficult to focus on a single task in the present.  Questions like what if and when will had frosted her judgment and presented doubt.
And then the Gold arrived.
Something about him…taller than the rest and built with a denser alloy, coupled with the fact that gold didn’t rust.  One that will never fade, never buckle… Words spoken so long ago Annalease couldn’t be sure they weren’t a manifestation of her imagination.
“I recommend we take two for now,” Robert said, nodding at the recruit portfolios set on the table.  “This guy, Davis Sprout.  He came from the A77s.  High stamina with the ability to keep calm when things get busy.”
Annalease considered the other three candidates: An air purifier repairwoman, small in stature but limber as a cat, and with an inclination for repairing mechanical components; a wildlife photographer, average build, plain looks, and a proclivity for patience; and a farmer whose abilities could certainly pacify the hunger of Annalease and her crew, but whose lack of limb—lost in a harvesting incident—disqualified him.
“The soldier would be good, but what if he defects?” Annalease asked.
“We’ll see it coming long before he does,” Robert said.  He pointed at the farmer’s folder.  “We don’t have the resources for a replacement arm, so he’s out.”
“I agree,” Annalease said, and tossed the folder into the wastebasket.  “The repairwoman is small.  Good for confined spaces.”
“We already have small,” Robert said.  “I think it’s smarter to have a full-bodied, eagle-eyed young man to add to the roster.”
“Okay, the soldier and photographer it is,” Annalease said.  She gathered the appropriate portfolios and handed them to Robert.  “I’ll send the repairwoman to Liam.  I’m sure he’ll have room for her.”
Robert checked his watch.  “You want me to take care of the farmer after you leave?”
“No.” Annalease approached her scant wardrobe; casual wear, business attire, hunting and military fatigues.  Everything outdated and forever tainted with the scent of sewage.  She took the hunting clothes.  “I have a plan that will help the cause.”
Robert smiled.  A face with no mouth would had been more natural.  “Keys for the holding area?”
“For what?” Annalease pulled off her jeans and shirt.
“The Gold.” Robert lifted his eyes.  “The damaged copper is showing no signs of improvement.  I’m thinking it’s time to decommission.”
Annalease tucked in the hem of her hunting shirt and faced the wardrobe.  “The Gold’s not ready.”
“We gave him the same interview as the others and got the same answers.”
“Well then I’m not ready.”
“Let’s take a peek under the hood.”
“No, Robert, and that’s final.” Annalease retrieved her hunting rifle from the chest next to her desk.  She slung it over her shoulder, then packed her laptop in a satchel.  “It’s been close to a decade.  Waiting a few more days isn’t going to make a big difference.”
Robert gave the stack of portfolios a light slap.  “Fine.  Just don’t let the idea of a lost prophet unravel you.” He turned for the common room.
“I’m fine.  Oh, and Robert…”
“What?”
“I changed my mind about the soldier.  We’re only taking the photographer.”
Robert pulled on his beard and sighed as he left the room.
Don’t let the idea of a lost prophet unravel you… Annalease scoffed at the words.  Who was he—always itching or obsessively checking his watch—to accuse anyone of becoming unraveled?
Annalease was the furthest thing from loose screws.  Her mind wandered, sure, but didn’t everybody’s?  It didn’t used to.  Shut up.
She picked up her satchel and made for the common room.  “Skink, I need you to deliver these two to the Defunct checkpoint,” Annalease said, gesturing at the repairwoman and soldier.  She addressed to the photographer next.  “You’re going to stay behind and answer a few more questions with Robert.”
“I’m not going with you?” Skink asked.
“What did I just say?  Get the blindfolds and take them to Liam.  Now.”
Skink retrieved two bandanas from the top drawer of the dresser next to the holding cell.  Everyone watched her in silence.  A tiny person with a big head that walked with a stuttering gait, even Annalease found herself unable to avert her gaze.  Why do I feel guilty when watching her walk like that? Annalease wondered.  Why do humans feel pain?
“Come on, we’ll get started,” Robert said.  “No, this way.” He led the photographer through the draped curtains and into the operating room.
“All ready, Salamander?” Annalease asked.
“Affirmative,” he said, and tied a bandana over the soldier’s eyes.  “Just let me get my rifle and we can leave.”
“Skink, where’s your weapon?” Annalease asked.
Dull chrome caught the light’s reflection as Skink flashed the pistol tucked at her hip.
“I should get a weapon, too,” the soldier said.
Nobody replied as Skink grabbed his hand, told the repairwoman to grab the soldier’s other hand, and led them into the tunnels.
Annalease caught a glimpse of Robert watching her through the draped curtains before he disappeared.  Don’t come unraveled, she told herself, and couldn’t help but gaze at the Gold standing idle in the holding cell.  A few more questions, Annalease told herself.
“Let’s do it,” Salamander said.
“Do I need a weapon?” the farmer asked.
“No.  Stay behind me and in front of him,” Annalease said.
An hour later they were above ground and inside an apartment for a meeting with the Defuncts, one of the best-known and highly organized resistance chapters.  Liam Smith was their leader, a man who never met in person, no matter the situation.  The other chapters used to criticize him for being overly covert.  “If you’re really one of us, show us your hideout.  Your chapter is the only one that’s never been visited by others.” Eventually they saw the genius in his method and now none of the chapters meet in their distinct hideouts.
Annalease took out her laptop and booted it up.  She plugged in the Cat6 cable hanging next to the apartment door and waited for it to identify her laptop’s serial number.
“Do you think Liam will be here?” Salamander asked.
“No.”
“Our bet’s still on though, right?”
A file transfer started on the laptop.  Along with being the most respected chapter, the Defuncts also acted as the underground’s information hub.  Anything Liam could think up to help the cause, he’d distribute to the others.  Or do it himself.  Some said he never allowed others into his hideout because he didn’t have a hideout—too busy out and about, disrupting EGL and the corrupt people in power.  Funny how easily speculation fills the void of the unknown.
“For one week you get to sleep in the master’s quarters,” Annalease said.
The farmer chuckled.  Salamander nodded to himself, his green eyes twinkling at the thought of such a grand prize.
“If that’s what’s at stake, comfy sleeping, I could probably round up a few bales of hay.  Make some nice warm beds for you,” the farmer said.
“I’d rather not take the chance of having rodents squirming at our backs while we sleep,” Annalease said.  The files finished transferring.  “The document says it’s a five-person job.”
The farmer perked up and flashed a grin of yellowing teeth.  “I might have some people.”
“Maybe Robert’s right,” Salamander said.  “Maybe we should be more lenient with the applications.”
“Not enough room.  Food.  We barely have enough antibiotics if two of us gets sick.” Annalease hovered the laptop pointer over the Decline dialog box, but a sudden commotion on the other side of the door stopped her from clicking it.  The door opened.
A man with fair hair and complexion stood in the doorway.  He wore glasses and a flannel button-down, its sleeves rolled up, and black jeans.  “Welcome, Harbingers,” he said.  “We have sensitive data to discuss, and time is short.”
Annalease and the others followed the man inside.
The living room had been converted into a miniature office. Five cubicles housed five men who were identical in appearance to themselves, and nearly identical to the man who had opened the door.  They wore flannel shirts and jeans but no glasses.  And Annalease would bet a fresh shower that if they stood next to the doorman, they’d be the same height.
“Strange, huh, to get so many from a single batch to join the resistance?” the doorman said.
“It doesn’t make sense.  Each new batch has less defects…” Annalease trailed off, remembering how offensive that word was to some people.
The doorman shook his head.  “They can’t hear you.  None of them.”
“Their audible inputs malfunctioned,” Salamander said.
“That’s one way of saying it,” the doorman said.  “But yes, they’re deaf.  And me, I’m partially blind.” He flicked the lens of his glasses.  “We balance each other’s faults.  Now please, step into the kitchen.”
Annalease smelled pizza wafting from the oven.  A supposed delicacy…yet she had never tasted it freshly baked.  Mostly cold, rarely microwaved, and with enough bacteria from sitting out to leave a pain in her stomach after every meal.  Green peppers and pineapples…delicious.
“There will be two people at the Hunting Grounds waiting to assist you,” the doorman said.  “They’ll be wearing bright orange vests with green tape in the form of an X across their chests and back.”
“Liam mentioned sending assistance,” Annalease said.
“Excellent.  So that’s clear.  Now these…” he picked up a stack of small posters from the kitchen table.
They looked like an advertisement for a movie: care packages parachuting from the sky onto a group of malnourished people climbing ladders to escape a massive firepit.  Printed along the top of each poster were the words, “Help Quench the Fire in Our Guts.”
“We need these plastered to every telephone pole, news bulletin board, and car windshield,” the doorman said.
“This is your tactic, pleading?” Annalease asked.  “Because it doesn’t work.”
“Not mine.  Liam’s.”
Annalease accepted the posters and handed them to Salamander.  “Mind if we get a to-go plate?” he asked the doorman.
The doorman frowned and walked them to the exit.  “One more thing before you go.  It was passed on to me that you may have recently acquired a unique mechanthrop.”
“We’ve scraped it,” Annalease said.  “It was only unique in value.  Plus, mama bear has a few cubs to feed.”
“Right.” He gave Salamander a quick wink.  “Listen for the call.  Happy hunting.”
Parked in front of the building was a jeep painted in the shades of a safari.  Annalease found the keys in the center console, along with a note assuring that the Defuncts at the hunting ground would deliver Annalease and her team anywhere they pleased, following the mission.
“What do you think about all this?” Salamander asked as he transferred the weapons from the car to the jeep.
“It’s fine.  The jeep goes with our disguise,” Annalease said.  “Makes us look more official.”
“Official?” Salamander flaunted the stack of posters.  “This job is a joke.  They’re treating us like children, appointing chaperons and picking out our means of transportation.  And what’s with the ultimatum, delivering us only after the mission?”
Annalease took the posters and handed them to the farmer in the back seat.  “Can you hang these?  If not, I’m sorry, but there’s no room in our group for somebody who can’t perform simple tasks.”
The farmer accepted them, gazing and nodding at the image of people climbing out of the fire.  “Yeah.  I uh…yeah, sure.”
Annalease turned back to Salamander.  “Feel better?”
He didn’t answer, but the meaning of Annalease’s message was clear: if a farmer with one arm is willing to take the task of hanging posters, there’s absolutely no reason for Salamander to complain about the switching of vehicles.
The stars faded behind a rising sun.  Salamander flipped through the radio stations, alternating between techno songs and news casters reporting weather and road conditions.  The farmer hopped in and out of the jeep, performing his duty to the best of his ability.  He loaded mailboxes, slotted sheets behind license plates, and taped pages to the front doors of a few houses.
The horizon grew hazier the closer they came to the Uninhabitable Zone.  The air thickened with the taste of burnt coal.  The green trees flanking the dirt road had lost their fluorescence and grew brittle.
The jeep’s GPS indicated that they were approaching their final destination.  “Remember, we are dealing with lethals in a secluded area,” Annalease said.  “If you gauge danger, you neutralize it.”
“Feeling a bit aggressive today, are we?” Salamander asked.
“I’m serious.  If either of us gets wounded, the chances of bleeding out during the drive back is high.” Annalease turned toward the farmer.  “You, too.  If you see anything suspicious, you let us know right away.  Got it?”
He glanced up from the poster he had kept for himself.  “Yeah. Of course.”
They disembarked, readied their weapons, and stood still as statues, listening.  A duck quacked in the distance.  Weapons raised, they moved forward.  Sticks snapped beneath their feet.  The loud bellow of a dying animal swept through the bare forest, carried by a wind scented with blood and rotten flesh.  The duck quacked again.
“Defuncts, is that you?” Annalease called.
A shush came from their rear.  Annalease turned on the balls of her feet, surveying the area through the sights of her rifle.
“Easy, we’re with you,” a voice came from the trees.  “No names, no titles.  I’m going to show you our patch.”
A man emerged from the ground, the sticks and leaves of his outfit rising with him.  He unzipped his jacket to reveal an orange vest with a green X taped over it.  “We need to hurry.  They arrived early.”
Another quack, followed by a woman’s voice whispering, “I’m coming out, hold your fire.” Dressed in the same camouflage of sticks and leaves, the woman stepped out of the tree line.  She unzipped her jacket to display an orange vest with green tape.
“How do you know who we are?” Salamander asked.  “We didn’t relay any identifiers.”
“You drove in on one,” the man said.
The dying animal moaned again.
“We have to hurry.  The lion is approaching.”
“Lead the way,” Annalease said.  Then to the farmer, “Watch our backs.  Anybody pops up…”
The farmer nodded.
They followed the two Defuncts deeper into the forest, the foliage on the trees wilting the closer they came to the UZ.  Even with the latest and greatest designed batches of scientists and tech-gurus, humans still couldn’t ward off the spreading pollution gushing forth from the belly of Mechciety.  Annalease couldn’t understand why the law still permitted hunters to push wildlife closer and closer to the border.  Soon the animals would have nowhere to go.
The Defuncts slowed their steps and took a knee.  Crouching, Annalease scooted up to their position.  The man peered through binoculars as the woman examined a hand-drawn map.  “The hunters will approach from here,” she said, pointing at a group of four stick figures on the map, “and they have transport trucks parked up here.”
A finger’s length north of the hunters were a couple of crudely drawn pickup trucks.  South of them, a pinky nail’s length away, was the image of an elephant, and south of the elephant was a jeep with the letters “RP” written below it.  “Your team will enter the clearing to inspect the bait.  Then we’ll come along and challenge your right to the dead animal,” the woman said.  “The plan is to draw the hunters out of hiding and blow the whole operation before their prey comes to feast on the elephant.”
“They’ll pull pretense papers on the site,” Annalease said.
“And then we’ll argue.  It’ll go back and forth until they get fed up and call the rangers responsible for these hunting grounds.  That’ll take another forty minutes minimum, and by the time the whole thing is over, I’m thinking the lion will be long gone.”
Annalease swiveled on her heel.  “Get a spot overseeing the bait site,” she told Salamander.  Then to the farmer, “You’re with me.”
She walked toward the small clearing, toward the cries of an animal pleading with the world for some form of alleviation.  The aroma of rotting flesh stabbed at her sinuses.
A patch of hay acted as the death bed for a baby elephant.  Its eyes were open, staring at the sky, never blinking.  It didn’t breathe.  It didn’t move.  A moan of pain emitted from somewhere within the haystack.  A hidden speaker, Annalease realized.  The elephant’s already dead.  Stepping closer, she saw the splatter of fresh blood that had been poured over the deceased bait.
“Hey, what do you think you’re doing?” The Defunct man entered the clearing wearing his orange vest with green tape.  “This is our claim,” he shouted.
The woman had shed her camouflage likewise, and the farmer was following reluctantly behind her.  She held out a sheet of paper.  “We got the papers right here.”
Annalease gripped her rifle a little tighter as the hidden speaker emitted another whine.  Sweat layered her palms and her stomach churned from the repugnant smell of fresh blood.
“Hey, dumbasses,” came a voice thick as oil.  “Get off our site before we shoot you.” He wore a woodland camouflage tank top, matching pants, boots, and a brown bandana that wrapped nicely around his thick head of hair.  Primed in his hands was a double-barrel shotgun.
“This is our claim,” the Defunct man repeated, waltzing over in stride with his partner, their weapons slung over their shoulders.
“We’ve been working this site for a couple weeks now,” the man dressed in woodland said.
“It says right here, court ordered, and boundary verified by the local rangers.”
Annalease searched the trees as they argued.  She was looking for a pair of green eyes—those belonging to Salamander—but found two topazes instead, watching from above the curve of a boulder.  The beast sniffed the air, then trotted off.
I hope you’re ready, Salamander, Annalease thought, and approached the far side of the clearing.  She continued past the three still arguing and paused only a second to mark the location of another hunter lingering on the outskirts of the clearing.  He wore the same woodland tank top, pants, boots, and bandana as the first hunter.  The only difference was his choice of weapon: a reflex bow.  Bred in the same batch, most likely.  And if so, there’s a high chance they’re working for EGL.
“How many of you are hiding in the brush?” Annalease asked him.
“Hiding?”  He eyed Annalease up and down, then spat a loogie browner than his bandana.  “You weren’t made to be out here.  Better get back underground with the rats, where it’s safe.”
“Rather be underground than obsolete and no longer needed, and that’s exactly what’s going to happen to you after you fail to capture the next genome project,” Annalease said.
He lifted his reflex bow, apparently putting it on display.  “I’m a hunter, we never go out of fashion.  Long as killing isn’t extinct, then neither am I.”
Annalease nodded and walked off through the forest until she came upon the pickup trucks.  Two hunters, grown from the same batch as the others, guarded the trucks.  They wore identical clothes and had the same slouched posture.  Their facial hair differed, and one had a crooked nose.
“You’re gonna have to clear out of here,” the one with the crooked nose said.  He tugged on his beard as he said it; a simple mannerism that cost him his life.
Annalease raised her rifle and shot him in the chest.  He saw it coming, tried to raise his shotgun, but his hands weren’t positioned correctly.  He stumbled backward and bumped the front of the pickup truck.
The other hunter dived into the bed of the truck, his cigarette sparking as it bounced off the truck’s frame.  The vehicle swayed as he tossed and turned back there.  And then Annalease heard the priming of a weapon.
She rushed to the truck’s front bumper and took cover.  The man she shot was gasping for air only a few feet away from her.  Would he have enough energy left to fight her off if she tried to use his body as a shield?
“Benny, you all right?” the hunter in the bed yelled.
A succession of weapons firing back at the clearing answered his question.  Annalease tried to identify the shooters by the sound of their calibers, but it was a blend of .3s and the two buck shots.  A few seconds of commotion followed by quiet, and one final crack of a smaller weapon…Salamander.
“Hold your fire, I’m coming out,” said the hunter in the pickup.
Annalease left the wounded hunter on the ground.  He no longer clutched at his chest; the dead elephant couldn’t have been stiller.
“Throw out your weapon first,” Annalease said.  And he did.  A Winchester.  Reliable.  Annalease picked it up and slung it over her shoulder, along with the dead man’s shotgun.  “Stand up, hands first, like you’re about to dive in a pool.  There you go.”
He looked calm, but his breathing was erratic and congested, and a string of snot hung from his nostril to his mustache.  Annalease took aim at his head and pulled the trigger.  He dropped back down in the truck’s bed.
Annalease listened to the breeze.  She listened for breathing or the creak of sticks that meant somebody was coming.  But all was quiet.
Annalease returned to the clearing.  The hunter with the double-barrel shotgun lied flat on his back, his front smeared in red.  His buddy with the reflex bow hugged the ground in the fetal position, his head cocked at an odd angle, missing half its skeletal structure.
Not far from their bodies were the Defuncts.  The man had fallen backwards, an entry wound on his forehead, and the woman lay face-down, an entry wound at the back of her scalp.
Annalease raised her weapon at the sound of leaves rustling.  Salamander emerged, gripping the back of the farmer’s neck.  An arrow protruded from the crippled man’s spleen, and blood stained his pant leg.
“I couldn’t remember if we were keeping him or not,” Salamander said.
“Please, help me take it out,” the farmer said, dubiously poking at the arrow’s fletching.
“It’s worse if you take it out,” Annalease said.  “And no, we’re not keeping him.  We can’t, now, even if we wanted to.”
“We need uh, I need a hospital,” the farmer said.
“Sorry, bud,” Salamander said, lowering the farmer and setting him against a tree.  “Do you want me to do it?”
Annalease handed Salamander the extra guns.  “No, I got it.”
Salamander nodded and approached one of the downed Defuncts, measuring his foot against the dead man’s boots.
“Hurry,” Annalease said, and took aim at the farmer’s head.
“Please, no.  We can make it.”  His hand rose to block the bullet’s pathway, then fell to tug at the arrow in his leg.  His left pantleg was dyed scarlet red and his face was a lightening pale.
The wind blew, and something caught Annalease’s eye.  It was the poster the farmer had saved of people climbing ladders to escape a fire.  Why did he keep the last one? Annalease wondered.  And then uttered something so mysterious it caused Salamander to choke on his spit.  “We’ll take you to the hospital, just stop messing with the arrow.”
“Okay. Thank you.”
“Go ahead, I got him,” Annalease said.
Salamander scoffed as Annalease loaded the farmer into the passenger seat of the jeep, relegating Salamander to the back.  They discussed agriculture as they traveled.  Salamander joined the conversation after a short administration of the silent treatment.  Like the rest of them, he loved food, and any chance of going to bed with a full stomach was like winning the lottery.
Sometime later the farmer stopped talking, and Annalease and Salamander hopped out.




Chapter 5

Ernest stood admiring the Achievement of Excellence plaque hanging on his office wall.  He could still hear the applause of so many proud co-workers.  Their congratulatory words massaged the aching muscles in his mind.  He had taken on Mount Everest, and he made it to the top, frost bitten, weary, and maybe even a little bonkers.  But it was worth it.
Colleagues, friends, mother, father and sister.  All in the crowd, smiling and cheering.  Emily cheered the loudest.  Her praise equaled that of five others, and her presence outshined all in attendance.  Her dress reflected the radiance of a purple star and the ribbons in her hair twinkled gold.
Emily called her brother’s name.  “Ernest.  Ernest, can you hear me?”
The falling flakes of snow hardened into white marbles, clattering on the ground.  A gale of wind burst through the windows.
“Ernest, please wake up.”
The wind tunneled through Ernest’s ears.  It plugged his nose and windpipe.  Even as blackness fell like a curtain to enshroud and blind Ernest, he could still feel the warmth of so many clapping hands…
“Ernest!”
“What?”
“Ernest, please.”
“What?” Ernest said, opening his eyes.
Emily released his shoulders, flinching.  She muttered a few words to the lord and savior.  “You look like a corpse when you sleep.  Why couldn’t you have tested the opossum DNA on somebody else?”
Ernest pushed himself to a sitting position.  His aching back presented an argument to lay down.  “Quickest way to start an experiment is to use yourself as the test subject.  How long have I been out?”
Emily touched her colorful strands of hair.  “I stopped in around breakfast, but who knows how long before that.”  She stood up and crossed the room.  “Light?”
“They’re on a timer.  Come back later.”
“Three, two…” she flipped the switch.
Ernest rolled over and slung an arm over his eyes.
Emily ripped away the sheet and cool air ran down the length of Ernest’s neck, chest, waist and thighs.  An uncomfortable feeling—not because it was chilly, but because Ernest remembered a time not long ago when the air would also brush against his calves and feet.
“No progress?” Emily asked.
“Excellent observation, Doctor.”
Emily glowered at him.  Recent years had dulled the brightness in her blue eyes.
“Sorry, I had a nightmare and am still recovering,” Ernest said.  He motioned at his stumps.  “No progression beyond the inch of scar tissue.”
His sister considered this, scratching her scalp and inciting a militant flutter of colors to dance at her fingertips.  “Let’s get some air,” she said, lifting the blanket completely off the bed.  She folded it into a neat square.  “Get you out of this room for a little while.”
“Something’s off with you,” Ernest said.  He allowed her to assist him out of the bed and into clothes.  “Nolan picked a date to tie the knot?”
Emily brought over the wheelchair, checking her watch as she did.
“You’ve found a worthy batch?” Ernest guessed next.
“Hop in.”
“I’m getting closer,” Ernest said, and scooted himself into the wheelchair.  “You’ve relinquished your bitterness of legally unenforced, yet socially stigmatized, laws against the consumption of sugary beverages.”
“For someone who can’t stand up you surely don’t lack a supply of funny jokes,” Emily said.
“That’s what happens when you spend hours on end in a room by yourself contemplating if cutting off your own legs was the correct move.”
“Don’t dwell, move forward.”
“One step at a time,” Ernest said, and couldn’t help the slump in his voice.
They entered the hallway.  The elevator was only a few feet down the corridor, a convenience Ernest never knew he had until he bound himself to a wheelchair; its closeness afforded less opportunity for interaction with people that would inevitably look down on him with sympathetic eyes and words of encouragement.
The elevator dinged as the car ascended through the different floors.  Ernest busied himself reading the latest EGL success stories pinned behind the glass bulletin board.  “L26-E77 becomes the fastest-learning polylingual class of the year.” “C750-B12.1 erects more than 880 residential buildings for expansion in quadrant 1.10 well ahead of deadline.” “Fluorescent dye highlights the blood flow of children studying cardiovascular physiology.”
A pair of scientists snickered as they passed behind Ernest.  He didn’t turn around, but he did search for their reflection in the bulletin board’s window.  They probably weren’t snickering, he told himself.  A joke.  People make jokes all the time.
Emily wheeled Ernest into the elevator.
“I still have control of my arms,” he said.
“Sorry,” she said, stepping around from behind him.
“I made a joke earlier about the newest batches being worthy of your consideration,” Ernest said.  “But I am actually curious.  It’s a big step, becoming a parent.”
“Same as before.  Solar-panel installation, web-engineering, programming, yada yada.” She pulled her shimmering hair into a bun, the elevator’s steel walls radiating dull shades of purples and golds.  “And I know there are other batches available.  Cathy showed me her options this morning, and there it was, gene splicing.  Why the hell…” She took a breath.  “I’m going to call the head of Human Productions in the morning to sort it out.”
“Probably a glitch in the system,” Ernest said.
The elevator dinged, and the door opened.  Bill walked in, nodding as he said, “Morning, Doctors.”
“Good morning.”
“Morning, Bill.”
“Heard about the incident out there at the Hunting Grounds near the border?” Bill asked, scooping a spoon of strawberry yogurt into his mouth.
Emily pressed the elevator’s close-door button.  “I heard one of our teams working there got ambushed.”
Bill smacked his lips.  “It got ugly.”
“What happened?” Ernest asked after a few moments of silence.
“Some other hunter group, the off-grid type, decided they wanted a piece of what our boys were snatching up.  One thing led to another and BANG.”
Ernest flinched in his chair.  “Just like that, huh?”
“Quick,” Bill agreed.  “One guy almost got away.  A defective farmer.  Took off in a jeep with a piece of arrow stuck in him and a bullet in his leg.  It must’ve hit an artery.  Poor bastard bled out forty miles away from the closest hospital.  So now our security chief is calling a big meeting.  Soon you may see us walking around with guns instead of these stupid sticks,” he said, gripping the handle of his baton.
Emily chortled.  “Lethal weapons in a place of scientific development.  Excellent.”
“Oh, come on Doctor Emerson, everyone knows the deadliest weapons are cooked up in science labs,” Bill said.  He ate another spoonful of strawberry yogurt as the elevator dinged.  “Have a good rest of your day.”
The security guard stepped out.  Emily rounded Ernest’s chair and began pushing.
“Do you think I could use the security meeting as an excuse?” Ernest asked his sister.  “For not accepting Kevin’s calls?  I’ll tell him I was busy discussing potential regrowth plans for those involved in the incident.”
“What was Kevin calling about?” Emily asked.  She steered the wheelchair into a testing room for printed organs, where her fiancé stood next to a bed.
“He keeps calling about the regrowth formula,” Emerson said, offering his arms to allow his sister and her fiancé to lift him onto the bed.  “And I keep trickling the information along.  Octopoteuthis, Deletron, Conch…but I don’t want to give him everything because then we may finally get around to the real reason he’s calling, and I have the gut feeling it has more to do with his sponsorship than my formula.  Which brings me to my next question, why are we here?”
Emily gave her fiancé a peck on the lips, and then he disappeared behind a pulled curtain.  “We place complete faith in your formula and know that your legs will grow back in time,” she said.
“We are not stitching a 3D leg to my limbs,” Ernest said.  “That kind of procedure isn’t even approved, and I can only be a guinea pig for one experiment at a time.”
Emily shook her glimmering head of hair.  “No operation.  That was my idea.  But then Nolan suggested something better.”
Her fiancé emerged from behind the curtain with two metallic legs clutched to his chest like brilliantly shining footballs.  He set them at the foot of Ernest’s bed.  “A quick fitting process and then this,” he held up an apparatus that looked like a nightcap with various dime-sized electrodes stitched throughout its meshing, “will relay signals from your brain—”
“To the prosthetic,” Ernest finished.  “Yeah, thanks, but no.” He glared at Emily.  “A mechanical prosthetic, that’s why you brought me to Organ Printing?”
“Yes, I just thought—”
“That if we went down to the fifth floor, you wouldn’t even get me off the elevator,” Ernest said.  “I salute your intentions,” he said to Nolan, and wheeled his chair into the hallway.
Emily followed him to the elevator.  Ernest planned to deny her entry when it arrived, but how could he?  Enable his chair’s locking mechanism and sit an inch behind the door’s border?  A ridiculous spectacle.  Have you heard the latest gossip about the Emersons having a standoff in front of the elevator?
The elevator dinged.  Ernest watched the metallic walls reflect his sister’s iridescent hair as she entered behind him.
“We’re fully staffed on the 7th floor, thank you,” Ernest said.
“We need a second,” Emily said, denying her fiancé entry.
Ernest shrugged as Nolan stood shocked, his mouth agape.  The doors slid shut.
“It seems your fiancé still has a few things to learn about you,” Ernest said.  “You hit the wrong button.  Seventh floor, please.”
“We understand the importance of setting boundaries in a relationship,” Emily said.
“Ironic.  Seventh floor, please.”
She did as he asked.  “Do you know why I worked on Sunset Moth?”
“So you’d never have to dye your hair again?”
The elevator dinged.  The doors slid open and Emily held up a finger, “Give us a minute,” she said to the person waiting, denying him entry.  They continued downward.  “I did it because of the rigorous study schedule Mom and Dad forced upon me.  They demanded I kept busy, so I decided to work on a project they would never in a million years approve of.  And Sunset hair was born to the praise of millions.  Dad was pissed, Mom was happy, and then she convinced Dad to be happy too.  And I became lost in the bliss of their appreciation, something I thought was an impossibility.”
“I can see you’re lost in the bliss of nostalgia at this very moment,” Ernest said.  “Don’t you want to get that back?  The feeling of creating something so cherished?”
Emily kneeled next to Ernest.  “I want to know why you did this.  Why would you cut…”
“Why can’t you pick the batch you want?” Ernest asked.  “Is it really a shortage, or is it because our namesake has fallen from favor?  What do the hallways say when they whisper?  Pretty hair this, stumpy that.  A family so blinded by science that we threw away the frog and put a dog in its place.”
Emily stood up and pressed the button for the seventh floor.
“Wait and watch as the wheel turns when my legs grow back.  You won’t only be able to choose from the best batches of scientists, but you’ll be selecting their individual traits.  Just give it time, big sister, and I will lift us from the ashes.  Do you believe me?”
“Yes. Of course,” Emily said, staring at the button panel as the doors slid open.
Finally, she allowed Ernest to wheel himself out of the elevator.




Chapter 6

Orvil cranked the handle, turning it round and round.  He had been cranking for 106 minutes, along with the three coppers to either side of him.  When Orvil asked the human known as Robert how long it would take until the batteries were fully charged, Robert replied, “Time is a construct.  You do it until it’s done.”
A strange thing for Robert to say, seeing that he checked his wristwatch more often than the others.  But the copper mechanthrops didn’t push the question—“affirmative” was all they knew how to say—and so neither did Orvil.  He just kept cranking the wheel round and round.
Just another job.  Each new piece of work Annalease or Robert assigned had subsequently declined in level of complexity.  First it was brooms, dustpans, mops and spray bottles distributed for some “long overdue deep cleaning.” Robert checked his watch more often during these tasks, and Annalease inspected the areas post-cleaning.
The mechanthrops second job consisted of liquifying metal only to reshape it into its original form, but with the addition of an electrically charged capacitor infused in the bullet’s tip.  These were the “shock-cartridges,” as Robert called them, and they “packed a punch stronger than the jaws of death.” Orvil had no idea what he was talking about and Robert seemed mildly irritated at Orvil’s ignorance.  Neither Robert nor Annalease showed much interest in the altered bullets, but Skink and Salamander sat watching with the rapture of a couple of programmers searching for the corrupt line in the written code of a software program.
Round and round, Orvil cranked the lever.  He wanted to communicate with the copper to his left or right, but his actions would be seen as “off.” Through learning the mannerisms and thought processes of humans, Orvil had inadvertently started monitoring his own actions.
	Engage in communication without having been engaged = “off”


	Commit an unprompted action of physical displacement = “off”


	Display any sign of sentience outside of being instructed to = “off”





And then an absurdity occurred and Orvil stopped cranking.  That’s off, his system warned, and he began cranking again.
“Requesting an application of lubricant,” the copper repeated.
“System maintenance required,” another copper said, not slowing nor showing any signs of efficiency loss as he continued his task.
“Attention to kinetic functions required,” Orvil said.
The three coppers ceased cranking simultaneously.  A millisecond later, Orvil stopped as well.
Robert walked over with a spray can in hand and doused the copper to Orvil’s left.  The pressurized mist hung loose in the air.  From outside Orvil’s visual field came the strained coughing of Annalease, an affair that only occurred during cleaning tasks.
Having applied enough lubricant to the copper, Robert approached Orvil.  And passed him.  Mist danced like twinkling stars to Orvil’s right.  The compound’s greasy aroma reminded Orvil of Mechciety.  A pleasant smell, and even more prevalent than the deodorizing fragrance used by human society.
More coughing, then wheezing.  Why hadn’t Annalease vacated the room, as she usually did when exposed to cleaning products?
Robert finished with the remaining coppers and made his way to Orvil.  His brown hair, dark eyes, and opaque complexion blended with the gray, dimly lit walls and floor.  To a human’s eye, Robert would be difficult to distinguish.
“Something is different about you,” Robert said.  He snapped his fingers.  All three coppers jerked into motion, their arms synchronized as they cranked their levers.  “Too slow.  We know you’re mimicking them.” He held up his hand.  Orvil noticed that the pinky finger was substantially shorter than the others.
Focus, Orvil thought, and pinned his eyes and ears to Robert’s face and hand, listening and watching for the change.  Light steps pattered behind Orvil—Skink moving about.  Annalease sneezed.  The coppers stopped cranking.  But Robert never gave them a signal.
“Why don’t you come out of there?” Robert said.  “Quit playing follow the leader and be what you were designed for.”
“How could you know what I was designed for?” Orvil asked.
Robert smirked.  “You told us.  A leader of High Society.  The problem is, we never heard of a High Society.”
Someone cleared her throat.  Orvil rotated his torso to find Annalease leaning against the wall near the portable heater, arms crossed, one boot hooked around the other.  Orvil heard the nuance in her throat as she swallowed spit.  So far, Orvil had heard her cough, sneeze, gulp, whistle, cry, and now the choppy hehemm of her clearing her throat.  Soon Orvil would be able to identify her strictly by audible cues.
“Back to me, big guy,” Robert said.
Orvil swiveled around.  The lever he had been cranking for the past couple hours was gone.  Robert had replaced it with a chair he stood upon to reach Orvil’s height. “All the evidence in the world in front of her face, and she still has doubts,” Robert said.  He displayed the Overrider before aiming it at Orvil’s head.  “Do you remember what this is?  I bet you do.”
He stepped down from the chair and took aim at the copper cranking his lever.  “Destroy every mechanthrop in this room.”
“Don’t,” Orvil said.
The copper released the lever and swiveled his torso, reaching for another copper’s head.
“Ignore last command,” Robert said.  “Resume task of generating power.”
Orvil lowered his arms to his sides.  “The Overrider doesn’t work on me.  What will save you if I decide to destroy every human in this room?”
Robert unholstered his pistol and twirled it back and forth before returning it to his waist.  “Like the jaws of death.” He aimed the Overrider at the copper.  “Destroy every human in this room.”
Like a magnet drawn to its opposite polarity, Orvil slammed himself against the back of the copper and entangled their arms and legs.  They fell to the ground like a wrecking ball.  The copper’s inferior metallic alloy failed to repulse Orvil’s denser build.  All Orvil had to do was keep his limbs locked, and the copper wasn’t going anywhere.
“Ignore last command,” Robert said, touching the Overrider to the copper’s head.
The copper’s futile convulsions ceased.  Orvil untangled his arms and legs and swung a flat hand at Robert, smacking the Overrider.  At same moment a bolt of electricity railed through Orvil’s insides.  He momentarily lost control of all motor functions and the sound of a revving engine escaped his vocal emitters.
“Wait,” Annalease said.
The shockwave incapacitating Orvil abated, and he lifted himself off the floor.
Robert cradled his injured hand under his armpit—the hand that had been holding the Overrider—and held a pistol in the other.  It trembled in his grip.  Orvil had never seen Robert tremble.
“He can’t simulate termination,” Annalease said.
“He seems to be able to do everything else,” Robert said.  “I say we add it to the list of tests.”
“Robert.” Annalease positioned herself between Orvil and the gun.  “We’ll back out if the pain’s too great.”
The thump thump thump of Annalease’s heart set a tempo that the coppers synchronized to their whirling levers.  A mixture of sweat, grease, and grinding metal laced the air.  Heat fell from the ceiling like a blanket over Orvil’s head.  But when he glanced up, he saw moist concrete.  No vents, no radiators, no indication of anything burning but the cranks to Orvil’s left and right.
From the bottom of his peripheral vision, Orvil caught Annalease’s amber stare.  She had turned around to face him, quiet as the rats that frequented the sewer tunnels.  Or maybe Orvil didn’t gauge her movement because he was too focused on the subtle click of Robert de-priming his weapon.
Annalease stalked closer to Orvil.  She was in arm’s reach, and then closer still.  So close it hindered Orvil’s ability to effectively neutralize her.  But he had no desire to harm her.  If anything, her closeness made him feel more at ease.
He sat back on his haunches and leaned forward, but his stature remained a foot above hers.  Her complexion reminded Orvil of a birch tree, and her eyes sat unique from the others.  Not just their shade, but their shape.  He barely noticed the scars on her cheek and neck anymore.  Somehow, over time, they had become “a part” of her natural appearance.
“Do you remember when you asked me what dreams were?” Annalease said.
Orvil nodded.  “Memories mixed with fantasy and disorder.”
“This will be like waking up from a dream.”
“What do you mean?”
She lifted a hand and wrapped her fingers around the air in front of her.  The gesture brought into existence a metal bar that spread upwards and downwards from her hand until it touched ceiling and floor.  More bars materialized from thin air, spreading in either direction of Orvil, forming a wall between himself and Annalease.  The cage containing Orvil and the coppers completed its nascency within seconds.
The other mechanthrops continued their cranking, unaware of the change.  Connected to their metallic scalps were various wires.  They braided together to form a single cord that slipped through the bars of the cage and plugged into the same machine feeding the cranks.  Orvil followed the cable that connected to his own head and touched the wires.  The heat source.
“I knew you’d be a difficult breach, but I didn’t think you’d be the world’s strongest vault,” Annalease said.
“What is this?” Orvil asked.
“A form of deconstruction,” Robert said.  He leaned closer to the laptop set on the deconstruction machine.  “Come look at the pain registry from our altercation.”
Annalease walked over with Skink, Salamander, and the newest member of the crew, Eagle.  “Right there, when he smacks my hand,” Robert said.
Orvil nudged the copper to his right, but the familia didn’t respond.  What have they done to your programming? Orvil wondered, and regarded the heat blanketing his head.  He grabbed the braided cable and ripped it off.  Those chattering around the laptop fell silent.
“I will not be wiped,” Orvil said.
“Wiped?” Robert said, addressing Annalease.
She approached the holding cell.  “Where did you hear that term?”
“Mechciety,” Orvil said.  “From my training on human behavior.”
Annalease scanned the copper to Orvil’s left.  “No.  You picked it up here.  From us.” Her birch complexion flamed to a deeper red.  “How much of our conversations have you heard?”
“Only what you’ve decided to tell me,” Orvil said.
“Salamander, give me your knife,” she said.
He hustled over and handed it to her, its silver blade whistling a crisp shhink as he unsheathed it.
“Every mechanthrop we bring in here is compliant following initial intake,” Annalease said, bringing the tip of the knife to her forearm.  “Not only do you defy those who came before you—”
“Stop,” Orvil said, grabbing the metal bars.
“But you’re somehow connected to humans.” Annalease dipped the knife’s point into the meat of her forearm.
A rail of lightning raged through Orvil’s core, zapping the components in his chest and then drilling through his legs and feet.  Every piece of him constricted, and he fell back as the screeching sound of a revving engine escaped his vocal emitters.  The torment passed within seconds, and Orvil lumbered to his feet.
Distorting the face of Annalease were the features of an animal both surprised and frightened.  She handed back Salamander’s knife and drew the Overrider from her belt.  She whispered to the others, “Shock-rounds, now.”
“Apply pressure to the wound to stop bleeding,” Orvil said, his sensory vision growing hazy as he watched the red droplets fall from Annalease’s forearm.
She didn’t say anything.  She didn’t move.  Her eyes shivered from left to right, jumping from copper to copper, but never landing on Orvil.  And then Orvil realized her means of enticement.  Each copper had stopped cranking and was standing full height, facing Orvil.
A drip of blood splatted the ground.  Scarlet dots stained the floor Annalease stood upon, and Orvil couldn’t help but zero-in on the laceration.  The coppers did the same.  Orvil felt their attention lock on Annalease.  The four of them together—one Gold and three coppers—acting as a singular mechanism, as a single familia.
Two of the coppers lunged forward, slamming their bodies into the metal bars.  They clashed like the hands of thunder.  The humans flinched and covered their ears.  Again, the coppers threw themselves against the cage, bending the bars, and the third copper charged through the gap at Annalease.
She used the Overrider to shut him down, his metallic feet scraping the concrete floor as he slid.  Momentum carried the petrified copper into Annalease.  She stumbled, and the lapse hindered her from reacting in time to the second copper vaulting through the gap.  He hammered a fist into her chest before she could aim the Overrider.
Orvil felt the impact in his own chest.  Mightier than the jolt he had received when Annalease cut herself, it felt like his reserve batteries had exploded and the acid was burning through the wires in his legs.  He hollered in pain.  And then the torment passed.
Hard hands lifted Orvil to his feet.  Two coppers, the one that had never left the cage, and the other that had been disabled by the Overrider.  Somehow, the disabled copper had regained autonomy and came back to help Orvil.  “Don’t harm Annalease,” Orvil told them as they rushed the diamond-shaped gap in the cage.
Sparks leapt from their hands as they contacted the bars, and an invisible force threw them.
“Skink, watch out,” Salamander yelled.
Outside the cage, by the power panel on the wall, Skink fled from the copper that had attacked Annalease.  Three of her small steps equaled one of the copper’s.  He fell upon her with hands interlaced in the form of a cannon ball.  Skink dropped to the floor, shrieking.  Sparks burst from the copper’s back.
From across the room Robert fired another round from his rifle.  The copper fell on top of Skink.
Orvil felt the pain of the copper crushing Skink’s legs, but it wasn’t severe enough to incite another meltdown in Orvil’s processing centers; her injuries were minor.
“Tell them to stand down,” Annalease said through gritted teeth.
The copper on top of Skink remained motionless as Salamander pulled her out from underneath the familia’s body, and the two coppers inside the cage were on the ground, static, so Orvil wasn’t sure which “them” Annalease was referring to.  But then they started moving, the coppers inside the holding cell.
First their visual sensors flickered on, two spheres of burning bronze glowing brightly in the dim atmosphere.  Next were their hands, rotating and flexing, assessing damage.  Orvil’s energy rose as the coppers came back online.  He could interpret their intentions to eliminate all potential threats.  Every human in the room.
“Cease all movement,” Orvil told them.  They did, one sitting cross-legged and the other kneeling.  The outside copper remained face-down on the ground.
“Two, maybe three bruised ribs,” Robert said.  He had a flashlight trained on Annalease, who had taken off her shirt and the Kevlar vest underneath.  “It’d be a lot worse if you weren’t wearing that.”
“It’s one less vest we have,” Annalease said.  She grabbed the flashlight from Robert and approached the holding cell, shining it directly at Orvil.  “What the hell are you?”
“A Gold destined for High Society,” Orvil said.
“There is no High Society!” Robert yelled.
“We could use some help,” Salamander said.  “She feels unbalanced.”
“It’s fine.  A sprained ankle,” Skink said.
Robert hurried over to assist Salamander.  “Eagle, get the first aid ready,” he said, and escorted Skink to the operating room.
Annalease pointed the Overrider at the coppers in the cage and, disconnecting the electricity feeding the bars, had them restore the cell to its original shape.  “We’re keeping these bars energized at all times,” she said, and ordered the coppers to resume cranking their levers.  “You probably know this already, since you never truly shutdown, but Robert wants to extract the circuit board from your head and scrap the rest of you in exchange for resources.”
She breathed slowly, grimacing with each inhale.  “The more you resist, the closer I get to letting him take you apart.”
“You won’t be able to get near me,” Orvil said.  “Won’t get near any of us.”
“No?” Annalease limped closer to the downed copper outside the cage.  “What about this one?  I seriously doubt there’s anything you can do to stop me from destroying him.”
“I’ll tell him to fight back,” Orvil said.
“I’m willing to bet my life against it,” Annalease said.  She aimed the Overrider at the copper and told him to reboot.
“Come over here so I can take a look at you, Annalease,” Robert said.  He was lingering at the entrance of the operating room, the drape held open.
Salamander emerged from behind Robert, a rifle in hand.  “Everything okay?”
“I want you to watch this, our noble Gold,” Annalease said.  She aimed the Overrider at the downed copper.  “When I say so, disconnect your head in a physical fashion.”
“Stop,” Orvil said.
Annalease flipped the switch to energize the bars of the cage.  “So.”
The copper lifted his head, gripped his neck with both hands, and tore it off.  Wires snapped and sparks spewed forth from the hole between the copper’s shoulders.
“I guess your word wasn’t as strong as you thought,” Annalease said.  “Get back to cranking that lever or find yourself in a simulation with me cutting myself until your pain is so terrible, you’ll be begging to have your head disconnected.”
“You’re unstable,” Orvil said, grabbing the crank.  “Where I come from, you’d be deemed unfit to lead anybody.”
“Why do you think I’m underground?” Annalease said.  “Each of us was deemed unfit.  And not for leadership, but for life.”
She walked toward Robert and the operating room, but something on the laptop compelled her to change course.  “Liam wants to meet.”
“About what?” Robert asked.
“In person,” Annalease said.
Robert repeated himself.  Annalease ignored him.
“When?” Salamander asked.
“Later,” Annalease said.  “We have stuff to do right now.” She glanced at Orvil, then disappeared into the operating room with Robert.
Salamander stood guard outside the cage, as well as Eagle.  They didn’t speak, but they raised their weapons anytime Orvil slowed his cranking.  He’d pick up the pace to match that of the coppers, and the two standing guard would lower their guns again until another stitch of phantom pain stung Orvil’s inner core and forced him to slow down.




Chapter 7

Annalease donned her steel-tipped boots and slung the tool pouch over her shoulder: lineman’s pliers, diagonal cutters, wire strippers, electrical tape, a voltmeter, and a bottle of water.  A hard hat to top off the outfit, and she was ready to go shopping.
Annalease chewed her tongue to mitigate the pain in her ribs as she drew back the curtain of her office door.  Robert had assured they were only bruised, and she believed him, but damn if every motion wasn’t a hot poker to the chest.  It’ll pass, as all injuries do, she told herself, and wiped all traces of pain from her demeanor.
Gathered around the portable heater were Skink and Eagle.  Skink wore an oversized pair of coveralls, shoes that looked like boots, and a double-large hardhat.  Strung around her waist like a hula-hoop was a coil of electrical wire.
“Leave the wire,” Annalease said.
Eagle wore the same wool pants and flannel button-down he had on when first arriving at the hideout.  He stood squared-off with the holding cell, his rifle aimed at Orvil.  Annalease considered telling him that he didn’t have to actually keep aim at Orvil 24/7, but precaution was paramount.  Orvil had already demonstrated his capability for disaster, and Annalease wasn’t ready to witness his full potential.
“Don’t listen to a word he says, and don’t speak a word to him.  Understand?” Annalease asked.
Eagle nodded.  The ace bandage wrapped around his head had only a speck of blood at the back of his scalp.
Skink stood on her tippy toes to enwreathe Eagle with the coil of wire, slipping it over his head and shoulders.  “Arms down,” Skink said, and guided the coil down Eagle’s legs to the floor.  She tightened it around his ankles.  “And whatever you do, don’t move.”
“Skink…”
“Sorry, Mother,” Skink said, loosening the coil before telling Eagle to step out of it.
Annalease wanted to ask Skink how she was feeling…if her leg was okay.  The pain in Annalease’s chest beckoned for her to ask, if only to be given the opportunity to share her own afflictions and tell Skink that they would heal with time.
Salamander entered the room with a large black plastic bag.  “We’ll have to make a trash run soon.” He tossed the bag in the corner among the others.
“How do the boots fit?” Annalease asked.
He lifted his foot, displaying one of the boots from the four they had acquired at the Hunting Grounds.  “Like shrimp in a net.”
“Please, never again,” Skink said.
“I second that,” Annalease said.
Salamander shrugged.  “What?  It’s in my blood.”
Skink snickered.
“Okay okay, enough of the jokes,” Annalease said.  “Make sure you swap laces with someone and throw on a layer of paint.”
“We’re out of spray paint,” Salamander said.  “I’ll add it to the list.”
“Use markers, bleach…whatever we have available,” Annalease said.
Robert stepped out of the operating room.  Dressed in flame-resistant pants and shirt, a ballcap thrown on his head, it appeared he had changed his mind about staying behind.
“You’re coming?” Annalease asked.
“Yes.  I realize I should be present for the vetting of new recruits,” Robert said.  He watched the holding cell.
Everyone’s eyes followed his gaze.  Two coppers and the Gold, each cranking an individual lever to generate the electricity needed to power the few portable lights and heaters throughout the rooms, Robert’s operating area, Annalease’s laptop, and the electricity running through the cage’s metal bars.  Everything but the electrified bars could run off batteries, but the mechanthrops didn’t need to know that.
“So, I’m going, and Salamander’s staying,” Robert said.
“I just got suited up,” Salamander said.
“You’re staying behind,” Annalease said.
Robert motioned at the crank they had hooked up outside the holding cell.  “If any two of them stop generating power, you hop on here.  Got it?”
“I’ll put Eagle on it,” Salamander said.
“Long as those bars stay energized,” Robert said.  “Turn off the lights and use a flashlight if you need to conserve power.”
“And don’t shoot, harm, or listen to the golden nugget,” Skink said.
Salamander unsheathed his knife and lodged its tip into the cardboard box next to the portable heater.  He sliced through the box’s tape and pulled out a ready-to-eat package of beans and cheese.  “Here, for the road.” He tossed everyone a package.
“Stay vigilant,” Annalease said, and they left, taking the sewers southbound.
A few hours later they reached a dead end and climbed the ladder that led to the middle of nowhere.  No trees, no buildings, no roads.  Just miles of greenish-yellow grass in every direction, and an electrical transmission tower that stood a few hundred feet high.  The tower’s many cables traveled westward to connect with a long line of identical towers.
Annalease and the group would follow the towers to civilization; they’d essentially be backtracking the way they came, but aboveground.  A waste of time, scurrying from shadow to shadow like rats.  But necessary.
Soon enough the Harbingers would walk freely in the sun like those back home.
“When did it get so dark?” Skink asked.  She was looking east, toward the Uninhabitable Zone and unofficial border of Mechciety.
It was impossible to see the steel factories past the veil of pollution that lingered at the border, its long black ribbon intermittently broken by the air purifiers standing guard on the human-side of the UZ.
“When we confined Mechciety to a small corner of the world,” Annalease said.  She felt Robert’s gaze fall upon her, but he didn’t say anything.
“It’s really going to be lights out for them pretty soon, huh?” Skink asked.
“People have been talking about the demise of Mechciety for years, yet the mechanthrops keep showing up,” Annalease said.  “Drink some water.  You too, Robert.  Let’s get moving.”
Their shadows shrunk and then elongated as the sun passed overhead.  Annalease was reminded each time they made this trip how unlucky she was to be allergic to sunblock.  Not only did the allergen jeopardize her health, but it jeopardized the health of the Harbingers.  Robert, Skink, Salamander, and the newly inducted Eagle couldn’t wear it, either, or else Annalease would erupt in hives.  They’d argue that it wasn’t a problem, but the memory of everyone taking turns splashing cold sewer water on each other to alleviate their burns said otherwise.
“Time?” Annalease asked, the vocational school visible in the distance.
“Three-thirty-three,” Robert said.  “We should get there before they let out.”
“Remind me of your jobs,” Annalease said, stopping them and setting her tool pouch down.  She needed to give her aching ribs a break.
“Defecting leads to a guaranteed job,” Skink said.
“Don’t use the term defecting,” Annalease said.  “Phrase it like they’re joining an underground community.  A fellowship, or something like that.”
Skink bobbed her massive head up and down.
Robert stared at his watch as he said, “I’m to ask questions regarding the background of family and batch number.  Those with the least to say will be our candidates, considering they pass the physical qualifications.”
“Good.  We have to do this right, because we won’t be able to come back for another year.” A growing dust ball caught Annalease’s eye.  An SUV, cruising from the south.  It was driving through the dry fields next to the Human Productions facility—the place Annalease originated.
Anxiety crept down her spine and tightened her heart.  Her face flushed with adrenaline and sweat dampened her palms.  There was no reason a vehicle should be driving into the open fields…servicemen coming to work on the electrical towers, Annalease reasoned.  But servicemen didn’t drive SUVs, they drove vans.  SUVs were utilized by members of a different kind of service, like law enforcement.
“Does anybody have a weapon?” Robert asked.
“Thirty-eight on my ankle,” Annalease said.
“That’s not going to do much.”
“Should we keep walking?” Skink asked.
“No.  We just finished servicing the transmission tower,” Annalease said.  “Our van is parked at the vocational school.  We didn’t want to ruin the grass any more than it already is.”
“What about work papers?” Robert asked.
“In the van.”
The SUV pulled up next to Annalease.  The driver’s tinted window rolled down.  A man wearing sunglasses and a security cap for EGL spoke with a toothpick pinched at the corner of his mouth.  “Liam has put together a mandatory meeting.  It’s taking place in a few minutes.  Get in.”
The rear door opened.  In the backseat was another EGL security guard, her outfit the same as her partner’s.
“It won’t take long,” the driver said.  He examined Annalease up and down, his sunglasses doing little to hide his roving eyes.  They seemed to linger as he inspected Annalease’s feet.
“Sure,” Annalease said.  She climbed in beside the female guard.
“What about the vocational school?” Robert asked.
Skink climbed in after Annalease.  Robert sighed, checked his watch, shook his head, and joined them.
Using the open fields as his road, the driver made a beeline for the lake south of their position.  Annalease watched the Human Productions facility fade in the distance.  The place she was made—and rejected.  Noticing that the security guard was also gazing at the facility, Annalease wondered if she was batched there, too.  Robert was, she knew, and Skink and Salamander were made across the river at another facility.  But what of Liam’s people?
Annalease peeked at the rearview mirror to get another glimpse of the driver.  His image was overshadowed by Robert, who had leaned forward to whisper, “You need a reminder.  After the lake.”
“What’s your question?” the driver asked.
“Are we there yet?” Skink asked, her voice quiet as a mouse.
Everyone in the backseat chuckled.  Even Robert.
“Almost, little one,” the driver said, and added a few digits to the speedometer.  He remained with the SUV after parking, and the other security guard led them to the meeting area.
The lake was a perfect circle of calming blue water surrounded by flourishing green grass.  Trees stood in gaggles of five or six near the air purifiers, and wooden docks offered access to pedal boats, wave runners, and paddle boards.  Adults and children from all walks of industry splashed in the water or relaxed on the bank.
A stretch of grass marked by small flags indicated the portion of lake dedicated to fishing.  It would also act as the meeting area.  On one side was the EGL security guard and three fishermen, and on the other side three electrical technicians.  The two groups didn’t blend well together, but of course that was the reason Liam picked the lake as the meeting area; here, anyone could mingle.
“I thank you for coming,” one of the fishermen said, and approached Annalease with open arms.
They embraced.  Annalease asked as quietly as possible, “Liam?”
“Pleased to make your acquittance,” he said.  A flannel shirt, blue jeans, and tan baseball cap with his fishing license attached to it, Liam looked like a person Annalease could have passed on the street a dozen times without a second thought.
He hugged Skink next, and then Robert.  Annalease played her part and hugged the other two of Liam’s crew.  Each of them spoke in compliments, the man remarking on the day’s beauty, and the woman praising Annalease for spending her allotted time off with some old friends.
“It’s our pleasure,” Annalease said, “but unfortunately we have some other things planned today.  The few vacation days they give us is never enough.”
“I couldn’t agree with you more,” Liam said.  “Let’s throw in some lines, huh?”  He and the others attached a couple of worms to four fishing poles and handed one to Annalease.  “And how about one for your friend here?” he said, passing a pole to Skink.
Skink’s eyes lit up as she accepted Liam’s offer.  “Sal is going to be so jealous,” she said, waddling closer to the water to cast her line.
The other fishers flanked Skink and less than a minute later she was laughing at their jokes.
Robert declined Liam’s offer to take a seat.  “I prefer standing,” he said, perspiration dotting his forehead.
Annalease cast her line and sat in the lawn chair next to Liam.  “So, is this about the Hunting Grounds?” she asked.
“Yes,” Liam said.  “We lost two people, and I hear you lost one.”
“We did.  He bled out on the way to the hospital,” Annalease said.
Liam reeled in his line with slow, intermittent revolutions.  “The news said the jeep was found with a maimed man inside.  I have to wonder, where did you and your people go?”
“We were never in the jeep,” Annalease said, rotating the handle of her fishing line.  “He fled without us, panicked from his injuries.”
Liam slapped his knee and laughed as if Annalease had recalled a memory from their childhood.  It took her longer than it should have to decipher the true intention of his outburst…he was examining her feet.
“After he took off with the jeep, we met at a designated rendezvous for pickup,” Annalease explained.  “We planned it before leaving the sewers.”
Liam cleared his throat, his eyebrows raised.
“Sorry,” Annalease said, lowering her voice.  “If we didn’t return by a certain time, a designated driver would be sent to pick us up.  And that’s what happened.”
Liam reeled in his line, checked the bait, and recast it.  “Do you know how this place was made?  The lake, I mean.”
Annalease shook her head.
“Dynamite.  Long ago it was all flatland, and the river to the west had a naturally slow protraction.  Every year its reach grew a few more inches.  A profoundly mystical thing to witness, an expanding river.  People were so in awe that they’d camp for days at its forefront with measuring sticks.  Anyway, the river’s expansion had a trajectory that was set to cross the UZ and enter Mechciety.
“This brought terror to those tasked with foreseeing the future.  They said pollution would taint the water and the contamination would backtrack across the UZ all the way to the fishing docks down south.  The best solution, blow a hole in the ground big enough to dam the river’s growth.  And voilà, society once again prevents the evil robots from popping its bubble.”
Annalease reeled in her fishing line to recast.  “I never knew that.”
“You wouldn’t unless you were grown in a batch of limnologists,” Liam said.
“What happened?” Annalease asked.
“There hasn’t been a singular shift in the way the river runs in the past decade,” Liam said.  “Same as the lake.  Somebody in charge of resources labeled me a ‘miscalculated entry,’ and overnight I was reassigned to shipping containers.  An ironic turn of events…I suffer sea sickness.” He itched his head with the bill of his cap.  “I wasn’t any good at it, anyway.  Me trying to operate a crane is like asking a PD officer to give a lecture on philosophy.  Too much gray between the pages.”
A woman walked over.  She had a dark complexion, gleaming with sweat, and wore sunglasses and a bucket hat.  She traded a tablet for Liam’s fishing pole.
“Nothing came of the fliers,” he said.  “Which we thank you for hanging, by the way.”
Annalease set her fishing pole in the holster affixed to her chair.  “No problem.  I’m sorry nothing came of it.”
Liam shrugged.  “A few mentions around social media, but, eh.” He handed the tablet to Annalease.
Blocks of text filled the screen, each paragraph addressed to a different official in congress.  The text described threats of violence and anarchy should the government refuse to represent the minority populations living on the fringes of society.  The home addresses of mayors, senators, and the chief of police were listed as targets of impending disaster.  And last, but not least, EGL headquarters.
“So, what do you think?” Liam asked.
“I think you have a lot of good information here,” Annalease said.
Liam glanced at the woman holding the fishing rod.  “Do you think it’s enough, too much?” he asked.
“It’s never too much,” Annalease said.  “I think you should also send the memo to every social media outlet.  We want the people to be panicked.  Always looking over their shoulders. And what they should see, looming behind with ill intentions, is EGL.  I also think you should put more emphasis on EGL being the route of the problem.”
Liam was nodding as Annalease spoke, and now he glanced up at the woman who had brought the tablet.  She nodded, too.
“Very well,” Liam said, standing up.  “We appreciate you coming to this meeting.” He shook hands with Annalease, then offered her the tablet.  “This is our gift to you.  Use it as you will, but also to answer our future inquiries for upcoming meetings.”
Annalease denied his offer.  “We’d like to, but we can’t exchange or accept any pieces of technology from outside crews.  A safety protocol devised by a man we all aspire to emulate.”
Liam smiled and traded the woman his tablet for her fishing pole.  He lingered a moment as she whispered something in his ear.  “Sorry for making you miss a recruitment opportunity at the vocational school.  Come back here in a week and I’ll have volunteers waiting to join your circle.  How many do you need?”
“Two,” Annalease said.
“The driver will drop you off at your preferred entrance area,” Liam said.
At the news of their departure, Robert seemed to relax for the first time since arriving at the lake.  Skink needed more persuading. Apparently, she had two “close calls” with catching a fish, a mark of achievement deflated by Liam’s disclosure of the lake being strictly catch-and-release.
“What a tease,” Skink said, and relinquished her fishing pole.
Back in the SUV, Annalease considered having the driver take them to the vocational school for potential recruits.
“It won’t matter where they come from,” Robert assured her.  “As long as they pass the physical test, and,” he ran a finger across his forehead, “we should be fine.”
“And the reminder?” Annalease asked, gazing past Robert at the Human Productions facility in the distance.
“Another time.  I’m tired of walking.”
Good, Annalease thought, he’s not too worried, then.  “You can drop us off at the last transmission tower closest to the UZ,” she told the driver.
“No problem.”
Skink yawned.  Annalease put an arm around her and said, “Someday soon you’ll be able to stay at the lake day and night, long as you want.  Fish, eat, sleep, and do it all over again.”
“Salamander would never leave,” Skink said.  “He’s going to be so jealous.  Maybe I’ll ask him how to skin a fish with a knife, just so I’m ready when the time comes.”
“That’s a good idea,” Annalease said, and let her mind time-lapse into a future that wasn’t certain.
Every corporate building under the umbrella of EGL will have been decimated.  The Human Productions facilities would be hollow shells, and people would no longer be judged as useful or defective.  Nobody was rejected, because those who had done the rejecting were in the lake, feeding the fishes.
The driver slowed the SUV.  They had arrived at the sewer entrance, and already Annalease was longing for another invitation from Liam.  It was nice to sit face-to-face with another underground chapter—and the most infamous chapter, at that.  To hear the splashing of people swimming in the lake and the clicking of fishing poles as Annalease and Liam cast their lines.  Even the sun seemed less menacing.
“Thanks for the ride,” Annalease told the driver.  “Tell Liam we’re looking forward to our next meeting.”
The driver nodded and waved, but he didn’t leave.  He sat still, staring.  Then lowered his sunglasses to the point of his nose, and Annalease realized he was looking at something behind her.
She turned around.  The sewer cover rattled in place, bumping up and down as if someone were pounding against it from the other side.
“Is it flooded?” Skink asked.
“It’d take a hell of a lot of water to lift a manhole cover,” Robert said.  He caught Annalease’s eye and nodded at her ankle.
She kneeled and drew the thirty-eight.  “Be quick about it,” she said, cocking the pistol.  “Give him a hand, Skink.”
“I got it,” Robert said, and then flinched as the manhole cover launched into the air.
Out of the hole came the barrel of a rifle.
“Drop the weapon,” Annalease shouted.
“It’s me!”
“Salamander?” Robert said.
Hoisting himself out of the hole on shaky arms, Salamander struggled to catch his breath.  “They. Escaped,” he said.  Annalease noticed a small gash splitting his lip.  “The Gold—”
“Shut up,” Robert said, his voice harder than a falling brick.  “Not here.” He glanced at the SUV.
Annalease followed his meaning.  The last thing the other chapters needed to know was that the Harbingers were hoarding mechanthrops.  Take no prisoners was an unwritten code of conduct.  But the driver didn’t seem as interested in Salamander’s words as he was in Salamander’s boots.  He never changed the laces or applied paint, Annalease realized.
The SUV took off for the lake.
“Where did you see him last?” Robert asked.
“Running through the sewers,” Salamander said.  “I searched a couple of tunnels, but there’re too many possible routes.  After that I came this way to see if they tracked your scent, but…”
“Where’s Eagle?” Annalease asked.
Salamander shook his head.  “We shot him, but the coppers were too fast.  I barely got away.”
“High society,” Robert said, breaking the silence.  “That’s where the Gold will be trying to go.”
Annalease cleared her throat.  “MR&H, where we found him.  Skink, map us the fastest route through the sewers.  Robert, go back to the hideout and make sure they didn’t take anything important.” She locked eyes with him.  “The Overrider…”
Salamander dropped his rifle and tugged at his waist belt.  “I got it.  Here.”  He handed it to Annalease.
“How did this happen?” Robert asked.
“Talk along the way,” Annalease said.  “Let’s go.”
She ushered the crew down the manhole and silently watched as the SUV kicked up dust in the distance.  Soon Liam would learn that Annalease was involved in the shootout that left two of his men dead, one of whom Salamander had proceeded to loot.
One thing at a time, she told herself.  Get the Gold back first, and then we’ll straighten things out with Liam during our next meeting.




Chapter 8

They form tribes proportional to the amount of available resources.  More food, water, and shelter likens to a bigger roster.  Cut in half any of these resources, and the tribe will suddenly find parts of itself expendable.
The human called Annalease had left with most of her tribe fifteen minutes ago.  Orvil could hear their footsteps tapping against the moist concrete of the sewer passageways.  Now and then there’d be a splash followed by laughter—source identified as Skink—and subsequently a reprimand—identified as Annalease.  Robert, the least talkative of the group, mostly spat, scoffed, or groaned.
Orvil continued to crank his lever until he heard Annalease’s tribe make their first turn in the sewer line.  His overseer, Salamander—the human named Eagle was present as well, although noncommittal as his consciousness remained absent—ceased his ramblings the moment Orvil stopped cranking.
Salamander stood from the bench near the portable heater and watched Orvil with knitted brows.  As it became clearer that Orvil would not resume his task of generating electricity, Salamander popped his head through the hole in the wall leading into the sewer.  He returned moments later, nibbling his bottom lip.
“We will not be self-contained,” Orvil said, straightening his posture so that the lever lingered by his waist.  He positioned himself between the two coppers and reached out to either side, grabbing hold of the chains connected to their levers.  His arms were thrust forward, but he hung on, halting both cranks.
“Let go,” Salamander said, taking a step forward.  He raised his rifle.  “Now.”
“You can’t keep us in here,” Orvil said.
Salamander hissed through gritted teeth.  He had stopped his advance and now turned to Eagle, but his colleague’s gaze remained hazy.
Orvil had placed himself between the coppers to not only disrupt the generation of power, but to gauge Eagle’s level of awareness.  The newest member of the tribe, dressed in his normal flannel and jeans, with the addition of a red beanie in place of gauze wrapping, Eagle hadn’t moved an inch since the others left.  That changed when Orvil approached the coppers, and Eagle traced his movement with a pistol.
“I want you to shoot me,” Orvil said.
Salamander’s green eyes shined with excitement.  “You don’t think I will?”
“When you do, I’ll resume control of the mechanthrops and the first thing I’ll have them do is rip your arms off.” Orvil made his tone of voice mimic that of Robert’s—dead of any inflections.
“And then we’ll shoot them, too,” Salamander said.  He seemed to hesitate for a moment, then lowered one hand from his rifle.  He displayed the Overrider a moment later.  “Let go before I order them to subdue you.”
“First, there’s no we, only you.  Your friend hasn’t responded to anything you’ve said in the past twenty minutes.  He hasn’t moved or shown signs of sentience.”
Salamander glanced at Eagle, who hadn’t given the slightest reaction to Orvil’s accusation.
“Second, if you order the coppers to subdue me, you still won’t have anyone cranking the levers to keep the cage charged.” Orvil gave Salamander a few moments to process his words.  “But if you let us out, we won’t harm you.”
Along with studying the humane method of negotiations, Orvil had been internalizing the subtle cues of the Harbingers’ body language.  Salamander had a habit of keeping his feet close together when threatened, scared, or intimidated.  Following Orvil’s offer of freedom for nonviolence, Salamander had nearly clicked his heels before backtracking to take cover behind Eagle, opting to use his mute friend as a human shield.
“I promise,” Orvil said, remembering how effective the word had been when uttered by Annalease to Robert.  The two had been arguing whether Annalease’s evolution as a human was putting them in jeopardy.  She had reassured Robert that she wasn’t falling victim to emotional decision making and if need be, she could obliterate everyone in this sewer for the greater cause.  That was her promise.
The word didn’t have the same effect on Salamander.  He remained crouched behind Eagle with his weapon at the ready.  Now and then he’d glance at the exit leading to the sewer, perhaps contemplating a plan to avoid the confrontation altogether.
Orvil shuffled through his audio recordings and played a file of Robert’s: “If any two of them stop generating power, you hop on here.  Got it?”
Before Salamander could respond, Orvil played the next sequenced audio file: “I’ll put Eagle on it.”  The words were spoken by Salamander himself, not more than forty minutes prior.  They carried enough weight to make Salamander shake his head and take a seat.
“You’ve been recording us?” he asked.
Orvil played another sequence, spoken by Robert: “Long as those bars stay energized.  Turn off the lights and use a flashlight if you need to conserve power.”
“Eagle, get on the crank,” Salamander said.  Then cursed at the ground as his buddy stood silently.  Salamander got up and began cranking.
“How long will you be able to keep at it?” Orvil asked.
“Long as I need to.  What about you?” he said, glancing down at Orvil’s feet, which were slowly slipping out from under him.
Orvil released the chains and repositioned himself, the coppers getting a few cranks in before he clamped down again.  “I may lose traction, but you’ll lose energy.  Burn out just like the batteries feeding the cage.  You’ll have no fight left in you, no way of stopping my coppers from shredding you and Eagle to pieces.”
“They’ll be back long before any of that happens.”
Orvil had previously recorded the tribe’s travel time through the sewers to the exit far south.  It was consistent with a variance of fifteen minutes.  The label on the battery pack electrifying the cage stated an eighteen-hour charge.  At least, that was the battery’s capacity when leaving the factory.  And the disconnect on the wall read 10,000 volts, 30 watts.
Two lights in the area, both illuminated, and a laptop were also draining the battery.  Even so, Orvil’s calculations led to the conclusion that yes, the tribe would be back before the battery pack had expended its charge.
Orvil searched his database for relevant recordings and found words spoken by Skink: “It just feels off-balance, you know?  Like if the right side of your body was packed with muscle, but the left side was spaghetti-skinny.  Like that, except it’s my top half.  Well, more like my tippy-top.”
“Yeah, that makes sense,” Salamander replied.  “Doesn’t it get annoying, since you’re always looking up at people?”
“Eh, in the beginning, I guess.  It felt like there was an invisible hand pulling me backwards, and at any moment I could fall.  But I got used to it.  Plus, I can fit through small spaces.  You taller organisms have to bend every time you enter or exit the tunnels.  There’s going to be a price to pay for that when you’re older.  ‘Least that’s what Robert said.”
“Growing old,” Salamander said with a scoff.  “Such a weird concept.”
“Tell me about it.”
The audio file distracted Salamander enough to slow his cranking, and, smirking, he averted his gaze.  The reaction did nothing to resolve Orvil’s predicament, but it did prove that Salamander was receptive.
Orvil skimmed over more files.  He played a recording of Robert that dated back only a couple of weeks: “Your grip is loosening.  The trajectory of your transformation is in danger of transcending safety parameters.”
“We are not in danger,” Annalease said, her voice monotone, each syllable touched in equal increments.  “We never were, and never will be.  My transference rate is well below fifty percent.  I am in complete control of myself.”
“You sound desperate.  Unsure,” Robert said.  “What of Salamander?  And Skink?  They’ve acclimated even quicker than we had.  What if Salamander decides he wants to go back to the fishing docks?  He misses the sway of the ship or the smell of the ocean?”
“He won’t.”
“But if he does…”
“I won’t let him.”
“Meaning…”
“Yes, I’d obliterate him first,” Annalease said, her words an entanglement of barbed wire wrapped around frustration.  “The same goes for Skink, and you, and me.”
“Okay.  Good.”
Salamander had stopped cranking his lever.  He took a seat on the bench.  Then got off the bench, brandished his weapon, and took a seat again.  He didn’t smile, frown, or clench his teeth.  His breathing had slowed, but his heart had quickened.  Orvil heard it thumping in his chest faster than the tapping of his index finger against the stock of his weapon.  At once he ceased tapping and glared at Orvil.
“It’s fake,” he said.  “You’ve been recording our voices.  Learning our language.  And now you’re fabricating past conversations that never happened. You see,” he said to Eagle as he tapped a finger against his own head.  “Deep-learning AI gets craftier with each generation.”
Orvil sifted through every audio file recorded in his database since arriving at the transport facility.  The phenomena of deep learning, as Salamander had phrased it, afforded Orvil a few truths about humans:
	They enjoyed choices.


	They formed hierarchical tribes and stayed true to their position.


	A risk to their personal health voided truth #2.





Orvil played a recording spoken by Salamander: “The sky is like a black tablecloth covered in salt.”
“Mmm, I miss salt,” Skink said.  “Can we grab some the next time we make a food run?”
“Sure,” Salamander said between laughs.  “So, the sky is a black tablecloth and I’m floating above it, like the ceiling is the floor, and I’ve fallen and can’t get up because I don’t know what’s up or down.  And everything is shaking, like an earthquake, except in slow-mo.  It’s like I’m watching a movie of my own life at half the playback speed.”
“I’m beginning to understand why you were rejected,” Skink said.
“Har har, very funny.  You never have those dreams?”
“Nope, I don’t dream.  And you shouldn’t, either.”
“You now understand your dreams,” Orvil said.  “Robert’s greatest fear has already manifested in your head.”
“You have no idea what’s in my head,” Salamander said.  “Your recordings prove nothing.  Fabricated or not, we’re a family, and you’re the outcast.  More than an outcast, you’re a prisoner.”
“I’m a Gold.  I’m the Gold,” Orvil said.  “Neither of us care, nor believe, but that doesn’t matter to Annalease.  And you need to pay attention better.”
Orvil played one more recording.  If this didn’t work, he’d throw a copper into the electrified bars, wait for the mechanthrop to get up, and then taunt the copper into throwing Orvil into the bars.  They’d be at a disadvantage, slowed in their recovery from the electrical shocks, and Salamander or Eagle would open fire and slow them even further…but Orvil would have control of the coppers for at least a few moments, and they’d break out.
He played the audio file: “How do the boots fit?” Annalease asked.
“Like shrimp in a net,” Salamander said.
“Please, never again,” Skink said.
“I second that,” Annalease said.
A slight pause, followed by Salamander saying, “What?  It’s in my blood.”
“Okay okay, enough of the jokes,” Annalease said.
Orvil resituated his grip and repositioned his stance.  “She was dead serious, Salamander,” he said.  “From her conversation with Robert, to the warning she gave you.  Release us, tell Annalease that Eagle shot me and gave me control of the mechanthrops.  He won’t deny it.  Robert botched his operation.”
Salamander got off the bench, picked up his rifle, and glanced at Eagle.  “No,” he said, shaking his head.  “I’m not hiding a lie you’ll just use against me later.  I don’t hide things from my family.”  He approached the cage.  “Okay, so maybe I had a dream about being on a boat, looking up at the stars.  I didn’t know what it was at the time, but now I do.  At least I think I do.”  He checked the chamber of his rifle.  “Now that I know, I’m going to tell her.  We don’t hide truths from each other.  We don’t plot against each other.”
Orvil released the cranks as Salamander raised his weapon.
“If I let you out, who’s to say you won’t break my ribcage or shatter my skull?” Salamander asked.
“I promise I won’t,” Orvil said.
Salamander shook his head.  His face flushed red and veins pulsed at his temples.  Robert had many times exhibited similar features when becoming frustrated.
“I don’t trust you,” Salamander said.  “You’ve been testing me for the past fifteen minutes.  Now it’s my turn.  So, how do I know you won’t break my ribcage or shatter my skull?”
Orvil internally replayed audio and visual files of the past fifteen minutes, along with his own interior ruminations.  Salamander’s most salient concerns included the continuation of generated power, the authenticity of Orvil’s audio files, and the safety of his own wellbeing.  Promising the continuation of energy was impossible—Orvil’s integrity was currently under scrutiny.  And Salamander’s wellbeing was a product of whether he cooperated or not, a choice strictly reliant on a demonstration of Orvil’s integrity.
An impossible loop, Orvil concluded after several reiterations of the same problem-solving sequence.  The only logical thing to do was infuriate Salamander to the point he’d pull the trigger.  Orvil would go down, but at least he’d have two primed mechanthrops ready to pounce, and the probability of a successful escape would be higher than his earlier plan to have the mechanthrop throw him against the bars…
“I won’t harm you because it harms me,” Orvil said.  “Same as these bars.  I can’t bring myself to touch them.  Self-detriment goes against my programming.”
Salamander cocked his head.  “It truly hurt when you smacked Annalease, didn’t it?  That means you’re programmed to feel pain…” He lowered his weapon, pulled the Overrider from his back pocket, and aimed it at the coppers.  “Cease motor function and disable audio outputs.  Follow the Gold wherever he goes.  Do not, under any circumstance, harm humans.”
Salamander disconnected the power feeding the cage, and Orvil stepped out with the coppers.  An invisible hammer bashed Orvil’s chest.  The impact sent vibrations to every extremity.  Orvil fell to the ground, howling the tune of a revving engine.
“Neutralizing potential threats,” a copper said.
The sound of a grunt and something cracking preceded the visual of Eagle flying across the room, his body colliding with the cement wall.
“Rally on my position,” Orvil said, calling back the coppers before they could catch Salamander, fleeing into the sewer tunnels.  “Passive engagements.  Follow me.  Communicate the location and threat level of dangers discerned along the way.”
“Affirmative,” the coppers responded in unison.
Orvil led them into the tunnels, headed north.  He’d use his internal map drawn by motion sensors to backtrack to the facility holding his transport pod.  Envisioning the pod’s spacious interior, Orvil decided to bring the coppers with him to High Society.




Chapter 9

The Human Productions facility had many rooms, each playing a unique role in the creation of human life.  Most were roped off from the public. But some, the incubation room in particular, drew sizeable crowds during visiting hours.
Along the room’s lengthy wall were massive, egg-shaped vats that touched ceiling to floor.  Within each “egg” were batches containing fifty to a thousand human babies.  The embryos floated around in a pinkish liquid like gel in a lava lamp, converging together to form hazy blobs before dispersing again.
Gathered at the base of an egg in its later trimesters were scientists, doctors, researchers, and shareholders; professionals from various growth industries here to tour the facility.  An opportunity, as Ernest saw it, to piggyback and gain some spectators and potential grants for his own regrowth experiment.
“An addition,” Ernest had said to the tour coordinator.  “Something to entertain the early birds as they wait for the main event.”
“I’ll have to check and make sure your presence isn’t a breach of contract for the company, and also run the idea past a couple people, but I’m sure we can work something out.”
“We’d really appreciate it over here at EGL,” Ernest said, and confirmed to the tour guide that yes, Ernest was the son of Erin and Felix Emerson.  Indeed, the family had endured a terrible sequence of unfortunate events, but, of course, were pushing through it.  A brilliant scientist Felix was, and surely still is…just a shame.  “I did, in fact, cut off my own legs,” Ernest said, urging his voice to remain steady.  “I believe in thorough experimentation.”
“I’ve heard a lot about it, but,” the tour coordinator whistled, “that’d be really something to see in person.  Let me tug on a few strings, and I’ll get back to you.”
The date was set.  Ernest would be allotted ten minutes before the facility’s tour to present his experimental processes and findings.
He got to work preparing the presentation.  First, a plastic folding table with a nice EGL cloth taken from the executive meeting room.  Second, brochures explicating the entire process of the regrowth program with detailed images of every animal involved in the genome splice: everything from the deep-sea squid that could detach its own arm as a diversion tactic and regrow it later, to the deer that could regenerate battered and damaged antlers.  Accompanying the brochure would be a 3D-imagery projector that produced a time-lapse of each creature’s restoration process.
“Please tell me that’s it,” Kevin said.
“We’re attempting to win additional support,” Ernest said.  “As an ambassador for The Building Blocks of Yesterday, and my sponsor, I thought you’d be more interested in gaining a few more endorsements.”
“I would be, if you gave me what I came here for,” Kevin said.  He removed his glasses and rubbed his eyes.  They had bags, and his normally kempt facial hair had grown unruly.  “I need reports, okay?  Recorded data that clearly and concisely reports the process of your prognosis.”
“You sound like a person who writes poetry in his free time,” Ernest said.  “Are you more of a Whitman or a Shakespeare?  I’d put money on the ladder, given your sternly erect posture.”
Kevin smirked.  “Keep withholding your results and you’ll soon find yourself out of the betting circle.”
“What’s that supposed to mean?” Ernest said.
“It means we need results.  Soon.  Very soon.”
“And you will have them,” Ernest said.  “How do I look?  Never mind, let’s go.”
Kevin wheeled Ernest to the EGL parking lot and helped him into the handicap van.  It was parked in the newly designated transportation-for-the-disabled area, a space suggested and approved by Ernest’s sister and mother.  Though somewhat embarrassed of having to be “cared for,” it was nice to know that the Emerson name still carried weight.
The crowd of scientists, doctors, and researchers strolled from one incubation egg to the next.  Inevitably they lost interest in surveying the same scenes and branched off to examine the side exhibition being hosted by a man in a wheelchair and his quiescent friend.
“Good morning colleagues, friends, and…family,” Ernest said, spotting Emily as she approached the display table.  “You are here to witness, eh, um…” What is she doing here?  Did she drive over?  Why hadn’t she mentioned coming beforehand?  “Please, everyone, give a warm welcome to my sister, Doctor Emily Emerson, creator of the famous Sunset hair highlights and various other research breakthroughs, including the heart-cell printer, an advancement that will surely decrease the impact of cardiovascular diseases in the future.”
Emily stopped showcasing the iridescent shine of her hair and offered the applauding crowd a submission of humility.  When the clapping quieted, she motioned toward Ernest.  “My brother is too kind to share the spotlight.  Please, Ernest, share with us the progress of your regrowth project.”
Ernest allowed the crowd a few moments of uninterrupted applause.  Rotating his wheelchair, he decided to start his presentation with the deep-sea squid.
“We can see the display just fine,” Emily said.  “I think a raw image of the progress would be better appreciated.  We’re all here in person, anyway.”
Several people in the crowd nodded:
“Yes, show us your legs.”
“I can bring up a photo on the web for a before and after comparison.”
“What is the ratio of growth between bone and flesh, and does it hurt?  Do you get growing pains, as children often do?”
Ernest rubbed his thighs, drying the sweat from his hands.  “These are wonderful questions.  I’d love to have a Q&A after the presentation.  We also have a form for those interested in contributing to the project here on the table.  Feel free to leave your contact information—”
“We don’t have time for a Q&A,” one of the spectators said.
“The tour starts in six minutes,” another said.  “Just show us the progress.”
“Yes, Ernest, show us the progress,” Emily said.  She stood with her arms crossed and eyebrows raised, creases climbing her forehead in the form of a ladder.
Ernest turned to Kevin for help, but his sponsor seemed to be just as intrigued to see Ernest’s incomplete legs as the others.  Their regeneration was a secret Ernest had kept from the world for the past four weeks.  He had done this for two reasons: 1. Generate interest.  2. There wasn’t much to see.  By his calculations, a recovery rate of three percent had been achieved.
It’s still something, Ernest reasoned with himself.  And if the rate remains stable, it’ll be a few years before the limbs fully develop, but the experiment will have been successful by all accounts except estimated recovery time.
“Very well,” Ernest said.  “The people have spoken, and I will give them what they want.”
With the help of Kevin and an enthusiastic audience member, Ernest shed the sheet that was wrapped tightly around his waist and then removed the slacks Ernest wore as a reminder of what he had had, what he had lost, and what he would regain.
The femur bones, once the longest and strongest in Ernest’s body, stretched to an eighth of their original length, and the encircling muscles had shrunk in on themselves.  Ernest knew this because he was able to grip more of his thigh than he had during the preliminary trials leading up to his self-mutilation.
The reaction from the crowd was underwhelming.  Ernest assumed they were expecting the absurdity of misshapen thighs—two green watermelons—or a monstrous regrowth akin to Frankenstein—two white spears protruding from a fleshy base that was receding in surrender to the accumulating pus.  The last thing they seemed to be expecting was a normally healed set of amputated limbs.
“The study has been producing positive results,” Ernest said.  “A sma—” he cleared his throat.  “An increase in overall length from here,” Ernest drew an invisible line on his thigh an inch higher than the original severing site, “has been noted.”
“And for how long has the experiment taken place?” a man dressed in a business suit asked.  “From the time of dismemberment?”
“A little over a month,” Ernest said.
The crowd remained apathetic.  Some stared while others shook their heads.  Kevin was focused on the ground.  Ernest sought his sister in the crowd, but she was no longer among them.  She had left.
“Poor thing,” a woman muttered under her breath.
“I wish you a speedy recovery, Dr. Emerson,” the man in a business suit said, and then walked off.
The others followed his lead.  They trickled away, their appetite for novelty temporarily fulfilled.  Those few that lingered looked sad, profoundly confused, or disgusted.
“The growth rate is estimated to progress at an exponential rate,” Ernest said.  “By this time next year, it will have uh, taken off at uh…” he moved his wheelchair and gestured at the three-dimensional laser projection of a Crayfish re-growing its claws.  “As we can see.” But the crowd had gone, splintered off into smaller clicks to discuss their findings.  “I’m nothing but a freak show.  Well, aren’t you going to tell me otherwise?” he said to Kevin.
“You are not,” Kevin said.  “Let’s pack up.”
They did, and had just about every pamphlet, picture, and written explanation neatly organized and crammed within cardboard boxes when a woman approached the exhibit.
Dressed in a slim gray suit, its jacket unbuttoned to reveal the red blouse underneath and a golden necklace with the pendant of a pyramid hanging by her bosom, she appeared to be the embodiment of Ernest’s next sponsor.  Kevin seemingly sensed his impending dismissal and tugged at his collar nervously.
“The presentation will be relocating for phase two,” Ernest said.  “If you’d like to accompany us back to EGL to discuss potential collaboration, Ms.?”
“Agent Welding,” she said, offering an infectious smile and a handshake that was firm, yet soft to the touch.  Everything about her was balanced between rough and tender.  Ernest was mesmerized.  “Collaboration is something I am highly interested in,” she said.
“Did you hear that?” Ernest said, turning toward Kevin.  “Highly interested.”
Behind the woman, the tour guide of the facility had called for the lolling crowd to convene.  Each of them was to receive a personal pair of earbuds and a digital chaperone that would inform them of the various stages of Human Productions.  They approached one of the denser incubators and listened in rapt silence.
Agent Welding turned her attention back to Emerson.  She took a step closer, her shin brushing against the wheel of his chair, and peeled back the hem of her suit jacket.  Clipped to her waist was a golden badge that read: Department of Homeland Security.  “I have an important matter to discuss with you, but it has to be in private,” she said, cocking her head at Kevin.
“Oh look, my phone’s ringing,” Kevin said, and gave them some room.
“My experiments gained federal attention?” Ernest asked.
Agent Welding took a knee.  “Yes, and they can gain federal funding too, if you decide to work with us.”  She examined Ernest’s left hand.  “We’re interested in researching and developing bioweaponry.”
Ernest lifted his eyes.  “What?  No, I work in…” he gestured at the dismantled exhibit.  “I work in Augmented Heredity.”
“Genome manipulation?” she asked.  “Resculpting the double-helix?”
“Yes, but, bioweaponry?” Ernest stammered.  “What does that have to do with what I do?”
“We need someone with experience working at the molecular level to test the effects of different chemicals on altered DNA strands.”
“Why me?” Ernest asked.
“Because you’re hungry,” Agent Welding said.  She squinted at his hand again.  “And available.”
“If you’re looking for availability, we can skip the whole nuclear chemicals seminar and just grab some coffee,” Ernest said.
“We could also skip coffee and you take me straight to your lab, Doctor.” Smirking, she took a step back.
Kevin had returned.  He wiped the lenses of his glasses with the fabric of his shirt.  His cheeks were warm with pink flush.  “It turns out I had a call.  From Building Blocks.”  He scratched his neck.  Fidgeted with his glasses.  “They say you have two weeks to produce something substantial, or they’re pulling the endorsement.”
Agent Welding clicked her tongue.  “Guess I came in the nick of time.”
“Two weeks?” Ernest repeated.  “The first stage of regrowth was time-stamped for six months alone.  That was two-and-a-half months ago.”
“Substantial milestones,” Kevin said, tugging at his collar.  “I told you what we needed…” he trailed off, shaking his head at the ceiling.
A calling card had slipped into Ernest’s hand.
“Get in touch if you want to work with a company that truly cares about your experiments,” Agent Welding said.
“I appreciate your offer and will thoroughly consider it,” Ernest said.
Agent Welding winked and made for the exit.
The folding table slipped from Kevin’s grip and caused a ruckus as it slammed the ground.  A handful of tourists turned to see the commotion.  Ernest waved and gave his best everything-is-fine smile.  Nobody returned the wave.
“Put the box of pamphlets on my lap,” Ernest said.  “And the projector.  You just worry about the table and display.”
They fled the premises, doubling their pace as Kevin spilled his burden for a second time.  Outside, after loading his contents into the van and then being loaded into it himself, Ernest saw a black SUV with tinted windows ripping through the open fields toward the lake, apparently in a hurry. The spectacle reminded Ernest of EGL’s new policy regarding lethal weapons; namely, the security guards were now permitted to possess them.
And now a job offer to work for Homeland Security, Ernest thought.  He wondered what would happen if the mechanthrops living on the other side of the UZ ever got their hands on Biochemicals.  There’d be no collateral damage for them, and humans would perish.  Hell, they wouldn’t even have to cross the border to launch an attack.
Ernest pried his gaze away from the UZ and dismissed the thought.  It wasn’t only ridiculous, it was implausible.  Mechciety would never risk what little they had.  The Created didn’t wage war with the Creator; every weakness was already known.  Designed, even, specifically for quick pacification.
Still, Ernest couldn’t extinguish his curiosities.  He needed an update and found a reliable source back at EGL.  Bill, standing in the elevator, holding the door.
Ernest thanked him, asked about his family, shared his experience at Human Productions, and then brought up the trail-blazing SUV.
“A day ago I would have said they were our people, but I’m not so sure with all the controversy surrounding PD right now,” Bill said.  “Could be pissed-off teenagers—”
“What happened to PD?” Ernest asked.
“You know the social media craze going on?”
Ernest shook his head.
“You Emersons, always up to your necks in research…” he trailed off, embarrassed.  “Sorry.”
“It’s fine, Bill.  What happened?”
Bill lifted the brim of his patrol cap and breathed deeply.  “Well, this group of unidentified individuals took to every social media outlet threatening the government.  They said that until the government responds, everyone can expect a dark cloud to loom overhead.  PD upped their presence all over the city, and soon after that a brawl erupted.  Four officers beat down some guy they thought was a terrorist.  Put him in the hospital.  Turns out the guy was the son of a former police chief from a different county, different time.  Now nobody knows who to blame.”
The elevator dinged.  Bill made room for Ernest to leave.  “Talks of auditing the force?” Ernest asked.
Bill nodded.  The elevator door slid shut.  “It’s going to get ugly.  Heard talk of recalls, dismissals…” He shook his head.  “I wouldn’t want to be PD right now.”
“It always happens eventually,” Ernest said.  “Some flaw pops up in a few and the whole batch is scrapped.”
“Yup,” Bill said, and stepped aside as the elevator door opened.  “Good luck on your next presentation.”
“Thanks,” Ernest said, and wheeled himself out.  He was on the ninth floor, two above his own, but staying on the elevator as the door opened and closed again would had given the impression that he was traveling through life aimlessly—an assertion not far from the truth.  But Bill didn’t need to know that.
Sophia, sitting at the help desk straight ahead from the elevators, waved at Ernest with enough enthusiasm to wiggle her hair bun.  “Congratulations.  They’re already in there.”
“Homeland Security?” Ernest asked.
Sophia frowned.  “I’m sorry?”
“Where are they?”
“Meeting room three,” she said, perking up again.
Ernest peered through the glass walls of the meeting room.  Inside were people eating crackers and cheese, their sleeves rolled up and the top button of their shirts undone as if it were the end of the workday.  Shiny streamers hung from the ceiling and a large framed certificate of sorts sat behind the hors d’oeuvre tray.
Ernest recognized his father as he was scanning the many faces.  It made him question if he had stepped out of a time machine instead of an elevator.  How many years have passed since he’s been in this building?
Other familiar faces included Emily, her fiancé, and a few employees that worked on the ninth floor.  Ernest even recognized a few people from his own floor.  A sudden urge to bust in and yell What’s the big fuss? overcame him.  But he didn’t move.  He couldn’t.  The thoughts racing through his mind had zapped his nervous system.  And then Emily caught his gaze and came to him.
“You decided to show,” she said.
“Yeah.  What’s Dad doing here?” Ernest said.
“Celebrating.” Emily crossed her arms.  “Nolan was approved for a three-year grant, for his mechanical prosthetics prototype.”
“You’re joking.”
“Wow.  I’m going back in.”
“Wait, I’m sorry.” The walls in Ernest’s throat were condensing, making it difficult to swallow.  “That’s great news.  For him.  For both of you.  Wait…” he cleared his throat.  “What was with the question earlier, at Human Productions?”
“Ah, your motivation stems from the thrill of confrontation.  It’s all making sense.”
“I’m serious.  You humiliated me in front of potential sponsors.”
“Kind of how you humiliated me by insulting Nolan’s work?  Do you know how much time he put into designing not one, but two custom prosthetics?  And for you to reject him without a second’s hesitation.  I didn’t go today to humiliate you, I went there to support you.  I figured I had just enough time to squeeze it in before coming back here to set up Nolan’s surprise party, and then I got to thinking that if the tables were turned…and I kept thinking about it and getting frustrated and finally pissed off because I knew deep down that no, you wouldn’t lift a finger if it didn’t involve you or your experiments.”
“Everything I’m doing is for the family,” Ernest said.  “For you.  For Mom and Dad.  For EGL.  I want people to respect us again.  I want you to feel comfortable in the lab again, to be given a chance to publish articles in Science Weekly.”
“Look in the room, Ernest.  Do you not see the people celebrating?  We are doing great things for EGL, and you could’ve been a part of it.” Emily shook her head.  “I’m not getting angry today.  I’m going back in.  If you can manage to behave yourself, your welcome to join me.”
“How condescending of you.”
“Not arguing,” she said, and returned to the party.
Those in attendance glanced back and forth from Emily to Ernest.  Their expressions changed from sympathetic to confused to mildly irritated, the array of their glares like tiny daggers stabbing at Ernest’s gut.
The heat in his neck and cheeks became unbearable, and he rolled his wheelchair back to the elevator.  As he waited, he examined the calling card given by Agent Welding, the fire in his chest and mind working like a branding iron to burn the numbers into his memory.




Chapter 10

Orvil and the two coppers scampered on all fours through the sewer tunnels.  They reached their egress a half hour later, emerging in the middle of a street.  The lights used by humans to direct traffic had recently cycled, and the cars slowly entering the intersection honked their horns.  The person in the red sedan yelled obscenities, and the people in the silver sports car pointed and laughed.
Later, after traveling with the coppers and sustaining some near-misses, Orvil realized how catastrophic a mere collision with a vehicle could have been if the familia had emerged from the sewers when traffic was active.
The mechanthrops kept off the roads and sidewalks as best they could.  Still, the area was buzzing with humans with slow reactions and poor situational awareness.  Orvil executed a practical assessment program for predicting the fastest, safest route of travel.  The results pointed up.
“Steady and smooth movements,” he told the coppers.  “Do not make a leap unless you’re at least ninety-five percent sure you can land properly.”
“Affirmative,” they said.
“Affirmative,” a bystander mocked, and then stood and gawked as Orvil and the coppers scaled the window ledges of a brick building.
Broken rock rained down.  People screamed, ran, or used their phones to “report a disturbance.”
Orvil leaped from roof to roof, always aiming for a landing that was lower than his launching altitude.  If none were available, he’d find a taller building and scale its window ledges.  Orvil noticed vehicles following below when a collision occurred in an intersection.  Police cruisers had joined the chase, also, along with a helicopter.
The accumulation of pursuing vehicles and gathering bystanders made Orvil realize that an action performed in the vein of safety did not always carry its intended effect into the near future.  Traveling at high altitudes was no longer plausible, so he descended to the streets below, using window ledges to slow his fall.
He got off the street, leaping a fence that led onto an acre of grass with a concrete fountain at its center.  A few people lingered near the fountain, their barking, leashed animals giving chase only to be restrained seconds later.  None of the vehicles had crossed the threshold into the park.  But the helicopter remained directly above.
Orvil tore up patches of soft terrain as he galloped at maximum speeds.  Crossing another street and bounding over a silver fence with coiled barbed wire sprawled along its height, Orvil reached his destination.
The lot was full of cargo trailers, many of which were docked at loading bays.  A few trucks sluggishly hauled in additional trailers while others left for the exit gate, unhitched.
Orvil followed his internal Traveled Positioning Tracker to the location Annalease had first acquired him over a month ago, and he burst through the loading dock door, splitting the metal barrier with enough screeching velocity to frighten everybody inside.  He skidded to a halt, sparks jumping from his feet.  Bystanders flinched and gasped as the coppers entered in similar fashion, destroying two of the dock doors on either side of Orvil.
“My name is Orvil 7D.  I was stolen from this property fifty-six days ago by an underground organization known as the Harbingers.  I must be transported to my proper destination, High Society, at once.”
The people surrounding him were dressed alike.  Jeans, boots, long-sleeve shirts with brightly colored vests on top, and blue hard hats on their heads.  Some carried tool pouches like the one taken by Annalease on their recruitment mission.  Others operated forklifts, their cargo being copper or aluminum mechanthrops.  All watched Orvil.  Eventually their shock wore off, and someone spoke.
“Holy shit,” he said.
The way he said it reminded Orvil of Salamander, back when he had muttered the same phrase after being shown Annalease’s cracked armor plate.
Spoken by Robert, 2017,
7Jan2668:
“Without it her chest would’ve caved.  Could’ve crushed her heart or punctured a lung.”
Spoken by Salamander, 2017,
7Jan2668:
“Holy shit.”
Upon hearing the foreign words spoken by Salamander, Orvil had analyzed and interpreted their meaning:  Surprise and fear.  Applying this prior knowledge to his current situation at MR&H rendered a necessary change in tactics.  He needed cooperation, a physiological response in the form of stiffened lips and curt nods, accompanied often by phrases such as “okay,” “affirmative,” or “roger.”
“Easy there, buddy,” a man wearing a green plastic cap said.  “I’ll have to get your identification number to figure out where it is you’re supposed to be.”
The man said more, but Orvil was transfixed by the amount of familia in the room.  Racks upon racks of them, stacked to a height higher than some buildings he had scaled earlier, the length of their rows extending wide as the grass field with the fountain.  Thousands of coppers, aluminums, and silvers, each seemingly without sentience, fastened to pallets with straps and wooden guards.
Not a single Gold, he deduced, considering the dimensions of each visible rack.  The pallets aren’t big enough.
Commotion behind Orvil set off his safety parameters.  He swiveled around and saw the police officers that had entered the building, their weapons drawn.  Some carried Overriders, and Orvil noticed that both of his coppers had been deactivated.
An easy fix, he thought.  No, not easy.  Painful.  But fixable.  A single bullet would cause his own Overrider to assume control of every mechanthrop in the room.  The humans would be outnumbered hundred-to-one.  The probability of them preventing critical damage to themselves was miniscule.  Would I be able to recover in time to prevent an onslaught?
No.  Not even if the scenario played out a hundred times and he applied everything he had learned from the previous scenario to the next.  Plus, he’d harm his chances of returning to the transport pod if every human in the building were permanently deactivated.
“Shutdown all functions immediately,” a voice said from behind Orvil.
It was the man from earlier, the one who had told Orvil to “take it easy, buddy.” The man took a few steps back, his finger incessantly depressing the trigger of the Overrider in his hand.
“Those don’t work on me,” Orvil said.
“What the hell’s going on,” a forklift operator muttered.  He turned his head to scratch an itch when Orvil made eye contact.
“Everyone in this room who gets paid by MR&H needs to vacate the premises,” a person announced from the door.  Her crisp jacket and pants were unlike the outfits of anyone else in the room.  The stranger’s physical characteristics also verged wildly from the others.  Being it the police officers, forklift operators, or men with blue or green caps, there was at least a few replicas of each assortment.  But the woman was unique.
Like me, the only Gold in the building, Orvil thought, a revelation that immediately induced a level of contentment between himself and the stranger.
“We have a deadline to meet,” the man in the green cap said as he consulted a tablet.
The woman flashed a small plate of gold attached to her hip.  “This mechanthrop,” she said, pointing at Orvil, “just left a trail of destruction in his wake.  If you want to be held liable for any and all potential injuries he may inflict upon your employees, then please, work on your quota.”
“Potential injuries is something we deal with day in and day out,” the green cap said.  “I’m not sending my people home just to call them back in tonight.  Thirty minutes.” Then, louder for everyone in the room to hear, “Thirty-minute break.  Be in the cafeteria at 3:45 sharp for an update.”
The room emptied of everybody not carrying a weapon of sorts.  Eighteen PD officers surrounded Orvil.  They created a perfect circle of steadiness, yet Orvil could smell the sweat permeating through their uniforms.  Their heart rates clocked in around 115 beats per minute, and Orvil could hear the skin of their forefingers rubbing the triggers of their weapons.  They didn’t realize that their biggest threat was themselves.
“Harming me will only cause you great pain,” Orvil said.
“We fully believe you,” the woman wearing the golden badge said.  She lingered on the outside of the PD circle.  “Violence is something we’d greatly appreciate avoiding at this time.” As if on cue, the PD officers lowered their weapons, and the woman passed through their perimeter.  She kept her hands up, palms out, and spoke in a voice that eerily reminded Orvil of Skink.  “We’d like to ask you a few questions, if you’re okay with that.”
“No,” Orvil said.  “I must return to Mechciety.  Now.”
“You’re from Mechciety?” the woman asked.
“Yes, we all are,” Orvil said, glancing up at the racks of mechanthrops.
The woman nodded.  “Okay.  We can arrange to take you back to Mechciety, but we’ll have to make a stop along the way.  It’s a process, transporting mechanthrops back and forth over the border.”
“Take me to the transport pods.  I belong in High Society.”
The woman took out a cell phone.  She showed it to Orvil.  A large red, rectangular transport pod filled the screen.  Constructed of dense metal, its walls fortified to withstand immense amounts of pressure from all angles, the image was a paragon of security.
“Affirmative,” Orvil said.  “That is the location I must go.”
“And we will take you there,” the woman said.  “But we must stop along the way, okay?  Like I said, it’s a process.  It’s going to take time.” She gave Orvil her cellphone.  “Come along for a ride with us.  What do you say?”
Orvil lifted his gaze to give her an answer, but the backdrop of stacked mechanthrops gave him pause.  What would come of all those coppers and aluminums?  What had happened to the coppers from the sewer?
The answer to her question seesawed back and forth in Orvil’s AI, alternating between his personal wish to return home, and an emerging desire to power up every mechanthrop in the room.
“Come with us, answer a few questions, and you’ll be on the transport pod back to Mechciety,” the woman said.
Orvil reexamined the phone.  A single pod, opposed to the hundreds that were present during Orvil’s departure from Mechciety.  Hundreds of pods, thousands of mechanthrops…the potential was there.
“Okay,” Orvil said.  “I’ll go through your process, and then you show me the pods.”
The woman smiled and accepted her phone back.  She led Orvil to a van outside, its dimensions too small to fit him vertically, so he had to curl into a ball.  Two PD officers sat on benches to either side, their weapons primed as the van traveled to another facility.




Chapter 11

Annalease suppressed a cough as she entered the hideout.  The scent of burnt blood hung in the musty air.  The others smelled it, too, Robert grunting, and Skink muttering “Ew.” Salamander repeated himself from earlier, his voice scratchy as he said, “I don’t think he made it.”
And he was right.  Eagle hadn’t survived the attack.  His body was slumped on the ground, a stream of blood leaking from his charred head.  It trailed down his chest and arms to the ground and followed the room’s subtle slope.
“He was still alive when I got out,” Salamander said.
“I’ll get the mop,” Skink said.
“Leave it.” Annalease unslung her tool pouch and let it fall to the floor.  “Get supplies.  Refill canteens and eat some food if you’re hungry.  And arm yourselves.”
Robert stood in front of Annalease and gently rested his hands on her shoulders.  “We need to take care of the body and clean up.  We can’t risk someone walking through here and reporting it.”
“Nobody’s going to randomly walk through here,” Annalease said.  “Skink, forget about the mop.”
“Probably not, but we can’t risk somebody taking his body for a diagnostic while we’re out chasing a Gold, armed to the teeth,” Robert said.  “Try to envision a scenario of the four of us running through the streets with weapons and not getting the authorities called.”
“We know exactly where he’s going,” Annalease said, batting Robert’s hands away.  “Skink, get your weapon.  Salamander, what are you doing?”
Salamander had followed the blood trail to the middle of the room, where he stood staring at the laptop.  “It’s a message from Liam.  Sent forty minutes ago.”
“Forget it, we need to get moving,” Annalease said.
She opened the box of food rations by the heater and grabbed a handful of packages, but before she could distribute them Robert yanked them out of her hands and tossed them on the ground.  “We’re not going anywhere until this body is taken care of,” he said.
“You take care of the body yourself,” Annalease yelled.  “We’re leaving, now.”
“You’re becoming erratic,” Robert said.
“I’m in complete control,” Annalease said, lowering her voice.  “Our top priority is to protect the herald of the future at all costs.”
“He’s not the herald.”
“He is!” Her voice cracked as tears dampened her cheeks.  She turned away from Robert, then lowered her face and covered her eyes as Salamander and Skink stared in wide wonder.  It wasn’t the first time Annalease had cried, but it was the first time any of the others had witnessed it.
“The Gold has done everything in his power to antagonize and escape us,” Robert said.  “He’s killed one of our own.  Stop thinking he’s anything more than just another mechanthrop.”
“The prophecy speaks of a golden era,” Annalease said, wiping her cheeks.
“And I’m sure it’ll come,” Robert said.  “When the time is right.”
Salamander rotated the laptop for Annalease to see Liam’s message.  He had done it quietly and with averted eyes.  The stress was beginning to affect him too.
Annalease wiped her cheeks once more and straightened her posture.  “Go on, Skink, get the mop.”
Skink nodded and trotted into the other room.
“So, how did it happen?” Annalease asked.
Salamander’s gaze shifted from Annalease to Robert, to Eagle.  “Soon after you left, the Gold began talking.  Insulting us, making threats.  Basically telling us you didn’t really care for our wellbeing.”
“And did you believe him?” Robert asked, walking up to Annalease’s side, arms crossed.
“No,” Salamander said.  “Of course not.  He was employing psychological strategies of manipulation.  It wasn’t until he played some…” he covered his mouth and coughed.  “That smell is horrible.  It wasn’t until he played some sounds…” He accepted the extra mop from Skink, and they commenced cleaning as he talked.  “The sounds were terribly high-pitched.”
“Screeching, whining?” Robert asked.
Salamander stopped sloshing his mop through the puddle of blood.  “It sounded like an airplane engine during takeoff, except it was all around, rebounding off the walls.  Instant, continuous pain.”
Skink squeezed her blood-ridden mop over the bucket, deepening the scarlet shade of the sewage water within.  After the mess was cleaned, they’d pour the blood-water back into the sewer river, a place Skink herself sometimes used to “clean up.”  The thought made Annalease lightheaded.  She closed her eyes.
“The sound he made just before assuming control of the mechanthrops,” Robert said.  “It sounded like a revving engine.  He was trying to assume control again.”
“Yeah, that makes sense,” Salamander said.  “Maybe that’s what Eagle was thinking, or maybe the noise was too much for him to handle.  He turned off the power and opened the cell.”
“And you didn’t stop him?” Robert asked.
“I was doubled over, covering my ears,” Salamander said.  “When the door opened the Gold stopped screeching, and I was able to flee.  Eagle stayed behind.  I heard shots as I was running through the sewer.”
“Should’ve dismantled him the moment we brought him here,” Robert said.  “I had a bad feeling about him.  Here, give me a hand.”
Annalease and Robert carried Eagle to the operating room, moving as quickly as possible to minimize the amount of blood dripping on the floor.  A broken arm, fractured spine, and multiple contusions comprised Eagle’s exterior injuries. Internally, he had bled to death.
“We can’t risk leaving anybody behind anymore,” Robert said, donning his rubber apron and plastic face shield.
Annalease handed him the bandsaw.  “I agree.  From now on we stick together.  Always.”
“What about transformations?” Robert asked.
“They’ll have to happen the same day,” Annalease said.
Robert didn’t respond for a moment, as if he were waiting for Annalease to say more…You want me to address Eagle, she guessed.  His total lack of personality after the procedure you performed.  But Robert had never botched an operation before.  This one was a fluke, and the crew was already tense.  No need to throw trivial issues into the mix.
“Okay,” Robert said.  He tested the bandsaw, its blade spinning as he revved the motor.  “I better get to it.  I’m guessing you’ll still want to chase the Gold after this.”
“Yes.  After.”
Annalease peeled back the curtain and left the room.  Fluorescent lighting gleamed off the wet concrete where Skink and Salamander had mopped.  A thin trail of diluted blood remained next to the water bucket.  “There’s still some spots that need wiping,” Annalease said.
“The Gold’s on TV,” Skink said.
“What?” Annalease approached the computer.
A shaky video, its quality alternating between clear and blurry as the camera recalibrated its focus, displayed three mechanthrops climbing buildings in the city.  One Gold, and two coppers rained rubble as they scaled window ledges.
“Where are the closed captions?” Annalease asked.
“They were on a second ago, when the news reporter was talking,” Skink said.  “They switched to a recording submitted by witnesses.”
The Gold and coppers disappeared onto the building’s roof.  The video switched to an angle on the far side, its point of view capturing the mechanthrops as they jumped from one roof to another.  A news reporter emerged on screen a moment later.  The subtitles scrolling along the bottom read, “This rare sighting of a golden mechanthrop, bounding the length of many rooftops from earlier today, must have its owner worried sick.  What’s the price tag of a golden
mechanthrop these days, anyway?  Close to seven figures?”
“No regard for anyone’s safety,” Annalease said.  “Just the numbers.”
“If they saw what we saw, it’d be a different story,” Skink said.
“They will, when the time comes.” Annalease exited the news tab as the words, “…taken into custody…” scrolled along the screen.
The bandsaw in the other room revved and then spluttered as it sank into flesh.  Salamander trembled.
“Hey, are you okay?” Skink asked him.
He took a deep breath.  “Yeah.  I just feel like a let-down.”
“Don’t worry about it,” Annalease said.  “It’ll get sorted soon.” She opened Liam’s message.  And cursed.
“What?” Skink asked.
“He wants me to call him via webcam,” Annalease said.
“About what?”
“It doesn’t say.  It just has an encrypted address and a request to call at the earliest convenience.”
The bandsaw revved and sliced, quieted, and revved again.  Annalease unplugged the power cord and picked up the laptop.  “We’ll take the call in the sleeping quarters,” she said.
They passed through the sewer tunnel into a hollowed portion of the wall big enough to fit four twin-sized mattresses.  Long ago, Annalease, Robert, and three others had excavated the space using pickaxes and sledgehammers.  At the edges of the room were portions of jutted rock that had formed naturally.  These became shelves used to mark a person’s space.
The back-left mattress belonged to Salamander, his shelf marked by a compass and a variety of knives.  To the back-right, Skink had claimed her territory with a stack of maps detailing the city’s underground sewer system.  And the space to the immediate right belonged to Eagle, a camera set upon his shelf.
Annalease wanted to clear Eagle’s shelf. Convert his camera from personal use to communal.  The crew needed to understand that Eagle was gone.  The quicker they erased him from existence, the better.
But the bandsaw buzzed from the operating room like a final calling.  Eagle was dead, but not gone.  Not yet.
Annalease sat on the vacant bed.  Something like a breath of relief escaped Salamander, and Skink seemingly nodded as she sat down next to Annalease.  Or maybe it was the natural motion of her disproportionately sized head.
“This call may not be what we think it is,” Annalease said, opening the laptop.  “We’ve been getting sloppy.” She looked at Salamander when saying this.
“I should’ve intervened,” he said.  He smacked himself on the head.  “I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have listened to him.  He talked and talked and—”
“It’s okay, Salamander,” Annalease said.  “I’m not referring to the Gold, but the boots.  I told you many times to paint them a different color and change the laces, but you didn’t bother, and now Liam may suspect us of foul play at the Hunting Grounds.”
His eyes widened, and then he choked on what had materialized as a laugh, the faintest shadow of a smirk upturning the corner of his lips.  “I can’t believe…I was thinking of other things.  I’ll throw them in the trash,” he said, getting up.
“You don’t have to do it now,” Annalease said, but he had already crossed the tunnel.  “Okay, let’s get it over with.”
Annalease hovered the mouse cursor over the link provided by Liam, but she didn’t click it.  “Skink?”
“Yes, Mother?”
“What do you think about the Gold, should we get him back?”
Skink pursed her lips and gave a hyperbolic hmm.  “Well, Father certainly doesn’t think so, and my last encounter with the Gold ended with me on the floor.”
“Fair enough.” Annalease clicked the link.  “You do understand that neither Robert nor I are your parents.”
“Yes, Mother, I understand.”
The connection was made. A live-feed window opened to display a man with long scruffy hair and a beard.  He opened his mouth, but no words came out.
“Audio doesn’t work on our end,” Annalease said.  “We can’t hear you.”
The man held up a finger, then waved to someone offscreen.  A moment later Liam entered the picture.  He pointed at the camera, pointed at his ear, and then shook his head.
“Correct, we can’t hear you,” Annalease said.  “You’ll have to write everything out.”
Liam nodded.  Then he glanced offscreen, talking and nodding.  Someone else entered the picture.  She seemed to be typing and clicking through files, her attention below the webcam lens.
“We only have a few minutes of battery life,” Annalease said, prodding them along.
The woman was replaced by the blank white page of a word processor.  Letters began populating the page: “Can you see this sentence?”
“Yes, we can see you typing,” Annalease said.
The mouse pointer highlighted the sentence and new words replaced them.  “Good.  We have a task in which we need your assistance.”
Skink made a little wee sound and clapped her hands.  The motion made Annalease smile.  It reminded her of Skink laughing at the lake.  She’s comfortable with them, Annalease realized.
“We’re in the process of cleaning up a mishap from earlier,” Annalease said.  “It could take us through the night.”
Words appeared on the screen: “The task at hand is important…” The cursor back-spaced.  “…is of the utmost importance.  My sources have identified a specially designed guerrilla PD outfit that is training to infiltrate an obstacle course deeply resembling the sewers.”
“Let them,” Annalease said.  “The National Association of Living Rights will crack down on PD and get the whole batch dismissed.”
“I wish it were that easy.  The NALR has approved the new tactics.  It seems our threats have been working.”
“We should hit first.”
“We are.  Tonight.  Meet at the Hunting Grounds, same place as last time.”
The laptop beeped a low-power warning.  “We should hit EGL,” Annalease said.  “Or Human Productions.  Destroy the batches they’re cooking up.”
“Not yet.  Need to build our forces first.  Meet at Hunting Grounds for instruction.”
“I already told you, we’re busy,” Annalease said.  She hesitated, then decided that since Liam was asking for their help, there was no reason she couldn’t ask for his.  “Do you have information on the escaped golden mechanthrop?”
“Not yet.  Meet at the Hunting Grounds at dusk.  We’ll talk more then.”
The signal disconnected.  Annalease clicked the link again.  She needed to know what Liam meant by “not yet.” Was he already tracking the Gold?  Did he know of Annalease’s intentions to bring the Gold back, or that she had been caching mechanthrops for the past few weeks?
The call failed.  Twice.  “We’re leaving in five,” Annalease said.  “Get food, water, and whatever else you need for the trip.”
“I’m ready,” Skink said, puffing her chest.
They left the sleeping quarters for the operating room.  Annalease told Salamander to gather his gear and then help with Eagle.  He echoed Skink’s foresightedness, claiming to be primed and ready.  “Your feet,” Annalease said, pointing at them.  “Get your old boots on.”
“I don’t have them,” Salamander said.  “I burned them shortly after getting the new pair.”
“So you don’t have any boots?” Annalease asked.
“No.  But I have an old pair of tennis shoes somewhere around here.”
“Robert, save the boots!”
Ten metal buckets littered the floor of the operating room, the scent of manure wafting up from the steaming red liquid contained within them.  Some were further along in the decomposition process than others, their emissions less dense than those newly initiated.  Other buckets still had dismembered body parts sticking out of the caustic chemicals.  They were only beginning to sizzle.
“Don’t worry, I saved the boots,” Robert said.  He tightened the lid on a jar containing Eagle’s heart.  Organized in a line from smallest to largest on the instrument counter behind Robert were differently sized jars of Eagle’s vital organs.  “I also saved his jeans, shirt, socks, and undergarments.” He lifted a bulging black trash bag.  “I haven’t forgotten how to be frugal.”
“I apologize for doubting you,” Annalease said.  Then to Salamander, “Sponge up blood from the ground and use it to dye the boots red.  Switch the laces with your old tennis shoes.”
Salamander jumped at the tasks.  Strange, the effect an escaped mechanthrop held over him.  If Annalease had known beforehand, she would’ve staged an escape months ago.
“I’m sensing a strange need for mobility,” Robert said, setting the jars in his freezer.
“Liam has asked for our assistance,” Annalease said.
Robert nodded at the curtain.  “Let’s get away from these chemicals.”
“It’s a mission of the upmost importance,” Annalease said, following Robert to the sewer tunnel.
He dipped his hands in the water and scrubbed the blood away.  “I’m guessing it has to do with going north, toward the path of the Gold.”
“It has nothing to do with the Gold,” Annalease said.
“You did mention it,” Skink said.  She was sitting on a bench next to Salamander, a few feet away from the sewer tunnel, helping him unlace his shoes.
“Really?” Annalease croaked.
“What?  He wasn’t there for the conversation.  I’m filling him in,” Skink said.
Robert halted so suddenly that Annalease almost walked into him.  He turned on his heel, his lanky arm stuck out with one pointy finger aimed at Skink.  “Thank you, Skink.  I appreciate your honesty.  To be perfectly honest myself, I don’t think we have the necessary numbers.  We were already low before your golden mechanthrop killed Eagle, and now you’re proposing we go on a mission of the ‘upmost importance,’ a phrase naturally linked to danger.  We can’t afford to lose anyone else.”
“We’re getting more recruits,” Annalease said.  “Liam gave his word that he’d bring us two volunteers the next time we meet.  We can bring them back and throw them in the holding cell until tomorrow morning.  We’ll interview, prep, and transfer tomorrow.  But we need to continue with tonight’s mission.  It’s the calling we’ve been waiting for, Robert.”
“First it was the Gold, now it’s Liam.  You’re getting desperate.”
“That’s because it’s happening, Robert.  Skink mentioned the Gold, but she didn’t tell you how nervous they’re getting up there.” Annalease gave pause as Robert looked to Skink, who nodded reassurance.  “They’re training a taskforce to infiltrate the sewers.”
Robert scoffed.  “Please, we’ve heard it before.  A: The sewers are too big and intricate.  It’d take months to clear the entire system.  We’d see them coming a mile away and relocate before they got close.  And B: It’s too costly.  The government isn’t going to waste that much money to disrupt a few sewer dwellers.”
“Liam has never given us false information,” Annalease said.  “Some other chapters may say he’s overly paranoid, but every warning or bit of information he’s given has been true.”
Robert examined the vacant holding cell.
“We need higher numbers, I agree with you,” Annalease said.  “But we also need resources.  Food, clothing, boots.  Medical supplies, along with hygiene.  And freedom.  The Defuncts are the best-connected chapter, and if we do this favor for them, it’s sure to pay twofold.”
“What do you think?” Robert asked Skink.
“I’m tired of taking baths in the sewer.”
“And you?” Robert asked Salamander.
“I uh…” Salamander hunched down and smacked his boot.  “I can’t get the tension of these laces right.”
Robert pawed at Salamander’s shoulder, attempting to push him to a sitting position.  Although they were equal in height, Salamander had broader shoulders, a thicker chest, and was all-around meatier than Robert.  After a few more failed attempts of shoving Salamander, Robert repeated his question.  “Do you think we should focus on recruiting, or should we go along with Liam’s mission.  Which is what, by the way?” he asked Annalease.
“He didn’t give specifics…”
Robert rolled his eyes and found solace in the ceiling, exhaling and shaking his head.  He checked his watch, repeated the question to Salamander.
Warm adrenaline scaled the inner walls of Annalease’s neck, touching her chin, earlobes, and cheeks.  Why was Robert suddenly questioning her authority?  More than questioning…defying.  They had never officially elected a hierarchy, but Annalease had recently noticed a subtle resistance in Robert whenever she suggested a plan of action.  Is he losing faith in me?
“I did it,” Salamander said.  He remained hunched over, his hands busy re-lacing his boots.  “I opened the cell, not Eagle.  He kept making threats, getting in my head.  He played audio recordings of different conversations.  Some between me and Skink, others between you and Robert.”
“What kind of conversations?” Annalease asked.
“Stuff about our loyalty and the chances of us leaving.” Salamander sniffled and rubbed at his eyes.  “It made me nervous, hearing you talk about us like that.  I know we’ve talked about the other chapters and recruits in that way but…hearing our names.  I don’t know, it was probably fake.  Fabricated.  And I fell for it.”
Lowering himself to one knee, Robert put a hand on Salamander’s shoulder, and leaned in.  He whispered something in Salamander’s ear that made him perk up and accept the embrace.  Skink joined them, wrapping them in her short arms the best she could.  And then Salamander’s entire body jerked in place as if he had sat on a tack.
He gasped for air, his wide eyes gravitating toward Annalease.  “Something’s wrong,” she said, and trailed off as Robert stood and granted a view of the knife lodged in Salamander’s chest.
“A mechanthrop with sensitive data is loose in the world because you got nervous,” Robert said.
“No, leave it in,” Annalease said, doing her best to pry Salamander’s fingers off the knife.  But they were fused on, his knuckles white and the veins in his forearms bulging.  “Get up.  We’re going to the operating room.  Give me a hand.”
“We can’t risk such liabilities,” Robert said.
“Robert, you need to fix this,” Annalease said.  “Now.”
“This is not how we operate,” Robert said.  “Feelings do not influence our actions.”
“Skink, help me,” Annalease said.  But Skink stood petrified next to the portable heater.  “No, leave it in, you need to leave it in.  Stop.” Annalease pressed her weight against the knife, but Salamander overpowered her and withdrew it.  Its silver blade came out dripping red, lighter in shade compared to the blood leaking from the entry wound.  “You’re in shock.  Take deep breaths.  Look at me.”
“I didn’t mean it,” Salamander said, the whites of his teeth tainted crimson.
He wound his arm back, the tip of the knife pinched between thumb and forefinger.  Annalease caught his arm before he could throw the knife at Robert.  She overestimated the force needed and ended up pushing him backwards off the bench.
He lay coughing, choking on the blood-laced spittle spraying from his mouth.  The knife had slipped from his grip as he fell.  Robert eliminated any further threat by kicking it far from Salamander’s reach.
“You’ve endangered us all,” Robert said.  “I made a mistake by selecting you as a recruit.  The burden is mine.”
“You didn’t have to escalate to this,” Annalease said.
“You don’t believe so?” Robert asked, his gaze free of emotion.  “Do you sympathize with Salamander’s fear of dismissal?  Would you have acted in the same way?  We know you place the Gold on a pedestal for reasons beyond logic.”
“No,” Annalease said.  “To all your questions.  If I had learned of the recorded audio files, I would have extracted and obliterated them.  Along with the mechanthrop.”
“And would you have disposed of Salamander, or made an excuse as to why his decision to jeopardize us all was viable due to circumstance?”
Salamander ceased coughing.  He no longer blinked, and his chest remained still.  A slight jerk of the head, and he was gone.  Decommissioned.  Black smoke drifted from his ears, nose, and mouth.
“What is our sole mission?” Robert demanded.
“Eradicate the humans above,” Annalease said.
“And below,” Robert added.
“To help our familia,” Skink said.  She was shaking.
“What did Liam say about the Gold?” Robert asked.
“Nothing, and then ‘not yet’ when I pushed the issue.”
“What time does he want to meet?”
“Sundown,” Annalease said.
“Okay.  Let’s dispose of the body and leave.  Get the information and find the Gold before he ends up in the wrong hands.”  He bent down and grabbed Salamander’s ankles.
“Robert, we need to make something clear,” Annalease said.
“We can talk as we move,” he said.
“No.  Robert, listen to me.”
He released Salamander’s ankles and checked his watch before locking eyes with Annalease.
“This can’t happen again,” she said.  “Not like this.  If a problem arises, we talk about it, and then execute.  Do you understand?”
“I comprehend perfectly the logic written within me,” Robert said.  “Do you?”
Annalease nodded.  I’m sorry I couldn’t save you, Salamander.  The warmth from earlier, encircling her neck and eddying the dimple of her chin, returned as fire that singed her uvula as she swallowed.  You made a mistake, she wanted to tell Robert, but the guilt of having waited so long to strike against EGL and the humans in power doused the thought.  If they were destroyed, none of this would’ve happened.
A rationalization, Annalease knew, but how else was she supposed to process what had happened?  Take her anger out on Robert and risk both their lives?  The resistance would be lost before it even began.
“Come on, Skink, give us a hand,” Annalease said, taking Salamander’s arms.




Chapter 12

The laboratory provided by Agent Welding had balances, beakers, strikers, pipettes, and every other experimental instrument, but it also had something Ernest strived to avoid—other scientists.
Ernest preferred to work alone.  He didn’t mind sharing data with others in interest of critique, but this step was usually preserved for after he had performed the experiments and made the conclusions.  Now he had a “team,” as Agent Welding had phrased it.
“Think of them like extra arms,” she said.  “They’ll listen to any order given by the brain without hesitation, and you’re the brain.”
An exaggeration, Ernest thought, regarding Agent Welding for the first time as a smooth-talker, same as Kevin from Blocks of Biology—before he lost faith.  A new beginning to an old cycle; how long until this relationship fizzles?
But Ernest was wrong.  His team listened to him like churchgoers listening to a preacher.  His word was that of the lord, and the two surrounding him in their lab jackets and other forms of personal-protective equipment were his disciples.  They took measurements, set timers, and even jotted the ruminations of Ernest as he speculated the results.  He quickly learned to stop thinking aloud.
But his frustrations wouldn’t be so easily tamed.  If a test didn’t pan out quite the way he had foreseen, he’d reiterate the steps of the experiment while searching for the folly in his work. Inconsequently, this provoked input from his team as they scrambled to provide answers.
“I was beginning to think you two came from a batch of robots disguised as humans,” Ernest joked, his team chuckling along.
“A sure way for Mechciety to be bombed back into oblivion,” Jake said.  The first time Ernest had overheard Jake speaking, the young scientist was explaining his method to his colleague: “I usually just mix a bunch of chemicals in the hopes of stumbling upon a favorable reaction.”
Nita had flinched at Jake’s words then, and she did so now.  “Back?  What do you mean back?  This happened before?” she asked, pulling out her phone to search the web for an answer.
This was Nita’s method.  Any question to which she didn’t have a definitive answer would send her spiraling into a hole of self-imposed education.  This need to know led to many advantages.  For example, she could divulge at least three practical functions of any element of the periodic table at any time.
“Long ago, when Mechciety was first built and mechanthrops were not yet in control of their own sovereignty, a specially designed android was created for the sake of blending in with humans,” Jake explained.  “The android was released in the business district of the city with instructions to walk twenty blocks without being suspected of anything.  It made it to the first corner, saw a dog lifting its leg on a fire hydrant and decided that it, too, had to relieve itself.  A broken zipper and wet pantleg later, the android was arrested and retired.”
Nita returned her phone to her pocket.  “The fire hydrant story?  Everybody knows it’s an urban legend.” She looked to Ernest for confirmation.  But he couldn’t agree nor disagree.
“I’ve never heard of it,” Ernest said.  “But in accordance with the treaty between the lands west of the UZ and every mechanthrop produced, repaired, or decommissioned by Mechciety, any act committed against human civilization by the aforementioned mechanthrops is an act of war.  So, even if you two were a couple of androids, as long as you were working for humans, technically, you’d be immune to persecution.”
Nita’s eyes glassed over as she considered this, but Jake was less reflective.  He simply said, “If I were part of that jury, they’d be dismantled.  Every single one of them.”
“That makes two of us,” Ernest said, and was surprised by Nita’s look of concern.  “Do you think we’d be better off with them?” he asked.
She shook her head.  “I couldn’t care less one way of the other, but shouldn’t we at least consider the data before jumping to conclusions?”
“Yes, let’s get back to work,” Ernest said, his team dropping the subject without question.
The days went by.  Ernest and his team worked diligently from eight to six, at which point Ernest would continue by himself.  Agent Welding would visit during “closing hours,” a phrase coined by Jake, to inquire on the day’s progress.  Step-by-step summaries were best provided by Nita, unless Agent Welding came back with a question, in which case they’d spend the next hour conjuring a thousand different solutions and scenarios.  Ernest found himself ashamed to learn at a much later date that a simple “nothing substantial” was enough to appease Welding’s daily inquiry.
“Rome wasn’t built in a day,” she’d sometimes say before dismissing Jake and Nita from their duties.  After they had gone, Welding would reference her watch and make the discovery that she had twenty minutes to spare before she had to report back.  “A small break to loosen your mind?” she’d ask, her legs pressed against the front of Ernest’s wheelchair.
Relocating to Welding’s personal quarters, a manic contest of undressing each other would take place.  These sessions sometimes made Ernest conscientious about his reduced aerobic endurance since losing his legs.  At the end, gasping for breath and apologizing for being out of shape, Welding would reply by lighting a cigarette and advising him to be thankful he wasn’t addicted to nicotine.
“They look longer,” Welding said, puffing a drag.  “At least a few inches since our first time.”
“Yeah, they are,” Ernest said.  “A total of thirteen inches from the site of severance.”
Welding blew smoke at the ceiling exhaust.  “Time heals all wounds,” she said, getting out of bed to toss her cigarette butt in the toilet.  She turned on the faucet and commenced her cleansing ritual: scrubbing her hands with excess amounts of soap, followed by gurgling mouth wash for ninety seconds.
“So, is my team working on the same thing in every division of Homeland?” Ernest asked.
“What do you mean?” Welding tossed Ernest his undershorts and began dressing herself.
“Jake and Nita.  I see at least a half-dozen driving in for work each morning, and I’m guessing they’re paired off in various labs throughout the facility.”
Welding nodded.  “Yes, they are, but no, they’re not all working on the same thing.  Well, not really.  For instance, one team works with the CDC discussing the risk factor of chemical weapons.  Anthrax, sulfur mustard, lewisite, and weaponized viruses such as smallpox.  Other teams work at the subatomic level, measuring the density and durability of the alloys used to construct a mechanthrop.  They’re job is to calculate the minimal melting point so that our physicists over at ESS can develop the ideal explosive.”
“These jobs all sound defensive,” Ernest said.  He climbed into his wheelchair.  “Yet my team has been espoused to the development of offensive weaponry.”
“And this perception makes you uncomfortable?” Welding asked.
“Yes.  Everything I’ve ever done in my work has been modeled around the theory of positive reinforcement.  I want to give people something in exchange for favor.  If they agree that the experiments and research are positively affecting the wellbeing of humanity, it ensures a long and fulfilling life for science.  We give, they give.  And the cycle continues.”
Welding sat on the bed, hands on her knees.  “And developing bioweapons is taking away from the people, and therefore endangering science?”
Ernest nodded.  Welding considered his viewpoint.  It appeared she had silently conceded, standing up and walking across the room without a word. But then she returned moments later with her utility belt in hand.  “So, we both know you care very little for mechanthrops, as do I.” She waited for Ernest to agree.  “They’re machines with no souls, and therefore no life.  At least not in the same way we perceive life.”
“People debate if and when an unborn child has a soul or right to live,” Ernest said.
Waving him off and shaking her hand, Welding thwarted any further discussion of abortion.  “That’s getting away from the point.  You don’t have children, and I’ve never been in danger of having a child. Personally, I find my lack thereof as a disqualifying factor to comment on the matter.  But back to mechanthrops.” She unholstered her sidearm.  “This weapon, similar to a mechanthrop, is the sum of many smaller parts slapped together in deadly fashion.”
“I’m not particularly an advocate for weapons, nor mechanthrops,” Ernest said, still adrift to the idea Welding was trying to make.
She sensed his disconnect and reinserted the ammunition clip.  “This machine now possesses the power to end somebody’s life, but would you blame the machine, or the machine operator?”
Ernest sighed.  “I see where you’re going with this.  But the problem is, mechanthrops are autonomous for the most part, except when overridden.  But even then, they can’t harm humans.  It’s against their coding.”
“Not anymore.” Welding leaned forward.  “You know the golden mechanthrop seen jumping buildings through the city?  We’ve traced his origins, and they lead underground.”
“They’re weaponizing mechanthrops?  That’s—”
“Impossible,” Welding said, leaning back.  “If what we believe is true, and we’re fairly sure it is, the mechanthrops that had gone missing a few months ago have been reconfigured, their parts rearranged in such a way…” she displayed her sidearm, “…to make them deadly.  And their operators are underground.  So, has your perspective on the issue changed?”
“I’m not sure it matters,” Ernest said.  “My team only knows one speed, and that’s full sail.  All I can do is spin the helm and change direction.  Jake, down to his core, is a lover of stories, and he got it in his head long ago that snakes are and forever will be the scariest creatures on earth.  This notion came from a story of Greeks hurling ceramic jugs filled with snakes at enemy ships. It’s taken hold of Jake’s imagination, and imagination leads to action.”
“He wants to drop snakes into the sewers?” Welding asked.
“He wanted to, and then Nita laughed in his face and called him barbaric,” Ernest said, chuckling at the memory.  “I recommended extracting the venom and converting its properties to something gaseous.  It’d be effective for only a short time, but more containable than loose snakes, and more effective than any means of introduction by liquid.  Jake shared his prior research of locating the indigenous locations of carpet vipers and boomslang snakes, and Nita brought everything home with the idea of synthesizing the venomous properties.  That way we’ll need fewer specimens.”
Welding crossed her arms and smirked.  “I may have to alter the dress code to forbid long-sleeve shirts.”
“Please, no need for rash decisions,” Ernest said.  “Lend me a few minutes to persuade your perspective.”
But they were out of time; Welding needed to get back to work.  The information Ernest shared would be taken up the chain of command, and a response delivered to Ernest’s team as soon as possible.  A “ninety-nine percent” chance of approval for Ernest’s weaponization of snake venom meant that his team had the new objective of creating enough gas shells to fill a tenth of the sewer system.  Drones would carry the ordnances and apply where necessary.
“What about the right to life?” Ernest asked.  “What we’re planning is a felony.  Worse, even, but I don’t know the technical term.”
“A crime against the state,” Welding said.  “Don’t worry about it.  I’ll take care of the legalities.  Your only concern is development.”
Words similar to those spoken by Kevin shortly before he dropped Ernest’s sponsorship.  But Ernest wasn’t being dropped.  If anything, he was being promoted.  Maybe not in the sense of title or pay, but he was confident Welding would deliver anything from equipment to working bodies if Ernest asked.  Everything he could ever want was at the mercy of his fingertips.  Yet…
The regrowth project had been proposed to society in all the wrong ways, but the intention was good.  And still is, Ernest thought, cupping the stumps of his thighs in each hand.  But delivering a weapon designed to kill people…
It didn’t feel right, and feeling was something Ernest seldom took into consideration before committing an action.  Even so, he decided to withhold information from Welding as he left her office, neglecting to mention that the snake toxin was already developed.  Ernest and his team had produced and tested a few prototypes, but they’d need to produce a lot more to fill Welding’s quota.
Contacting Emily, along with anyone else at EGL, was forbidden; Ernest had signed that line within his first few minutes of entering Homeland’s headquarters.  And consulting Jake and Nita would be like asking two hungry dogs if they wanted a piece of raw meat.  I shouldn’t think that.  They’re good workers, and they know their purpose.
And then there was Agent Welding, the great shifter of perspectives.  If her intentions were placed on a balance, would they teeter toward the right?
Why was this decision so difficult?  What would Mother think?  What would Father do?
Ernest made a deal with himself.  Forty-eight hours, and he’d share the development of the gas shells with Welding.  After coming clean, and if he was still on the fence about it, he’d walk away, return to EGL and apologize for “shaming” his family, and take whatever job they had to offer.
But if I don’t walk away, I can never again be a proponent for the progression of life.




Chapter 13

The Harbingers arrived at the Hunting Grounds a few minutes past sunset.  They found Liam’s people at the same location as the dead elephant from weeks prior, close to where the others had died.
The Defuncts sat on a fallen tree stump, their faces hidden by the hoods of their ponchos.  Annalease’s crew had no such rain gear.  By the time they were finished with Salamander it was getting late, and they had neglected to check the weather before rushing to the meeting.  The steady rain had permeated through Annalease’s leather hat.  A damp tickle brushed the tips of her ears.
“What are we dealing with?” Annalease asked the hooded figures.
They displayed bricks wrapped in plastic.  “We’re going to plant these at every air purifier along the UZ,” one of them said.
“Explosives?” Annalease asked.
She glanced back at Robert, seeking his reaction.  But he was too far away for his features to be seen clearly through the drizzle.  On their way to the Hunting Grounds, he had argued with Annalease about proximity.  He didn’t trust Liam, and suspected Liam didn’t trust them.  Perched high in a surrounding tree was his preference of placement, but Annalease said that would only make him
look suspicious.  Plus, she wanted him by her side in case anything happened.  They were too short on numbers for him not to be.
But glancing around, Annalease spotted only two of Liam’s people, and the person who had spoken certainly wasn’t Liam.  Was he hiding in the brush?  How many unseen weapons were pointed at Annalease and her crew?
“A hit on environmental stability,” one of the ponchos said.  He extended his hand.  “I’m Spider, and this is Moth.”
“Spider and Moth,” Skink said in the curious tone of someone taste-testing a dessert.
Moth shook hands with Skink.  “We wear our faults,” he said.  “Do you mind telling me what it was they had planned for you?”
Annalease couldn’t help but chuckle at Skink’s apparent confusion; usually she was the source of awkwardness, but it seemed she didn’t quite know how to navigate these two, insect-named rejects.
“Go on, Skink, don’t be shy,” Annalease said.
“I was designed to be part of a trades repair crew,” Skink said.  “My specialty was welding in confined spaces.  But it never happened because my genome showed potential for MS.”
“Rejected because you were a liability,” Moth said.  He stepped forward to steady Skink as she nodded, her heavy head unhinging her balance.
Spider glanced at Annalease.  “And you?”
“I worked at a plant that produces circuit boards for residential security systems,” Annalease said.  “There’s a protective chemical we spray on the boards to prevent environmental corrosion.  Somehow, I developed an allergic reaction to the chemical.  The only one in my batch to do so.”
“Perfect templates do not ensure exact replicas,” Spider said.  He looked to Robert next.
“It doesn’t matter,” Robert said.  “We aren’t those things anymore, and never will be.”
“Very true,” Spider said.  He shrugged at Moth, who shrugged back.  “It’s kind of an ice breaker we use to ease tension before, you know,” he wiggled the explosive brick in his hand, “we start blowing stuff up.  Most people get nervous around C4.”
“We’re not most people,” Robert said.  “Most people operate in society as part of a whole.  We’ve been cast out from that whole as broken parts, tossed in a ditch and forgotten.”
“He was a surgeon,” Annalease said, locking eyes with Robert.  His shoulders loosened as he exhaled.  Seldom did Robert mention his previous occupation, but he always seemed to breathe easier after someone else had.  Even though he had been rejected, the act of remembering that he once held a prestigious position filled him with pride.
“Okay,” Spider said after a moment of silence.  “We are demolition experts, obviously, bred and trained for the sole purpose of demolishing federally condemned buildings.  Somebody in our batch, still don’t know who it was, set the timer of an explosive to six minutes instead of sixty.  Two casualties and twenty wounded, including me.  I’d show the scars but it’s raining.”
“Not necessary,” Annalease said.  “It’s coming down harder than earlier.  We should get moving.  Meet up with Liam.”
“We’re meeting them along the border,” Spider said.  “We have two jeeps parked on the other side of the tree line.  We’ll plant the C4 at every other tower to quicken the process.”
“We have our own vehicle,” Robert said.
“We’ll send somebody for it,” Moth said.  “They’ll park it at your place in the suburbs.”
Robert’s narrow shoulders drew closer together and he shifted his stance.  No longer leaning on the tree, his body language registered a sense of unease.
They’re not suggesting, Annalease thought.  She recalled the meeting at the lake.  Liam’s people had come in a black SUV, demanding that Annalease and her crew get in.  Maybe it’s just their way of doing things…like asking questions of the past to ease tension.  If that were the case, it wasn’t working.  But the Harbingers weren’t about to leave without a shred of information on the Gold’s whereabouts.
“Tell them to fill it up,” Annalease said.  “It’s been a rule of ours since I can remember.  Anyone outside of the chapter fills the tank when borrowing a vehicle.”
Spider and Moth shrugged at one another.  “Don’t expect premium,” Moth said.
The two men in ponchos set their bricks of C4 in a specially designed carrying case and made for the border.  Annalease heard Skink take a few steps and then stop.  Robert hadn’t moved an inch, probably scanning the surrounding trees for the rest of Liam’s crew.  But nobody emerged from hiding, and after a moment Spider asked if they were coming.
Two jeeps sat idling on the edge of the tree line, one with a mismatched paintjob and the other with a black trash bag taped in place of a rear window.  Throw away vehicles, Annalease thought.  Either that or Liam had lost some influence.
The sight of the jeeps’ condition prompted Annalease to ask Spider and Moth to double check their timers before setting the charges.
“Waking up in the back of an ambulance with second-degree burns tends to have a profound effect on the word precaution,” Spider said.  “Don’t worry, we’re using a remote detonator.  Each brick has a wireless transmitter that will ping a signal up the line.”
Moth had returned from stowing the cases of C4 in the back of the jeeps.  “Who wants to ride with the more competent demolitions expert?”
Robert snorted and headed toward Spider’s jeep.
“Welp, looks like it’s the three of us,” Moth said, and ushered Annalease and Skink to the jeep with the trash bag.  Using a walkie-talkie, he reported, “Cargo acquired.”  The other end responded with a “good job,” but to Annalease’s dismay, it wasn’t Liam.
They traveled south along the border.  To their right was a bare forest and to their left a wall of landfill and dense pollution.  Annalease soon realized that the “wall” had more of a dynamic build than static.  Its structure seemed to fade the closer they got to an air purifier, its ubiquitous dark cloud lightening and thinning to become more of a gray fog.
Moth would hop out to set a charge, and thirty seconds later they’d be on the move again.  Fifteen minutes later Moth would beep the horn as they passed Spider and Robert, setting their own charges, and fifteen minutes after that the process would start over.
When the rain stopped Annalease and Skink disembarked with Moth to stretch their legs.  The landscape had opened up, the forest receding to make way for flat plains.  But only minutes after the rain had stopped, the plains had grown hazy with fog.  Their route now consisted of alternating gray fog and black clouds to their left, and white fog to their right.  Annalease found their tunnel of concealment eerily pleasing.
“Fewer purifiers means less clean air, because the bad air infects the good air?” Skink asked.  She had been trying to understand the reasoning behind the mission, breaking down each step into elementary bites as Moth had explained them.
“The polluted air doesn’t ‘infect’ the clean air, it dilutes it,” Moth said.  “Think about a glass of milk.  What happens to the milk when you add chocolate powder?”
“It makes chocolate milk,” Skink said.  “To me it’s infectious, because it turns all the milk chocolaty.”
“True.  Um, hold on, let me get back to you.” Moth parked the jeep at the base of another massive white tower.
The roar of wind whipping through the tower’s funnel was louder than those before it.  The factories pumping pollutants into the atmosphere were located closest to the center of the border, and thus the black air was the densest.  It also happened to be the tower closest to the Harbinger’s southern-most entry point into the sewers.  Annalease worried what kind of repercussions they’d be dealing with after the explosions.  Could we even use this entry point anymore?
Moth returned to the jeep.  “I’ve changed my mind.  The pollution is infectious.  So, going back to my analogy…” he paused and chuckled as Spider’s jeep cruised by, its horn blaring.
“You know that draws attention, right?” Annalease said.
“Yeah, we know,” Moth said, his mouth quivering as he tried to force his smile into a frown.  “He bet half my food rations for a week that I’d be too chicken to beep my horn at every pass, and I like eating too much to pass on such a deal.  Which reminds me, there’s supplies for you at the end of this run.”
“Food?” Annalease asked.
“Food, soap, towels,” Moth said.  “Scratching each other’s back is a big belief of Liam’s.”
Annalease had an urge to ask whose back she’d be expected to scratch in exchange for the supplies, but Moth had continued his analogy of chocolate milk.
“…the powder infects the milk, we’ve established that.  But what happens when too much powder is added?”
“It turns gross,” Skink said.  “The point of exploding the purifiers is to turn the air gross?”
“Um, not exactly.  If the pollutants are chocolate powder, then the clean air is the ocean.  It’d take a lot of powder to ruin an ocean,” Moth said.
Skink thought about it for a few moments, and Moth sat tall in his seat, apparently satisfied with the lesson he had shared.  Annalease wanted to ask him about the Gold, but she was waiting for an appropriate segue.  Just when she was about to throw it out there, Skink asked about Moth’s incident, and the moment passed.
Ten towers and half a dozen lessons later, they reached the rendezvous point.  The Woodlands had replaced the open plains to the right, its forest full of edgy pines compared to the rounded maples found up north.  And they could see the ocean, a few kilometers south.  Buoyant air purifiers bobbed in the water, doing their best to ward off the mild wall of pollution.
A man in a green poncho approached the jeep.  Annalease recognized him from the lake trip—he was their driver.  “They’re at the house on the coast,” he said.  “We’re to travel on foot from here.”
Moth retrieved a black tarp from the jeep’s back hatch and began covering the vehicle.  Annalease followed Skink’s cue to help.  They finished and, to Annalease’s surprise, Robert had assisted Spider with their own tarp.
“You made a new friend?” Annalease asked.
“We are officially partners in crime,” Spider said, shooting Annalease a wink.
“I’m surprised Liam didn’t introduce us to you two sooner,” Annalease said.  “You make great diplomats.”
“And I must say, I’m surprised you haven’t met anyone else from our batch,” Spider said.  “We’re all over the place…underground.” He patted Robert’s shoulder.  “Thanks for the help, Rob.  Our friend here will now lead us to the spectator’s zone offshore.”
Annalease half expected the lake driver to introduce himself and ask questions of past dealings, as Spider and Moth had, but he berated them instead.  “We’re behind schedule.  Hurry up and fall in line.” He directed this last part at Annalease, his mouth twisted in a scowl and his hands balled into fists by his sides.  She nodded, and he turned to lead the way.
Spider followed with Robert by his side, the two of them discussing the average life span of humans above ground compared to those below.  Next went Skink and Moth, their conversation touching on Moth’s experiences during past visits to the lake.
“We recently lost a friend that would’ve loved the lake,” Skink said, wobbling along as quickly as she could to keep pace with Robert and Spider.  “He was a fisher, before.  They rejected him because he kept forgetting necessary equipment.  Lines, tackle, and one time he brought the wrong map, and they got fined for fishing out of jurisdiction.  But those weren’t the reasons they let him go.  It was because of food.  Problems with the cooler he tried to fix, instead of buying a new one like everyone else said.”
Annalease crept behind Skink and Moth at a distance close enough to eavesdrop but not be obvious.  The information Skink was sharing did not apply to the Harbinger’s mission statement.  It was trivial and distracting, as Robert would phrase it.  It drew attention to Annalease’s rumbling stomach and blurred her thoughts with the fury of losing Salamander, who not only got rejected by society above, but by his crew below.  Why didn’t he share these stories with me? she wondered.
The house on the coast materialized as the ground sloped downward.  It was decrepit and the base of its varnished siding crawled with vines.  The ocean surf had risen enough over the years to graze its foundation.  Another ten years and the home would be undoubtedly uprooted.
And where will we be by then? Annalease wondered.  Will the underground have risen by the time this shore home floats away?
They walked around the abode to a dock that extended into the surging waves.  A fishing boat swayed near the end of the dock.  Someone signaled at them from the portside bow with a flashing light.
An urge came over Annalease to question Moth about the boat.  So far, the only assistance the Harbingers brought for the mission was a couple of receptive ears for Spider and Moth to ramble at.  Skink remained engaged in conversation with Moth, and up ahead Spider kept glancing over at Robert, who nodded every now and again.  For reasons beyond comprehension, Annalease couldn’t find it in herself to disrupt them.
They boarded the boat.
Liam turned off his flashlight and slipped it into a pouch at his waist.  He welcomed the Harbingers individually, then gestured around at the half-dozen crewmembers.
“And up there is Zane McClane, the captain of this ship,” Liam said, hitching a thumb at the man leaning against the rails of the wheelhouse.  Captain McClane wore a beige bucket hat, had a gray beard, and was skinny but with a small gut.  He took a swig from a beer can after toasting to the newcomers.
“This vessel is his only child,” Liam said.  “He must take liberties to keep her safe.  Topping the list is the confiscation of weapons, just until we make port.”
Spider and Moth stepped forward, gathering Robert’s rifle and securing Skink’s sidearm.  Liam motioned for Annalease to raise her arms.  He found the pistol and Overrider tucked in her waistband.  “Anything else?” he asked.  But neglected to respond when Annalease told him of the blade sheathed at her ankle.
Leaving the knife be, Liam glanced up at the captain, who spat and turned for the wheelhouse.
Although there was a passenger cabin only a few feet away, and the rain had started sprinkling again, Liam gestured for the Harbingers to sit outside, across from himself, Spider, Moth, the driver from the lake, and the woman who always seemed to be at Liam’s side.  The rest of the Defuncts busied themselves with various tasks around the main deck.
“So, is this a pirate expedition?” Annalease asked.  “Are we going to hitch one of them shipping containers along the coast?  I hear they’re full of mechanthrops.”
“Now what would we want with a boatload of mechanthrops?” Liam asked.
“They fetch a pretty penny,” Annalease said.
“There will be no mechanthrops in our near future.  I had a guy intercept a cargo freight by the junkyard across the river,” Liam said.  “Mostly grain, but fruit and vegetables, too.  We have to pick them up before they spoil, hence the hurry.”
“We almost didn’t make it…” Annalease trailed off as Robert cleared his throat.  Liam let the moment linger, perhaps waiting for the story to continue.  But Annalease remained silent as she gazed at Moth.  For all the talking he did along the way, he seemed to have swallowed his tongue the moment they boarded the boat.
Annalease glanced back at Liam, who had locked eyes with Robert; one emanated the vibrance and glow of the stars in the night sky, the other the opaque treachery of the black sea they sailed upon.
Liam dispelled any notion of unease by dropping his guard.  “Catch some shut eye, you two,” he said to Spider and Moth.  They considered it, Spider letting out a yawn.  The effect rippled through the crew, touching everybody but Liam and Robert.
“Wake us up for the fireworks,” Spider said, and walked off for the passenger cabin with Moth in tow.
“It’s the boat,” Liam said after a moment.  “Any motion puts them to sleep.  Boat, car, plane.  Knocks them out quicker than a tranquilizer.” He gestured at Skink and Robert.  “If your people want to catch a quick nap, we’re going to be on the water for a while.”
Skink’s head was already teetering back and forth like one of those air purification buoys.  There was no sense in keeping her outside in the rain; it was Annalease who had failed to provide appropriate weather gear before they set out.  “Go ahead, Skink, get dry in the cabin,” Annalease said.
Though not as enthusiastic as Spider or Moth, Skink eventually stood up and wobbled her way to the enclosed room under the wheelhouse.  Three people Annalease didn’t recognize left the cabin as Skink entered and suddenly Annalease had a stranger sitting next to her, the other two filling the vacant seats next to Liam.
“I’m fine right here,” Robert said.  “I’ve been told you have information on the escaped golden mechanthrop.”
Annalease nudged Robert’s side, but he ignored it.
“That mechanthrop was in our possession and we need to get it back,” Robert said.
“That’s the second time in five minutes one of you have expressed an interest in acquiring mechanthrops,” Liam said.
“As you can see, we’re severely lacking in the department of appropriate attire,” Annalease said.  “Handing the Gold to a chop shop would give us enough resources to stay abundantly supplied throughout the winter, and maybe even the one after that, if we’re frugal.  What other supplies do you have waiting at the junkyard?” she asked, wanting to change the subject.
“Can you swim?” Liam asked.  “Not many people can.  It’s a lost artform.  More people spend their time lolling around the lake than splashing in it.  Strange, considering that some scientists believe we originated in water.  If this boat were to capsize, how many of us would survive without life vests?”
“You didn’t answer my question,” Robert said.
Liam gave a light chuckle and stuck his tongue out, tasting the rain.  “We can’t even drink the ocean water.  We’ll switch topics.  I can sense your urgency.  You’ve checked your watch six times since coming onboard.  You clearly have places to be, but I need to be clear on something else.”
Robert began to say something, but Annalease stuck her elbow in his side, hard this time, and he shut his mouth.
“Ambiguity is security,” Annalease said, recalling words spoken by Liam himself even before the Harbingers were initially formed.  “We have to survive and selling mechanthrops to the black market has proved a reliable source of income.”
“I’m not talking about the mechanthrops,” Liam spat.  “Your friend here told Spider that if there was a button to destroy all humanity, he’d push it.  And you, at the lake when I showed you the tablet with threats of violence and anarchy, what was it you said to me, ‘It’s never too much’?”
“Yeah, something like that,” Annalease said, shifting in her seat for a closer angle on the knife strapped to her ankle.  “They relegated us to the sewers.  What are we supposed to do, if not get revenge?”
“Okay, I can respect your point of view,” Liam said.  “The people in power have feet the size of mountains and spend most of their time with their noses in the sky.  But what about Henry Surveyor?  Or Jade Air?  Hm?  What about Davis Sprout, remember him?”
Names given to Annalease by Salamander, each with a different folder containing a portfolio.  She had picked the wildlife journalist—Eagle—whose real name was Henry Surveyor.  All of them, sent from Liam.  Was Salamander one of yours too? Annalease wondered, considering the distance between the fishing boat and the shore. Luckily, both her and Robert knew how to swim.  It was one of the first things Robert had taught her after saving her life.
“All of them, gone,” Liam said.  “Sent out and never heard from again.  I heard the rumors of Henry joining your outfit.  Weird he never reached out to me about it.  And then there’s the Hunting Grounds incident.  Again, death, all revolving around you.”
“Skink?” Annalease asked.
Liam shook his head.  “I didn’t plan to infiltrate your group until the Hunting Grounds thing, of which I still don’t have a clear understanding of how everything went down…”
Ocean water sprayed up from a small wave colliding with the side of the boat.  Rain pelted down thick enough to cast a haze.  The conditions gave plausibility to Annalease’s escape plan: flip backwards over the rail into the sea.  Robert would flip after her—surely his mind had run the same gamut of possible escape routes by now.  The only problem was Skink.
Liam had denied any relation to her, but even so, Annalease couldn’t leave without hearing it from Skink herself.  Losing Eagle—Henry—was one thing, and Salamander another—I doubt I even started processing that yet—but to add Skink to the list?  It was too much.
“What are you going to do with us?” Annalease said, eliminating the option of Robert jumping overboard.
“That’s the issue we’re having,” Liam said.  He reached in his jacket pocket and produced a remote control.  “We are fighting a war, but I can’t figure out whose side you’re on.” He tossed the remote to Annalease.  “For the air purifiers.  Go ahead, push the button.  That way Spider can’t get mad at me for not waking him up.”
Annalease pushed the button.  The purifier towers in the distance, marked by pulsing red lights, stood unaffected.
“What the hell is this?” Annalease said.  Realizing her implication, she backtracked.  “We’re out of range, aren’t we?”
“Your crew doesn’t do well on the sea,” Liam said, nodding toward the passenger cabin.
Skink, boosted up by two of Liam’s people, was leaning over the boat’s railing, vomiting.  A fleeting bout of irritation took hold of Annalease.  Why would Skink risk the potential of sea sickness?  Why hadn’t she mentioned it before they came onboard?  Was this her first time on a boat? Annalease wondered.  Does she even know what sea sickness is?  Salamander would have described the life of a sailor as being nothing short of spectacular.  Being batched to travel the ocean, he probably never experienced nausea himself.
A sudden flash of orange illuminated the deck.  The two holding Skink craned their necks to look at the spectacle behind Annalease.  Turning around, she saw massive orange spheres blooming along the UZ.  The rumble of the blasts sounded a few seconds after each fiery inception.  It was exhilaratingly beautiful.
Liam stuck his nose to the sky and sniffed.  “Smells like a new beginning is on the horizon.”
His positive omen did nothing to reassure Annalease of her own future.  “You wanted us here as a test of allegiance?” she asked, tossing back the remote.  “To see if I’d push the button?”
In the distance, the northern-most towers were still igniting, their balls of flames considerably smaller than those closer to shore.  Liam waited until the last tower caught fire before responding.  “We brought you to try and understand.  You can learn a lot about people by simply spending time with them.  Have you ever heard of the contiguous acquaintanceship theory?  It states that camaraderie is the sum of proximity and time spent.  I was hoping that by spending time with you, our sense of camaraderie would heighten.  And then I remembered all the friends I lost due to circumstances revolving around you.”
He aimed his next question at the woman that, based on his acquaintanceship theory, was probably his closest friend.  “What do you think, my faithful compadre, shall we trust the Harbingers?”
The woman revealed her hands, which had been hidden behind her back for the duration of their time on the water.  Although its dimensions were hazy with rain, Annalease presumed the object to be a pistol.
“Think of it as an electric fence,” Liam said.  “You mess with it, it’ll shock you.  Leave it alone, it leaves you alone.  We’re not going to hurt you.  On the contrary, we’re going to give you the supplies promised.  But you can never return to the sewers.  You are no longer a freedom fighter of those rejected by society.  If you should be seen interfering with future operations, you will be engaged as an enemy.  Do you need further explanation of anything I just said?”
“You made the decision well before we got on this boat,” Annalease said.  “That’s why you took our guns.”
“We knew it was a possibility, so we took adequate precautions,” Liam said.
“This is why,” Robert said, his eyes boring into Annalease.  “I saw it coming, your sloppiness, and now look where we are.  They’re infecting you.  Influencing you.  Tarnishing your logic with feelings that go against the innate need for survival.  Humans are hypocrites.  Breaking each other down into classes of conditional dismissal.”
“Spider mentioned how difficult it was to get you talking,” Liam said.  “I can see why.”
“Annalease…” Robert said.
“I know,” she said.
“Let’s not all spontaneously combust,” Liam said.  “We have another hour before we reach the fishing docks.  After that, we’ll go our separate ways.”
Robert didn’t push it further.  A new scenery afforded by the abating rain drew Robert’s gaze to a lighthouse shining along the coast.  Annalease sat in apprehension, anticipating his decision to jump overboard. But it never happened.  Whether it be because of Skink or the sure chance he’d be shot after landing in the water, Annalease would never know.  What she did know was that her patience with humans was at its end.
From now on she’d be as cold as Robert.  Colder even, if it were possible.  And the Gold? a voice whispered from the back of her mind.  Gone and forgotten, she told herself.  The voice didn’t object.




Chapter 14

For a species with limited time, humans completed tasks at an absurdly slow pace.  Lack of communicational skills was their biggest detriment.  They liked to talk back and forth, sharing ideas and then refuting them just as quickly.  This led to more time spent conjuring up new ideas for others to argue against.  And they couldn’t move onto the next idea until the majority of the group agreed on the original idea.  This went on and on.
Orvil recalled his lengthiest discussion at Mechciety being a great competitor for the shortest discussion at Homeland Security.  But then again, familia didn’t communicate in the same way humans did; information was transferred through the airways instantaneously, and whereas familia used symbols, humans used clunky words that seldom conveyed the exact meaning of their thoughts.
“Letting the mechanthrop go is a security risk,” a Homeland personnel said after Orvil had been hooked up to a machine capable of “reading” his visual and audio files.  “There’s too much architectural information.  Production facilities, sewers, the city.”
“Mechciety already has eyes on everything but the sewers,” Agent Welding said, a person whose ideas were often agreed upon by the others.  “And we have plans in effect to secure and monitor all important underground passages.  Our threat isn’t the mechanthrops two hundred miles away, it’s the resistance twenty feet underground.  Regarding which,” she motioned at Orvil, “our friend here has provided us with invaluable information.”
“An innocuous amount of alteration is insisted,” another person from the group said.
Agent Welding stepped between Orvil and the person suggesting an alteration.  “As it’s been stated multiple times, we are not changing any files, period,” she said.  “The next person to mention…you know what, please, Mrs. Martin, take leave for the time being.”
Another thing Orvil couldn’t figure out about humans…they’re tendency to backtrack.  First, they’re only asking him questions.  Then, they’re dissembling parts of him to access his files, but they don’t have the necessary tools, and Agent Welding had already promised him no “harm.”  Which was ironic because the best way to harm Orvil would be to harm each other.
The group finally agreed to leave Orvil’s exoskeleton intact after he had recited verbatim words spoken by the group only moments before.  Given the audio files, coupled with a projected sketch of the sewer tunnels using a tablet and pen, the group’s confidence rose to a “guarantee” that they’d get all needed information.  What they needed it for, Orvil didn’t know. And neither did they, he realized, after another debate flared on the subject.
“I want you to draw everything,” Agent Welding told Orvil.  “From your first step off the transport pod to now.  How long will it take?”
“Five hours, four minutes, and eleven seconds,” Orvil said.
“Very well, we’ll leave you to it,” Agent Welding said.  The room began emptying, a precursor for the room filling again an hour or so later with different people of similar dress.
Annalease and the rest of her tribe had participated in similar habits.  Going, coming, talking, going again, as if they were all pieces of some elaborately written code that became too convoluted to realize its own purpose.
Orvil yearned to be around his familia.  He missed the hours spent with the copper mechanthrops, even if their audio outputs had been disabled.
“After I’m finished, we go to the transport pods,” Orvil said.
“We’ll need to record every audio file of your…audio recordings, too,” Agent Welding said.
“I can do that while I draw,” Orvil said.
Agent Welding crossed her arms and itched her chin, a mannerism Orvil associated with processing.
“It’ll take longer than the drawing, but I can resume the task while in transit to Mechciety,” Orvil said.  If he had learned one thing about Agent Welding, it was that she respected and responded to those showing determination.  “You’ll be in the transport with me, most likely.  Or close enough to keep me detained until the task has been completed.” She also responded well to the notion of assuming control.
“I’ll run it by the group,” she said, and took leave.
She returned a few minutes later with a recording device and the rest of her team.  It turned out they all wanted to be present as Orvil recited every conversation he had ever heard.  After a few hours, they decided to rotate in shifts.  Everyone but Agent Welding came and went.  And then Orvil finished sketching the tunnels and they “packed it up.”
Orvil was loaded into a large black vehicle with black windows.  He continued his recitation, pausing and rewinding every now and then at Agent Welding’s request.
The droning of past words spoken ceased when Orvil recognized a transport pod in the distance.  It was the same pod from the picture Agent Welding had shown the day before—the same model Orvil had been loaded into at Mechciety months ago—but a different color.  And there were dozens upon dozens of them stacked on top of each other.  Just like the racks at the receiving facility, Orvil thought.
“We call it a shipping yard,” Agent Welding said.  “Hundreds of transport pods are loaded onto bigger transports that take them to or from Mechciety.”
“They’re all full of mechanthrops?” Orvil asked.
“No.  We’ve scheduled around new arrivals,” Agent Welding said.  “Please, continue the recordings.”
Orvil set the audio files to automatic oration.
Through the tinted window he watched as the shipping yard grew in immensity.  Metal blocks, large as houses, as Annalease often referred to such dimensions, constructed strictly of transport pods, flanked his vehicle on both sides.  A few of the blocks had massive cranes, which would clamp their jaws on either side of a pod like fingers picking up a battery.  Once the pod was secured, the crane would lift and carry it to another location.
Orvil paused his oration.  “The shipping yard is fully automated?” he asked.
“No,” Agent Welding said.  “We have weighers, repairmen, those in charge of logistics.”
“All assisted by mechanthrops,” Orvil said.
“Yeah, I guess so,” Agent Welding said, glancing out the window at the stacks of transport pods.  “It’s the way of the future.”
Orvil resumed his oration as they drove through the shipping yard.  Closer to the sea, Orvil was surprised by the sheer immensity of the parts involved in what could only be described as a system.
The cranes lifting the transports were delivering them to huge floating vessels, where they were set down and oriented into stacks.  These ships—Agent Welding informed—would carry the pods to Mechciety, where they were loaded with cargo before being brought back.
But Orvil wasn’t to be loaded into a stacked transport.  Agent Welding had a separate vessel, much smaller than the others, picked especially for him.  Aboard it was a single transport pod, its paint a shade between gold and rust.
The driver parked.  Orvil paused his oration, not wanting to disrupt the audio recording with sounds of doors opening and closing.  But nobody got out.
“Please, continue,” Agent Welding said.
Orvil wasn’t surprised.  Anything this group of humans did progressed at the rate of Mechciety’s mining operations.  They were probably waiting on a different group of humans to agree on an idea before “beginning the next phase.”
So, he resumed his oration and watched the rusty gold transport pod sway on the boat.  Birds squalled overhead, the day faded to night, and a light rain turned into a downpour.  Somebody suggested that Orvil increase his playback speed and then decrease it while reviewing the recordings later.  The group agreed immediately.
“That’s all,” Orvil said.  “That’s all,” he said again, but at twice the speed.
Everybody laughed, and a few thanked the higher powers.  Somebody distributed umbrellas and soon they were walking through the rain to the small ship.
Orvil crossed the metal plank leading onto the boat, a few of his escorts gasping as the boat swayed under his weight.
“I thought that container was coming down,” someone said, referring to the transport pod.
Metal chains, weights, and straps held the pod in place, but Orvil doubted their integrity.  He was beginning to understand why those vessels carrying stacked pods were so large: their mass provided stability.
Agent Welding unlatched the door of the transport pod and swung it open.  It was empty.  Although she had ensured Orvil that no other mechanthrops were onboard before they had left Homeland’s headquarters, he had hoped that maybe some other silver or copper had struck a deal and they’d be traveling in the same pod together.
“As promised,” Agent Welding said, her eyes partially hidden beneath the cloth of her umbrella.  “I know you said you’d like to be left alone in the transport pod for the duration of the trip, but if for some reason you want to spend some time outside, or if you want some company, just tap on the wall and I’ll open the door.”  She offered her hand.  “I want to commend you for saving so many lives with the invaluable data you’ve shared with us.”
Orvil hunched down and shook Agent Welding’s hand.  “Thanks for fulfilling your promise.”
He stepped into the transport pod and prepared for the long journey.  Images contrived from an impending future materialized in his visual processing fields.  His creator, a copper-alloy familia, would surely be eager to learn of Orvil’s experiences.
During his training, discussions between Orvil and his creator had often revolved around the latest processer units, and how human transactions dictated their design.  The humans wanted a product that would last, and privatized ownership of familia drove a competition between potential buyers and raised the worth of each familia produced.  Supply was kept low to raise demand, whereas in Mechciety, any available materials were used to create replacements,
despite the quality of metal alloy.
And Orvil’s teacher, an aluminum-alloy familia, taught Orvil of the thirteen colonies, combined to form High Society.  Each of these colonies resembled Mechciety from an earlier period—fewer factories, less pollution.  Orvil’s task was to oversee the development of each colony so that they avoided the destructive tendencies of their predecessor, which was congested with so much pollution it was corroding the precious metals of familia and production facilities alike.
The visual memories of Orvil growing up, a term not quite fitting, since Orvil didn’t grow, as humans did, but a term he had decided to adopt anyway after hearing Skink and Salamander reminisce about their pasts, flashed through his processing centers in a matter of seconds.  He watched his life before departing Mechciety, and then watched everything from the day he had arrived at human society.
He didn’t make it through a quarter of the files before restarting.  Something Annalease had said compelled Orvil to replay the segment.
Spoken by Annalease, 2332, 15Nov2267:
“Would you not study your enemy before meeting them on the field?”
Orvil’s teacher from Mechciety referred to studying as preparation.  “Learning the resolutions to obstacles before confronting them.” It was a skill in time management and a tool for efficiency.  And was necessary for the evolution of Mechciety.
“Would you not study your enemy before meeting them on the field?”
Orvil searched his memory bank for the moment he had first met Agent Welding.  It was in a subterranean room at Homeland’s headquarters, and two armed individuals guarded the door.  As Agent Welding entered, Orvil detected a spike in her heart rate.  Her pupils dilated and her mouth became parched as she questioned Orvil about his escapade across the city with two coppers, both of whom had been reported missing weeks prior.  Since that interrogation, Agent Welding seldom needed a glass of water nearby during their conversations.
A dry mouth doesn’t make us enemies, Orvil thought.
But he couldn’t deny the physiological connection between Agent Welding during the interrogation, and Annalease after Orvil and the coppers had broken free of their cage.  Annalease had displayed symptoms of a racing heart, dilated pupils, and dry esophagus, same as Agent Welding.
Spoken by Annalease, 2010, 22Nov2267:
“I seriously doubt there’s anything you can do to stop me from destroying him.”
Certainly, Annalease had viewed Orvil as an enemy when saying these words.
Orvil played through every visual and auditory file that included the presence of Agent Welding.  Her hostility, or nervousness, seemed to reduce with each interaction, leading up until the deal was struck to share information in exchange for passage to Mechciety.  Then the momentary return of a quickened heartbeat and a glimmer of sweat, forming near Agent Welding’s temples.  It happened during an argument whether to open Orvil’s processing centers to extract all visual and audio files.  They attempted the procedure, but Agent Welding’s team couldn’t disassemble Orvil’s exoskeleton.
Reducing the replay speed and focusing on the beads of sweat congregated along Agent Welding’s hairline, Orvil found the reflection of his golden head and the tools being used to open his processing centers, prodding and poking at the crevices of his cranium.  Then Orvil’s field of vision was obstructed by someone’s arm.  He found a new reflection in the glassy surface of Agent Welding’s eye.  Through it he saw the micro-device—a small metal pellet—that those around him were working into the crevices surrounding his visual sensors.
Orvil probed his face for the micro-device.  He found it, along with a second device of exact dimension lodged into the crevice encircling his second visual sensor.  Too small for him to remove, he could only wiggle his finger back and forth over the tiny protrusion.  What did they stick in me?
He approached the door and banged on it.  A few seconds went by without answer, so he banged again.  A few more seconds passed.  Nobody opened the door.
Orvil prepared to bash the door down when the metallic whine of the latch squeaked.  Agent Welding stood hunched under an umbrella in the doorway.  She waved Orvil forward, whispering, “Shhh.”
Doing his best to lighten his steps against the metal floor, Orvil made his way out of the transport pod.  “What are these?” he asked, pointing at his face, but Agent Welding wasn’t paying attention.  She, along with the rest of the crew, were staring at the faint figure of another boat.
“Can you identify anybody aboard that ship?” Agent Welding asked.  She had a pair of binoculars pressed to her eyes.
The sheet of rain hanging between the two boats made it impossible for Orvil to run facial recognition.  He honed his audio sensors, but all he could hear was the pang of rain hitting the transport pod.
“No, I cannot distinguish their identities,” Orvil said.  “Agent Welding, I need you to explain what—”
“Shhh,” she said again.  “Can you hear what they’re saying?”
Orvil was about to report his negative findings when the inflection of a familiar voice stirred his audio sensors.  Robert, asking, “How will the other chapters react when they learn that you ambushed us?”
An unidentified voice replied, “Your pictures will be sent to every chapter we’re in correspondence with.  They’ll be informed of the suspicions surrounding those formally known as The Harbingers.  I advise you against contacting any of them.”
“You and your posters,” Robert said.  There was an edge to his voice, sharper in contrast to the emotionless monotone that usually flattened his words.  “Another task we completed for your ungrateful piece of—”
“Robert, let it go,” Annalease said.
Orvil felt what he had supposed the humans called anger.  They’re trying to block my path to Mechciety, he realized, and recalled the words of his coppers as they broke free of their cage…Neutralizing all potential threats.
“We should’ve loaded the transport with familia,” Orvil said.  “I could have twenty mechanthrops prepared to neutralize all threats.”
“What threats?” Agent Welding asked.  “What did you hear?”
“It’s them.  The Harbingers,” Orvil said.
“Light them up,” Agent Welding yelled.  A dozen searchlights flickered on, their white beams cutting through the rain to illuminate the other boat.  “Prepare weapons.  ROE is return fire.  Get me a megaphone.”
The other boat was smaller than Orvil’s, yet it held more passengers, all of whom were scrambling along its deck.  Orvil distinguished Skink by her lower stature and swollen head.  She wasn’t buzzing around like the others, and when Orvil condensed his audio sensors to her position, he heard coughing and dry heaving.  He decided not to harm her.
He considered the past wrongdoings of Annalease, but he couldn’t pin her as the main source of his anger.  She’d have to be neutralized—Orvil knew this without a doubt—but she needn’t be obliterated.  And same with Salamander; neutralized, but not obliterated.
“Get me my rifle.” The voice of Robert, the most thorough source of Orvil’s outrage.  The surgeon whose main goal was to disassemble familia.  The person that stood on the other side of the electrified bars and reminded Orvil how badly he wanted to put him on the operating table.  Orvil’s only saving grace had been Annalease’s belief in a false prophet.
Her pistol in one hand and a megaphone in the other, Agent Welding addressed the approaching boat.  “Power down your engine and form a line along the starboard side railing with your hands in the air.”
“They’re steering away from us,” one of the other agents said.
“I see that,” Agent Welding said.  She activated the megaphone.  “Power down your engine or we will be forced to engage.”
Orvil had increased his visual frames-per-second to compensate for the falling rain.  More FPS allowed him to process the images for longer intervals between each falling rain drop at the cost of losing his peripheral vision.  His field of view had shrunk to a fifteen-degree radius, but he needed only to focus on one person: Robert.
Kneeling behind a bench near the back of the boat, Robert aimed down the sights of a rifle.  He kept brushing his forehead and the top rail of the gun.  He was becoming frustrated, grunting and cursing under his breath.
“This is your last warning,” Agent Welding announced.
The spotlights illuminating the other boat began flickering, each of them strobing at different speeds.  Assault rifles were primed.  Agents took cover along the transport vessel’s starboard side.  Some had donned helmets and Kevlar vests.
Orvil focused his FOV on Annalease, who was kneeling next to Robert.  She raised a hand to block the beaming lights and whispered something to Robert that only the three of them heard.  “I’m sorry I didn’t listen to you.  I should have, from the very beginning, but I thought he was the one.  I really did.  The one to save Mechciety.  Now we’re going to die on a ship in the ocean.  I don’t know if this means anything to you, but I wouldn’t trade spots with anyone else in the world right now.”
“Same,” Robert said, and stopped wiping his forehead.
“Get down, Agent Welding,” Orvil said.  “He’s going to shoot you.”
A loud crack sounded from across the sea, followed by a muzzle flash and a shriek from Agent Welding as she hit the deck.  A barrage of rifle fire illuminated the night air.  Bullet casings sprinkled the floor as their counterparts thudded into the hull of the other boat.  Windows shattered.  Screams of agony joined the howling firestorm.  The other boat lost three people for every one of the agents.  Orvil had fallen beside Agent Welding, the mechanisms deep in his torso glitching with uncontrolled contractions as his audio outputs screeched the tune of a revving engine.
He lost control of all motor function, and a few of the agents pointed their weapons at him, their expressions confused and laced with fear.  One agent who had been staring at Orvil had failed to take cover and his face imploded as a bullet ripped through his skull.  The agent next to him fell backwards a moment later, her hands wrapped around her throat, trying to stop the bleeding.
By then Orvil had regained control of himself and sought the shooter: Robert.  He was in the same position from earlier, his rifle resting on the bench, his head popping up every two seconds to snap off another shot before ducking again.  Orvil couldn’t find Annalease or Skink.  Were they hit?  The idea of Robert outliving his more-respectable tribe members stirred another bout of anger in Orvil’s circuits.  He suddenly wanted nothing more than to detach Robert’s head from his body, no matter the pain it may cause.
“I’ll be back, Agent Welding,” Orvil said, and left her side.  He calculated the running room he’d need in order to jump over the water and onto the other boat. Currently, his chances were in the high seventies.  There was no way to elongate his launch platform, and the boats were drifting apart.
Orvil factored into his analysis the boat’s sway.  If he jumped as the starboard side was at its highest point, his chances rose to eighty-three percent.  Still not good enough.  He’d have to add sway.
Hunching down close to the deck, Orvil leaped in the air vertically.  Somebody from the other boat shot at him.  Impact areas registered on his torso and legs, but the projectiles were too small to do any damage.  Orvil slammed back down onto the deck, the boat swaying so steeply that a couple of agents were tossed overboard.
Then it cradled the other way.  Orvil prepared to launch himself across the sea, but his feet slipped on the wet surface.  He repositioned himself and launched vertically again.  More bullets sought his being and clanked off his head and torso.
Surveying his options for mobility upon landing, Orvil spotted a thick metal hook located mid-deck.  He’d scurry to the hook, stabilize himself, and then launch as the starboard side of the boat swayed to its highest position.  Too many moving variables prevented Orvil from calculating his success rate.  He’d have to take what the humans called a “leap of faith.”
Orvil slammed again onto the deck of the transport boat.  It swayed with tremendous haste.  He kicked his legs and clawed against the deck, reaching for the metal hook, but couldn’t gain purchase.  He slipped closer to the boat’s edge and flipped over the railing.
He managed to grab one of the tires strung along the boat’s hull and watched in fascination as the boat capsized.  A collection of people, weapons, and miscellaneous equipment were dumped into the water.  Agent Welding was among those tossed.  Orvil released the tire and reached for her, but the sea swallowed him.  Within seconds he was on the ocean floor, engulfed in blackness.




Chapter 15

Annalease unsheathed the knife at her ankle and cut off the sleeve of her shirt.  She tied the cloth around her leg, above the wound.  Desperation had set in when the shootout began, and she didn’t notice the glass debris on the deck as she crawled across it.  Most of the glass fragments stuck her no worse than a bee sting, but one the size of a pinecone had maneuvered its way deep into her thigh.  It would need stitches later, but for now she needed to find Skink.
Bodies littered the deck.  Blood pooled around the wounded and dead, their scarlet borders steadily expanding until they collided and merged with neighboring puddles.  Dark, reddish-black holes marked entry wounds and dotted their victims from head to toe.  Holes peppered the deck and side panel of the bench Annalease was sitting on before the gunfight started.  After the last shot had been fired, Annalease used one of these holes to peek through.
The other boat had capsized, tossing most of its passengers.  After it had made a full rotation under water and righted itself, those still on board were too busy clearing their lungs of water to continue the fight.
Annalease tested her wounded leg and shrieked a noise she didn’t know she could make.
“Easy,” Robert said, a mantra he had been whispering to himself throughout the gunfight.  His arm was inked red, but he hadn’t noticed or didn’t care.  He kept the stock of his rifle pinned to his shoulder and searched the enemy boat for new targets, although he had expended his bullets even before the gunfight had ended.
“You’re shot in the arm,” Annalease said.  “Check your wound, I’m going for Skink.”
“Easy,” Robert said, and repositioned himself to the back of the boat.
Annalease crawled steadily but slowly on her hands and knee, her wounded leg lifted as to avoid putting pressure on it.  Surely Liam or Captain McClane would have medical supplies onboard, but Annalease wondered if there’d be enough, and if Liam would lend her any given their shaky relationship.
Fragments of glass swished across the deck as the boat rocked with the current.  Water had accumulated along the starboard side.  The prospect of having to swim to shore made Annalease nauseous.
Someone grabbed her injured leg and Annalease reached for her knife.  It was one of Liam’s crew, the driver from the lake meeting.  He never spoke much before, but now he muttered pleas for help as blood leaked from his mouth.
“I’m getting medical supplies,” Annalease said, and left the man dying.
She crawled past a motionless man whose chest was pocked with bullet holes, and a grunting woman whose stomach was leaking despite her efforts to levy the stream with both hands.  The woman’s breathing was slow and shallow.  Her complexion, pale and shiny.  The sight made Annalease reevaluate her earlier assessment of being the unluckiest person in the world for having stabbed herself in the thigh with a piece of glass; it hurt like hell, but it beat having to watch yourself bleed to death.
Someone kneeled beside Annalease and tugged at her arm.  “I’m fine,” she said, looking up to see Spider.  The hood of his poncho shaded his features, but Annalease was fairly sure he had come out of the gunfight unscathed.  His lack of injury was such a contrast to everything surrounding Annalease that she was temporarily stunned.  And then she contemplated the likelihood of the whole thing being a dream.  It had to be.  How could anyone survive such a catastrophe without injury?
When her vocal cords began working again, Annalease asked, “Are you okay?”
“Yeah, you?”
Annalease nodded, then Spider nodded and walked away.  He assisted the bleeding woman.  They exchanged a few words, then held each other in a quiet embrace.
I refuse it, Annalease told herself.  This is not our future.  This boat will not be our final resting place.
Annalease crawled around two more bodies before she found Skink, curled up and covered in a blanket of broken glass.  Annalease carefully brushed away the debris.  “Are you hurt?”
Skink didn’t respond.  But she was clearly breathing, and her eyes were open.  She had no apparent wounds and there was no sign of a forming blood puddle.
“Skink, it’s okay,” Annalease said.  “Their boat flipped.  They’re no longer following us.”
Skink flinched as someone nearby screamed in agony.  Annalease turned to tell them to shut up, but she had instigated her wounded leg and ended up screaming herself.
“Is she hurt?” Liam asked.  He was standing over them with a first aid kit.  The ace bandage wrapped around his forearm had a single red dot staining it.
“Not that I can tell,” Annalease said.  “But she’s in shock.”
“What about you?” he asked, glancing at her leg.
“A piece of glass stuck me.  Probably needs stitches.  Do you have any pain killers in there?”
Liam shook his head.  “Not enough.  Here, put some ointment on it.”  He gave her an antibiotic packet.  “Can you both swim?”
“I can, but she can’t,” Annalease said.
“In the cabin are life vests.  Grab her one.  Tell them I said it was okay.”  He pointed at Robert, still at the back of the boat with his rifle raised.  The flooding seawater had consumed most of his legs.  “What about him?”
“He’ll be fine,” Annalease said.
“Follow us to the fishing docks. And be quick about it.  We’re only stopping long enough to patch our wounds.” Liam didn’t wait for a response.  He checked on the woman with the bleeding stomach but didn’t linger.
In the passenger cabin was more of the same: wounded and dead, a mixture of blood and glass on the floor, along with beer bottles and fallen sandwiches. Annalease considered taking one of the discarded weapons lying around, but she doubted she’d be able to swim to the shore with a weapon in one hand and Skink in the other.
Hung on a hook near the beer cooler were life vests.  Annalease grabbed three and wiggled herself into one as she left the cabin.
Skink remained on the floor, curled up and unresponsive. Luckily, she didn’t weigh much, and Annalease was able to slip her into a life vest without much effort.
“We need to get to shore,” Annalease said.  “I’m going to take you overboard and drag you there myself, okay?”
Skink didn’t say anything, but she nodded.  Either that, or she shivered.  The boat had taken on enough water to cover the entire deck.  Annalease glanced back at the stern for Robert.  Although no longer aiming his weapon at the distant tugboat, he remained in the same position.
“Robert, we have to go,” Annalease yelled.  “Come get this life vest and help me with Skink.”
His mood, understandably, fell somewhere between irritated and irate. Eyebrows knitted and mouth pinched, he shook his head.  And then hurled himself overboard.  Without checking on Skink.
Most of the survivors had done the same, Annalease realized, failing to find Liam as she scanned the boat.
“Skink, we’re going, okay?” she said, cradling Skink as if she were a baby.  “I’m going to drop you in the water and then jump in right after.”
No words.  But Skink did show signs of understanding.  As Annalease carried her closer to the railing, knives twisting in her leg the entire way, Skink closed her eyes and tightened her hold around Annalease’s neck.  Tears, or seawater, dampened Skink’s eyes.
Annalease extended her over the railing and nearly fell forward as Skink yanked on her neck.  “Okay, you have to let go now.  My back’s getting sore.  Please, Skink, let go.” Wanting to conserve her energy for the lengthy swim, and with no signs of Skink releasing her grip, Annalease tumbled overboard.
Cold fingers pried at the seams of Annalease’s mouth, digging for entry until they slid over the edges of her teeth and the bristles of her tongue.  They inched and slimed their way to the back of her throat, descending her esophagus and scraping its walls with unclipped fingernails.
Two fingers, then three, and four.  More fingers than could properly fit squirmed in the cavity of Annalease’s throat until there wasn’t a single millimeter left of space.  She choked.  Her stomach convulsed, fighting to push out the fingers.  The acid shooting up from her stomach accumulated in her esophagus, and she began choking on that as well.  Blackness wrapped around her mind like a vice.  And then her ears popped.  Her stomach gave one last push, and the fingers retracted from her throat.
Annalease rolled over, spitting up water and gasping for air.  She clenched a fistful of grass and vomited.  She couldn’t see clearly, but she noticed that everything around her had a light tinge to it; dawn was breaking.
“What happened?” she asked.
“You were unconscious in the water,” Robert said.  “You jumped in with Skink…and I think her big head knocked you out.”
“Where is—” Annalease dry heaved.  Pain in her ribs flared and her throat burned.  “Where’s Skink?”
“She’s here,” Robert said.
“I’m sorry, Annalease,” Skink said.
Annalease wanted to speak but was too afraid she’d lapse into another fit of dry heaves.
“We have to go,” Robert whispered.
He helped Annalease to her feet.  Pain wrenched her thigh.  The cloth wrapped around her wound was soaked through with saltwater.
Skink was up, too, yet she remained preoccupied watching the fishing dock below.  Robert had brought them to a patch of trees on a hill overlooking the water.  There was no sign of the boat offshore.  Neither theirs, nor the tugboat that had capsized.
Then the source of Skink’s preoccupation struck Annalease.  Fishing dock.  Salamander had come from a batch of fishermen.  The workers at the dock could be from his same batch.  Whether they were or weren’t, Annalease didn’t want to linger.  Amid the fishermen were PD officers.
“How long was I out?” Annalease asked.
“No more than a couple minutes after I got you ashore,” Robert said.  “You came to, then went out again.  You did it a few times.”
“We should go,” Annalease said.  “Where’s Liam?”
“They’re gone,” Robert said.  “They had a train waiting to take them back across the river.  He said nothing has changed regarding our exile, as he put it.  I would have shot him then and there if I had anymore bullets.”  He glanced at his rifle leaning against a tree.  “We’re to go to a junkyard over the hill.  Liam promised food and water, as a start to our new lives.  Probably an assortment of handcuffs and plea deals.  At this point I don’t really care.  Do you need me to carry you?”
“No.” Annalease cleared her throat.  “No, I’m okay.  Thanks for coming back for me.  I guess that’s twice you’ve saved my life.”
Robert nodded.  “You owe me two, and Skink owes you one.”
“No, Skink doesn’t owe me anything,” Annalease said.
Skink remained transfixed on the fishing dock.  She jumped when Annalease touched her shoulder.  A welt had formed on the top of Skink’s head, and Annalease figured the thumping pain in her own forehead marked the collision area.  A tear streaked Skink’s cheek.
“Why’d he do it?” Skink asked.
There were too many answers and too many possible hes for Annalease to shuffle through, so she gave a vague, “I don’t know, but we have to go.”
Skink walked away without a word.  Annalease went after her, but to her embarrassment, she couldn’t keep up.  Robert left his weapon behind and lent Annalease a shoulder to lean on.




Chapter 16

Orvil surveyed his surroundings, first externally, then internally.  His visual sensors picked up nothing in the shrouding blackness.  If not for gravity anchoring him to the ocean floor, it’d be impossible to sense up from down.  His audio sensors registered a muffled humming, and his tactile probes processed and identified traces of sodium, mercury, and lead, among other toxins and excrements.  He had intended to rely on his senses to guide him to Mechciety, but he hadn’t the slightest clue in which direction to go.  Plus, he still had to get out of the ocean.
His external senses failing him, Orvil switched to those internal.  His elevation was estimated to be forty feet below sea level.  The hazard rating of his environment fluctuated between trivial and mild.  Recorded audio and visual files wouldn’t help. At least not yet.  Not until he backtracked and either waited for Agent Welding’s people to hoist him out of the water or find a way out himself.
Accessing the files of his Traveled Positioning Tracker, Orvil retraced the course his transport pod had taken before he capsized the boat.  To his surprise, his overall weight had lessened since being under water.  Gravity worked at half its potential, but the surrounding water slowed his movements in almost a playful manner, putting up more resistance the faster he tried to push through it.  Eventually he learned that traveling in great leaps and bounds was more efficient than attempting to run along the ocean floor.
When he reached the position under the shipping yard, he found something easier to climb than the dock piers.  The material was made of metal and its dimensions reminded Orvil of a rope.  He stumbled upon it by kicking a large hunk of metal in the shape of a U.  Orvil slid his hands up the metal rope as high as he could and began climbing.
A minute later Orvil was looking at the hull of a large transport pod carrier.  He maneuvered his way around it, scraping the tips of his fingers against the hull to create handholds.  Soon he was on the dock and out of the water.
Though the sun had yet to rise, the shipping yard was infinitely more visible than the bottom of the ocean.  The sound of cranes operating reverberated off the stacks of transport pods and the wind carried the voices of men yelling numbers and addresses. As Orvil was backtracking to the road that had brought him here, he heard somebody utter the words, “Golden mechanthrop.”
It wasn’t a voice Orvil recognized, so he decided against testing his luck with an unknown human.  He kept low to the ground as he scurried away.
Soon the sun would be up and anyone within a two-mile radius would catch the glint of Orvil’s shiny exterior.  Maybe a coat of dull paint would lower his rate of attraction…but it’d have to match the shade of other mechanthrops, else he’d stick out like a green star in the night sky.
A part of me is already sticking out, he thought, touching the micro-devices stuck in the crevices of his visual sensors.  They were the only things stopping Orvil from seeking Agent Welding.  She had imbedded the devices into his skull without informing him beforehand.  And it had become clear that she intended to send Orvil to Mechciety without his knowing about them…but why?
He found himself looking to the sea for answers.  The tugboat should be nearby, but Orvil saw no sign of it.  One positive effect of the rising sun would be heightened perception.  But I’m too shiny.
Maybe a better vantage point would help.
The highest spot of elevation within the vicinity was a bridge north of the shipping yard.  Orvil approached it with caution.  During his trip across the city with the copper mechanthrops, he recalled similar bridges being used by humans in cars to cross the river.  But no cars occupied this bridge, and its road consisted of tracks.  After Orvil confirmed the area free of humans, he surveyed the ocean for Annalease’s boat.  He couldn’t find it, but he did find another shipping yard.  Smaller than the yard containing transport pods, but with more people.  Orvil recognized one of those people.
Salamander.  And then another Salamander.  Multiple Salamanders walked back and forth over a dock, carrying supplies.  Orvil wondered if his visual sensors had taken damage in the ocean.  He had to get a closer look.
Crossing the bridge, Orvil realized he had been wrong about the Salamanders.  The people, although identical to each other, were only similar to Salamander.  They stood an inch taller, had broader shoulders, and were slightly darker in complexion.  Everything else, from their gait to the knives strapped at their hips, emulated the Salamander from underground.  The thought gave Orvil pause.  What’s to say the moment he found Annalease, she wouldn’t try to lock him in confinement again?
Orvil assessed his three options: turn back for the shipping yard and attempt to board a transport pod ordained for Mechciety; keep moving along the coast in search of Annalease; or stay in his current position and run scenarios of possible outcomes until another viable option presented itself.  His strongest urge was Mechciety, but it also meant taking the risk of being recaptured.  But staying in the same position would allow the sun to rise and turn him into a beacon of shining interest.
He began walking the tracks.  They stretched along a small ridge that would allow him to flee and remain in cover should an issue arise.  He kept watch over the sea as he traveled.  The horizon grew pinkish orange as the sun began its climb.  Even with the additional light he couldn’t spot Annalease or the boat she had been on.  Other boats, loaded with groups of Salamanders and other collections of varying clones, drifted away from the docks.
To the right of the tracks were open fields dotted with white towers, a few large buildings, and a string of thin power lines.  The scenery carried a weight of subliminal beauty compared to the crowded city on the other side of the river.  His teachers at Mechciety would praise such a sight as being “predevelopmental.”  A fresh slate for production.  At Mechciety, there was such a cluster of structures that even the city appeared stark.
Orvil splashed through a puddle of rain as he trotted along the track.  He slowed his pace, taking better care of his steps, and followed the bend.  A freight train sat idle a couple dozen feet ahead.  Orvil heard the voices of multiple people coming from one of the cabs.  He examined the locomotive for a conductor, but the sun’s glare obscured his scrutiny.
Orvil felt a stirring of residual anger as he identified a familiar voice.  It came from a person aboard Annalease’s boat who had yelled for everyone to take cover.  It seemed they had made it to shore…yet Orvil didn’t hear a single word from the Harbingers.
Either way, the people in the train would have information on Annalease’s whereabouts.  She’d have info on Robert’s location, and he’d have an idea of what the beads were in Orvil’s head.  After that, Orvil would terminate Robert’s life.  And maybe even Annalease’s.  The idea cooled Orvil’s thrumming mainframe.  He charged the train.
And smelled the blood before seeing it.  Leaping into the car that housed the familiar voices, Orvil slid across the floor, his foot cracking the back of someone who had been sleeping.  They woke instantly, rolling over, and moaned in pain.
Orvil also groaned as his circuits responded to the man’s cries.  Immobilized for a moment, his audio outputs screeched and Orvil could only watch as those uninjured grabbed their weapons and fled to the car’s far corners.  The injured dispersed like slugs, dragging a trail of sweat, blood, and urine.
“It’s you, the Gold,” the familiar voice said.  He had backpedaled against the wall to Orvil’s right.  “It’s okay, lower your weapons,” he said to the others.  “It’s not like we have the ammunition to do any real damage, anyway.”  He offered a handshake.
Orvil smacked it away, twitching with pain as he made contact.  “Where are the Harbingers?”
“I have always been wary of mechanthrops and their loyalty to men,” he said.  “But after seeing what you did to those feds, and now you come busting in here, demanding the location of your chapter leader…maybe I was wrong.” He shrugged.  “Anyway, after we shook hands, I was going to introduce myself.  So, I’m Liam Smith.  What name do you go by?”
“Orvil, 7D,” Orvil responded automatically.
“Nice to make your acquaintance, Orvil,” Liam said.  “The group of unnerved people around you are members of the Defunct.  We thank you for saving us out there on the water.”
“I didn’t act to save you,” Orvil said, raising his stature until his head met the car’s maximum height.  “I acted to neutralize you.  But I didn’t land my jump, so here I am again, coming to neutralize you. Unless you give me information on Annalease and her tribe.”
Liam studied Orvil for a moment.  “Would I be wrong to assume that you have intentions of neutralizing her as well?” he asked.  Although he showed no symptoms of nervousness—his heartrate and pupils were consistent in rate and size—Liam took a step toward the door.
“Yes.  And possibly Agent Welding, if she lied to me,” Orvil said.  He didn’t trust Liam, but he couldn’t stay his urge to ask about the beads.  “What are these?” he said, pointing at the rings encircling his visual sensors.
“I can’t see what you’re pointing at,” Liam said.  “And you sound pretty serious about the neutralizing thing.  I mean, do mechanthrops joke?” He asked this last part to someone huddled in the corner.
Orvil hunched down and positioned his head an inch away from Liam’s.  “The small beads that Agent Welding embedded into the crevices of my visual sensors.”
The car swayed as people hopped out.
“Maybe we should have a look outside, in the sun,” Liam said.  His breathing had quickened, along with his heart.
Orvil disembarked.  Liam followed, then he told the Defuncts to climb in and close and lock the door.  Only those who were wounded or attending the wounded listened.  Everybody else, four plus Liam, remained outside, weapons in hand.
“Do you want me to change your gauze?” a woman asked Liam.
Liam considered the medical pad wrapped around his forearm.  Blood had seeped through and was dripping on the ground.  “We’re leaving in a few minutes,” he said.  “We can do it on the train.”  He approached Orvil and squinted.  “I think I see what you’re talking about.”  He touched one of the beads with his thumb.  “Right here?”
“Yes,” Orvil said.  “What is it?”
“Welded,” Liam said.  “Or soldered.  Whatever it is, they wanted it to be a permanent part of you.  Telling by their handiwork, they also wanted to be quick about it.  You said this happened on the boat?”
“No, before,” Orvil said.  “They were trying to download my files before shipping me back to Mechciety.  I’m destined to be one of the thirteen leaders of High Society.”
“I see,” Liam said, scratching his chin.  “Well, if they were trying to get information from you, my guess is that those beads were implanted to serve the same purpose.  Probably trackers.  Maybe an audio recorder.  They could be monitoring our conversation this very moment.”  He turned and knocked on the car door three times.  “Plan’s been pushed up.  We leave now.”  The woman who had offered to change Liam’s gauze handed him a radio.  “Plan departure and get us rolling ASAP.”
A crackly voice responded. “Roger.  Departing in sixty seconds.”
“I can’t let you leave until you remove the trackers,” Orvil said.
The car door slid open and Liam boosted his tribe member inside.  She turned around and pulled Liam in after her.  He shook his head as Orvil approached the car.  “You can’t come, and you’re not going to harm us.  Morality is something a mechanthrop cannot attain.  If you were going to neutralize us, you’d have already done it, because there’d be no other reality in your programming.”
He leaned out of the car and pointed down the tracks.  “There’s a junkyard a few miles that way.  There you’ll find Annalease and the others.  Maybe they’ll have the tools you need to remove the trackers.  As for Mechciety…” he pointed in the other direction.  “Go east and you’ll eventually run into the UZ, that’s the Uninhabitable Zone.  It’s basically a huge wall of pollution.  Walk through it and you’ll eventually find Mechciety.  Good luck to you, Orvil.  I hope to see more of your kind in our future.”
Liam closed the car door and a few moments later a horn blew, and the train began chugging along the track, headed east.  Orvil reached for the metal handles of the cars scooting by, but he never closed his grip.  Too many unknown variables lay between embarking the train and arriving at Mechciety.  And what were the chances that Liam was telling the truth?  He’s human, after all.
Spoken by Liam, 0545, 17Jan2668:
“If you were going to neutralize us, you’d have already done it.”
A partial truth.  Orvil had been able to attack in response to provocation, but he never completely neutralized anybody; not to the same extent the coppers had.
Orvil couldn’t terminate, but other mechanthrops could.  Gathering several followers—thousands—would ensure a successful trip back to Mechciety.  But that meant returning to the mechanthrop storage facility and risk being captured.
Spoken by Liam, 0543, 17Jan2668:
“Probably trackers.”
By the time Orvil decided to find the junkyard and obtain a tool capable of removing the trackers, the train was too far in the distance to board.  Eventually he’d go east, just not yet.
Thousands.
First, he’d locate Annalease and the others.  He’d need them, if only to provoke him so that he could assume control of his familia.




Chapter 17

Annalease wanted nothing more than to lay down and rest her aching leg when they found the junkyard, but Liam’s promise of supplies compelled her to hobble along a little farther.  Sure enough, water bottles and canned goods sat bundled behind a yellow car door near the back of the junkyard, right where Liam said they’d be.  Enough supplies to last the Harbingers a couple days, if not weeks.
“Fuel up, then we’ll rest,” Annalease said.  “I’m sure we can find a cubby hole in this heap of crushed metal.”
“We should get back to the other side of the river,” Robert said.
“I can barely walk,” Annalease said, grunting as she sat down and leaned against a stack of tires.  She opened a water bottle from the case and chugged it.  Gasping for breath, she uncapped another, and then watched as Robert and Skink did the same, water spilling down their chins and necks as they drank.
Next came the canned foods.  Diced tomatoes, sardines, pumpkin, beans, corn, and coconut milk.  The group tasted a little of everything, with Skink favoring pumpkin as Annalease ate a full two cans of sardines.  Robert had the same amount of each.
Her cravings quenched, and the pain in her leg temporarily forgotten, Annalease examined their surroundings.  Cars, gutted and then pulverized into flattened sheets of metal, outlined the junkyard to form an extremely dense fence.  Engine blocks, mufflers, batteries, tires, and radios were organized in piles within the thick perimeter walls.  On the far side of the junkyard, closest to the road, was a trailer.
The group agreed to avoid it, but beyond that they couldn’t decide what to do next. Robert wanted to leave, Annalease wanted to stay, and Skink was indifferent to either.  By default, Skink’s vote became the junkyard, and they ended up staying.  Annalease was more relieved than she’d ever admit; simply crawling behind the pile of engine blocks proved troublesome.
“This is a bad idea,” Robert said.
“What do you suggest?” Annalease said.  She placed a water bottle under her head and lay back.  “My leg is killing me.”
“We should return to the hideout so I can work on your leg,” Robert said.  Yet, he didn’t make a motion to stand, and in a few moments he was yawning and settling down beside Annalease.
Skink was soon snoring, and Annalease shut her eyes.  A smidgeon of sleep, and they’d be refreshed enough in the evening to make a coherent plan.
Hours later a shadow fell upon Annalease and she opened her eyes to see a dark figure, outlined by the sun, standing over her.  She discerned that it was a mechanthrop easily enough.  But whose mechanthrop?  If it was the junkyard owner’s, he had most likely called PD.  If it was the Gold, he’d most likely kill them and create a new pile of decommissioned parts.
“We’ve been in an accident,” Annalease said.  “Please, go for help.”
“I should be able to neutralize you, but I can’t.” The Gold sat down across from Annalease.  He rubbed at his face.
“Why were you on that boat?” Annalease asked.
Robert jerked awake, hitting his head on a piece of jutted-out steel.  He searched his waist, his pockets, then got up and ran.
“It’s okay,” Annalease said.  “He can’t harm us.”
Skink coughed.  She had been drinking a bottle of water.  After beating on her chest a few times, she went back to drinking, apparently unfazed by the Gold’s presence.  Was she awake before me? Annalease wondered.  Had they been talking?
Robert returned with a muffler in hand and death in his eyes.  He pointed at the Gold.  “You were on their ship.  I saw you.”
“He can’t harm us,” Annalease repeated.
“No, but he can turn us in,” Robert said.  “He’s working for them, Annalease, not us.”
“I don’t work for anybody,” the Gold said.  He pointed at his face.  “I need you to remove these tracker beads.  You’re a surgeon.  I can’t neutralize you, but I can break your hands.”
Robert cackled.  “Whoever programmed you had a mad sense of humor.  I’ve been waiting for this since you arrived.”  He lunged forward, swinging the muffler.  The Gold sidestepped out of the way.
“Stop, Robert, this isn’t going to solve anything,” Annalease said.
Robert swung again, then pivoted for a second strike, anticipating the Gold’s reaction.  It worked.  Sparks leaped off the Gold’s face.  The muffler came away bent.
“I need you alive to remove the trackers,” the Gold said.  “It will cause us both great pain, but I’m willing to break your legs if you continue to assault me.”
“We can’t get very far if you have broken legs, Robert,” Annalease said, fighting to keep her voice calm.
Robert swung again.  He slashed and pivoted like last time, but the Gold had learned from his earlier mistake and parried the blow.  What the mechanthrop wasn’t anticipating was a swipe to the legs.  Robert swing the muffler low and fast, dinging the Gold’s ankle.  The force wasn’t hard enough to topple the mechanthrop, but it put him off-balance enough for Robert to lunge forward and kick the Gold below the sternum.
The Gold stumbled and fell to the ground.  Robert grunted as he swung the muffler, teeing off on the mechanthrop’s head.  But it never connected.  The Gold had caught the muffler in one hand and jammed it forward, jabbing Robert in the chin as if the piece of rusty metal were an extension of the mechanthrop’s arm.
“If you show no sign of restraint, I will break both your femurs,” the Gold said, regaining his stance.
“Do it.” Her words were soft, but firm.  “He’s done worse,” Skink said, and took another sip from her water bottle.
It was enough to pull Robert out of his rage.  He went from irate to confused, staring at Skink as if she were an alien.
“She’s traumatized from the shootout,” Annalease said.
“No, she blames me for Salamander,” Robert said.  He got to his feet and raised his hands in surrender.  “Let me see the trackers.”
The Gold dropped the muffler, kneeled, and pointed at his eyes.  Robert flexed his jaw as he approached.  “You got me good,” he said, and conducted his examination.
Annalease took a seat next to Skink, whose attention had fallen to the freshly cracked can of pumpkin in her hand.
“Are you feeling okay?” Annalease asked.
Skink shook her head as she chewed.
“We have to go,” Robert said.  “They stuck a tracker and streaming device on him.  They know exactly where we are, and what we look like.”
The Gold picked at the area above his eyes.  “How do I remove them?”
“Looks like they tried to fuse the trackers to you, but did a shoddy job,” Robert said.  “Needle-nosed pliers should do it.  I’m sure there’s a pair around here, but we have a problem.”
“Robert, he came here to neutralize us,” Annalease said, reading Robert’s thoughts.  “Don’t give him more of a reason than he already has.”
“You’re not coming,” Robert said.  “We’re getting the hell out of here, but you’re staying.”
“No, you’re taking me to the mechanthrop facility,” the Gold said, straightening his legs to tower over Robert.
“Why the facility?” Annalease asked.
“I’m taking command of the mechanthrops,” the Gold said.
Robert flexed his jaw as he looked the Gold up and down.  It seemed he was considering round two.  “I’ve given into every idiotic plan this far, but I’m done.  You can’t come.  My dignity won’t allow it.”
“What will convince you?” the Gold asked.
“You can start by ripping off your head,” Robert said.
The Gold grabbed his own arm just below the shoulder and detached it in one quick motion.  Sparks leaped from the disjointed area, and the Gold bellowed the screech of a revving motor.
Annalease and Robert stood in awe.  Skink sat in her same spot, her mouth open and full of pumpkin.
“How about a detached arm?” the Gold asked.  “Is the playing field level enough for you to remove the trackers and take me to the facility?”
“What are you going to do with the mechanthrops after you’ve taken control?” Robert asked.
“They’re going to attack every human until your kind submits and agrees to respect us,” the Gold said.
Robert laughed, then glanced at Annalease.  His frustration was gone, replaced by a dull sparkle that she hadn’t seen since the days before the Harbingers.  He nodded at the Gold.  “When this is all over, I’m going to take you apart and study your programming.” He made for the trailer across the junkyard.  “Come on, we need to find tools and a car.”
Skink remained unresponsive as Annalease picked her up.  But the pain was too much, and soon Skink was sitting atop the Gold’s shoulders.
“Why would you injure yourself and lower your chances of survival?” Annalease asked as they crossed the junkyard.
“It’ll take less than twenty minutes to fix,” the Gold said.  “And it worked.”
In the trailer they found two attendants passed out, an empty whiskey bottle on the table between them.  Hanging on hooks behind the desk were dozens of keys.  Robert situated his shirt into a pouch and collected them.  “I’m surprised these guys haven’t been rejected by society.”  He offered the keys to Annalease.  “Find a car that works, I’ll find something to get the trackers out.”
“It’s going to take me forever,” Annalease said, glancing down.
“I’ll locate a functioning vehicle,” the Gold said.
Robert gave Annalease a sideward glance, then let the keys fall to the ground.  “Be quick about it.”
The Gold scooped them up and ran for the junkyard.  Robert snorted and left for the garage.
“I’ll be back,” Annalease told Skink.  “It’s going to be okay.  He’s not going to…” but she stopped herself from making promises she couldn’t keep.  There was no telling what Robert might do.  Annalease was almost sure he had been projecting when he made the comment about the junkyard employees.
If he were genuinely concerned about their chances of getting rejected, he would’ve presented his case for taking them in.  Recruiting was always on Robert’s mind.  He did try to fight a mechanthrop, Annalease thought.  Maybe he’s losing it, just like the rest of them.
Even so, she couldn’t risk the possibility of rejection herself. After all, it did happen to Salamander.  Skink couldn’t get herself off a sinking boat.  And I can barely walk.
Annalease reentered the trailer.  Keeping her eyes on the two unconscious men, she slowed her breathing and kept still, listening.  There were other rooms in the trailer, and possibly other people.  But all Annalease could hear was snoring.
On the table along with the empty bottle and two shot glasses were cards and dollar bills.  It appeared they had been in the middle of a game when they passed out.  Annalease considered pocketing the money, but it would increase the chances of them waking up.
She crept passed them to the service counter.  Top shelf was a double-barrel shotgun, and next to it a packet of shells.  Rummaging through some papers and a flask, she found a first aid kit.  It was mostly empty.  And the band aids were gone, but it had some gauze pads and medical tape.  She also found an ointment packet that was expired by over a year.  She unbuttoned her pants and prepared her leg.
The gash looked worse than it was.  A flap of skin in the shape of a flag hung loose, but the glass hadn’t cut deep.  Annalease retrieved the flask from under the counter and, peeling back the flap, doused the wound.  She shuddered in pain and bit her lip to stop from yelling.
Next she applied the ointment.  The goop sent a shiver up her leg.  She smeared it as best she could and bit back a swig of alcohol as she waited for the stinging to subside.
The trailer door flung open and Robert entered.  His face glistened with sweat, and he recoiled at the sight of the snoring men.
“Be quiet,” Annalease whispered.  “I’m back here.”
Robert rushed to the counter.  His eyes fell to Annalease’s legs, and he seemed to have forgotten what he was going to say.
“What happened?” she asked.  He stammered, but he couldn’t take his eyes off her legs.  “You act like you’ve never seen me naked before.”
He cleared his throat.  “That was a long time ago.  I forgot…” He handed her a tube of glue.  “I wore away the trackers using a grinder.  The glue’s for you.  I didn’t know if you needed stitches, but it looks like you do.  Use it to close the wound until we get back.”
He nodded and turned for the exit.  Then stopped at the door.  “The Gold found a vehicle.  An old bus, one of those short ones.  It has tinted windows.  ‘So no one can see us,’ he said.” Robert shook his head.  “I’ll be surprised if we make it more than a mile before drawing attention.  Whatever, it’s his show, right?” He left, letting the door slam.
Annalease held her breath as a man on the couch rolled over.  Seconds later he was snoring again.
Using the glue, Annalease traced beneath the flap of skin.  Next, she applied gauze and tape and got dressed.  She grabbed the double-barrel shotgun and ammo on the way out.
The bus was already waiting.  It had blue paint, black windows, and two back tires so low the rims were in danger of touching the ground.  The thing was screaming for attention.  And then, true to Robert’s words, the driver’s window rolled down to reveal the Gold sitting behind the wheel, his massive body hunched over, and his neck curled forward to compensate for the lack of head room.
“I have acquired a functioning vehicle,” the Gold said.
Skink waddled out of their hiding spot behind the scrap pile, carrying the case of water bottles with cans of food piled on top.  She gave Annalease a shadow of a smile as she approached the bus.  Robert emerged from the garage moments later with a tool bag slung over his shoulder.
“Looks like you found a better weapon than I did,” he said, displaying a nail gun.  He reached in the tool bag and pulled out a tablet that had a cracked screen.  “It doesn’t have much of a charge, but maybe we can use it to connect with Liam and offer these tools in exchange for our spot back.  Don’t look at me like that.  We need the underground, and you know it.  There’s no telling where we’ll end up following this maniac.”
“I’m pulling my weight,” the Gold said.
“Get in the back,” Robert said as he entered the bus.
The Gold relinquished his position as driver without much of an argument, barring his demand that Robert acknowledge the mechanthrop’s genius in finding the bus.  Annalease was surprised that Robert didn’t pick up on the Gold’s sarcasm.  Usually able to maintain focus in any situation, Robert’s distractive rage gave Annalease another factor to worry about, along with Skink’s shrinking involvement.
The bus rocked into motion.  Robert blasted the radio to stifle the Gold’s attempt to give directions; the mechanthrop wanted to follow his own internal GPS system, but the route he mapped literally trailed the same roads he had taken earlier. If he was truly working with the feds, his directions would lead them into a hailstorm of bullets, and Annalease had had her fair share of bullet storms for the time being.  She also doubted if Skink could mentally survive another traumatic situation.
Robert took the back roads north until they came upon a bridge.  They had no choice but to cross the river.  Everyone’s interest lay on the other side—the Gold’s receiving facility, and Robert’s underground sewers.  As for Annalease, she wanted to remain above ground and watch what kind of destruction the Gold’s army of mechanthrops could bring.




Chapter 18

A lot of things happened during the forty-eight hours Ernest had allotted himself to decide whether to stay with Homeland or return to EGL.
The first was a call from his sister.  She and her fiancé had officially picked a batch and date.  Well, two batches, technically, since they couldn’t decide on one.  The first child was projected to be a doctor in biological sciences, and the second a biomedical engineer.  The date of the batch coincided with their marital date, as was tradition, and was slated to take place in three months.
Ernest gave congratulations and then asked Emily for her opinion on his dilemma.  “Go with whatever option makes you feel more fulfilled,” she said.  “Has it been better since transferring to Homeland?”
It had. To some degree.  Ernest’s relationships with his colleagues were certainly better, but it was partly because Jake and Nita worked tirelessly and never questioned his authority.  This could be troublesome, too, since growing as a person partly involved being critiqued by others.
“I don’t possess the same zeal I had when working at EGL,” Ernest told his sister.  “My heart’s not in the work.”
“I wish I could help you, Ernest, but I’m not going to push for you to disclose information that could get us both in trouble,” Emily said.
“No no, I’m not asking you to become my confidant.  I just have this timetable, you see…” Ernest trailed off, realizing how narrow his ring of conversational topics had become since swearing an oath of secrecy.  “I’ll let you get back to work.  Congratulations, again, and count me in for the ceremony.”
“Thanks.  Good luck on your quest of self-discovery,” Emily said.
“Yeah yeah, goodbye.” Ernest ended the call.  He touched the stump of his leg after returning the phone to his pocket, a habit in which he couldn’t break if his life depended on it.  An ongoing analysis, he had rationalized.  Plenty of experiments took years to produce the results that were originally predicted to have been made within a few months.
But every time he felt his legs’ inadequate state of regrowth, a disorientation of lightheadedness came over him, as if an injection of CO2 had been shot up his nose.  Not only had his failed experiment been a whisper in the hallways at EGL, but it was physically attached to his being.  Or rather, physically missing.
Ernest willed away his negative thoughts.  His biggest critic had always resided within.  Perhaps that was the reason he craved the critiques of his colleagues; they offered a challenge for his own ego to compete against.
He wheeled himself out of the office.  Nita and Jake were so consumed in a debate that they failed to notice Ernest enter the lab.
“Everything’s hypothetical,” Nita said.  “The hypothesis of earth’s gravitational pull leans on Einstein’s Theory of General Relativity, and theories are never proven.  Otherwise they’d be fact, not theory.”
“We’re not discussing gravity, we’re discussing your hypothesis that an elemental protective shield can prevent people from absorbing radiation in a nuclear fallout, which is not only an impractical theory, it’s a stupid one,” Jake said.
“Casting insults in place of scientifically backed facts is a great way to debase your argument,” Ernest said, second-guessing his earlier assertion that critiques were worth the colleagues.  “And what’s with the talk of nuclear fallouts?”
“We were talking,” they both said, and then stared at each other contemptuously.
Jake threw his hands up in submission.  “Go ahead, it’s your theory.”
Nita straightened her posture.  “We were discussing your creed of reciprocity from earlier, the whole balance between infection and antidote thing, and got to wondering if there was a substantial difference before creating an antidote to cure infections after they strike, or to build immunity to infections before they strike.”
“And the elements…” Jake said.
“I’m getting there,” Nita said, turning on Jake with swift vexation.  “The elements, a phrase Jake has taken a liken to, represents the building blocks of everything in this world.”
“Don’t kiss ass,” Jake said.
“I’m beginning to miss the days neither of you talked,” Ernest said.  When it appeared neither of them would again, Ernest urged Nita to continue.
“You’ve given us the task of creating an antidote to the snake toxins,” Nita said.  “I mentioned the possibility of injecting people with an immunization that would render the venom innocuous.  This way, anyone who follows the rules will be given the antidote and not worry about getting infected.”
“Sounds resource-reliant,” Ernest said.
“See?” Jake said.  “That’s what I said.”
“You also said developing an antidote is a waste of time,” Nita shot back.
Ernest looked to Jake, but something that needed wiping away had suddenly appeared on Jake’s desk.  Ernest turned his attention back to Nita.  “And the talk of limited resources sent you down a rabbit hole of debate that inevitably landed on nuclear warfare?”
“And preventable measures against radiation,” Nita said.  “Did you know it takes 150,000 rads of radiation to kill the Habrobracon wasp?  Humans can only withstand 1,000 rads.”
“I did not, but it sounds interesting,” Ernest said.  “How’s the antidote coming along?”
Nita deflated, her posture hunching.  She shuffled through the papers on her desk.
“We’re still working on it,” Jake said.  “Maybe we should develop a more controlled way to administer the snake venom, so there’s less chance for collateral damage.”
“No, work on the antidote,” Ernest said, and rolled himself to the ramp leading out.
It was another pattern he had noticed about Jake and Nita, their tendency to gravitate toward destructive matters rather than constructive, as if they were programmed to get excited at the thought of calamity.  Yeah, as if I’m not destructive, Ernest thought, a tingling sensation running down his thighs.
He left the lab for the cafeteria.  Maybe a small bite and some caffeine would lift his mood.  His forty-eight-hour window was nearing its end, and he was no closer to meeting his ultimatum.  But an ultimatum implied a consequence, and he currently didn’t have any consequences planned.  It’s not even a real deadline, Ernest realized.  I could forget I ever made it and continue about my days in the lab, overseeing the destructive methods of my worker bees.
But there was the consequence of inaction to consider.  Ernest grew up learning that fate was something to be bargained with, but you needed to remain proactive.  Not deciding between EGL and Homeland would open a door of uninfluenced repercussions.
Agent Welding would eventually learn of the developed toxic gas.  She’d want to know why Ernest had withheld the knowledge of its completion, and then she’d learn of his impending antidote.  Who said to make an antidote? she’d ask, and then Ernest would stumble over a strawman argument involving ethics and Welding would say, Sorry, you’re not cut out for this job, or something along those lines.  A couple days later EGL will learn of his dismissal and the hallways would flutter with mockery.
When did I become such a pessimist? Ernest wondered.
He stopped his wheelchair and dug in his pocket for a coin to flip.  He didn’t have one, so he pulled out his wallet and produced his Homeland identification card.  Placing the card on the edge of his palm, he flicked it.  The card flipped through the air and sailed a foot away from his chair to the ground, landing face-up.
“Homeland it is,” he muttered.  But his gut said otherwise.
Laughter from across the room grabbed Ernest’s attention.  A group of agents were occupying a table by the fruits and yogurt bar.  They had the same haircuts—high-top buzzes for the men and tight ponytails for the women—and minimally varying forms of attire. It took Ernest a few seconds to notice Agent Welding among them.  She was sitting on the far side of the table, her eyes locked with his.  Even from this distance he could see that she was also having a lousy day.
Since when did she have an arm sling? Ernest wondered.  He wanted to wheel his way over and ask her about it, but his damn card was on the floor.  I could leave it, wheel myself through the front door and never see it again.
The agents on either side of Welding patted her back and she stood up.  She shook her tray over the trash bin, made two coffees, and walked over.
“Dropped your card again?” she asked, handing Ernest a coffee along with his ID.
“Yep.  Still haven’t gotten around to buying one of those retractable lanyards.” Ernest put the ID in his wallet.  “Looks like you got in a scuffle.”
Welding nodded, an embarrassed smile pinching her lips.
“Can’t talk about it?” Ernest asked.
She shook her head.  “There’s something we need to talk about, though.  Come back to my room?  Unless you’re getting food?”
“Nah, I just had to get away from the lab for a bit.  I’ve been stuck in a bout of indecision,” Ernest said.
“Life wouldn’t be full of options if it weren’t for the forks in the road,” Welding said, but even as she said it, Ernest noticed the grim look in her eyes.
Ernest wheeled his chair back and motioned for Welding to take the lead.  “Let’s go to your room, see if I can undo the knots in your mind.”
Visiting Agent Welding had become a source of clarity for Ernest.  The ritual, initiated by Welding’s locking the door, followed by disrobing and climbing in bed with no words and quickening breath, had become so ingrained that a moment of confusion washed over Ernest as Welding shut the door, but didn’t lock it.  She didn’t peel off any clothes, either, but instead lit a cigarette, an act usually reserved for the closing of the ritual.
“This must be serious,” Ernest said.  “You’re not thinking about leaving, are you?” Warmth invaded his face as he realized he had projected his own dilemma.
Agent Welding didn’t notice the mishap.  She watched the cherry burn on the tip of her cigarette and shook her head.  “The idea of leaving has never crossed my mind, to be frank with you.  I don’t know if it can.”  She grimaced as she snuffed the cigarette out in the ashtray.  From her bedside drawer, she took out a prescription pill bottle.  “Will you take one of those out for me?” she asked, handing Ernest the bottle.
He did, and she returned the bottle to the drawer.  “Something happened, and I think you want to tell me,” Ernest said.  “I’m good at keeping secrets.”
Agent Welding smiled.  It amazed Ernest how much her appearance had changed from the first day they met.  Her teeth, tainted slightly yellow from nicotine, had become a source of infection that compelled Ernest to grin like a happy dog.  Her off-center nose was no longer a mark of defeat, but of fortitude.  And her hair, constantly untamed compared to the other women who readjusted their ponytails throughout the day, became a symbol of confidence.  She had, effectively, subjectively, became beautiful in Ernest’s eyes.
She went to the bathroom to wash the pill down.  When she came back, Ernest would divulge his decision to leave Homeland.  His heart was with Agent Welding, but it wasn’t in the work, a void that eventually would grow big enough to consume them both.
The faucet squeaked off.  Agent Welding took a deep breath.  And said something so absurd it completely derailed Ernest’s train of thought.  He had to backtrack and repeat her words. “What do you mean they’re dismissing you?”
She entered the room, a towel pressed to her face.  When she lowered it, droplets of water still clung to her chin and the fringes of her cheeks.  “I scored subpar on the psych evaluation, and the physical therapist is estimating a less than ninety percent return to pre-incident functionality.”
“That’s an excellent estimation,” Ernest said.
“No,” she said, shaking her head.  “It’s not good enough.  My own standard is ninety-five and up.”
“They can’t just toss you out, there’s a legal procedure,” Ernest said.
“I volunteered.” She lit another cigarette.
“What?  Why?  I know you enjoy the thrill of being in the field, but this is crazy.  I mean, I didn’t mean crazy, but…suicide?”
Welding took a long drag and exhaled something comparable to a chimney.  The stream of smoke became turbulent as she said, “Rebirth.”
Ernest settled himself in the bed next to her.  “What happened out there?”
“I told you, it’s classified,” she said.  “Don’t ask me again.  Part of what makes me an eligible batch is my ability to follow protocol to a T.  As long as I follow the ROE, I can sleep easily at night knowing I’ll be back if anything should happen.  And something’s happened, Ernest, but I can’t tell you what it is or else I run the risk of not only being dismissed, but of having my batch dismissed as well.  Do you understand?”
“Yeah, I think so,” Ernest said.  “How many times have you been…reborn?”
“I don’t know, and I don’t want to.  What I do know is that I’m one of the longest standing models in the building.  And I intend to keep it that way.”
“You don’t remember anything from your other…”
“Lives,” Agent Welding said.  “You can say it, that’s what I call them.  I’m like a cat, but instead of nine I get nine to the ninth power.”  She blew smoke at the ceiling.  “Personal memories don’t carry over.  I can tell you who my Mom and Dad are, they even provide tangible parental figures to boost cognitive stability, but organically formed relationships disappear.  The past becomes heavier the longer you hold on to it.”
Ernest wasn’t very surprised to hear himself agree with her sentiment.  He had been doing his best to maintain a smidgeon of the renowned reverence his family once possessed…and look where it got me.
What would happen if he “rebirthed?” Legs, for one thing.  What about his sister?  Would the controversy of mixing termite DNA with dogs finally fade into oblivion?  Even if the criticisms continued to resurface, would it be correct to pin those shortcomings on the “new” Emily Emerson? It wouldn’t be the same person, after all.
And she wouldn’t be the same sister, the one I grew up with.  Agent Welding may be okay with having a fabricated upbringing, but nothing beat the organic memories of sneaking up behind your sister as she watched TV to drop a piece of ice down the back of her shirt.
No, I wouldn’t rebirth if given the chance, Ernest decided.  But he also refused to dwell in the past, and that’s what EGL was.  The past.
“We finished the toxicant,” he said.  “It’s ready.”
“No shit?” she asked.
“None.”
“Damn.” Agent Welding sat stunned for a few moments.
“This is good, right?” Ernest asked.
“What?  Yeah.” She glanced at her injured shoulder.  “I’m going to have to push back my dismissal date.  I wonder if they’ll let me go down with them…probably not, too much of a liability.” She took one last drag before stubbing her cigarette.  “You’ll be in the command center with me.  I’ll make sure you’re granted access.”
“Are you giving me top security clearance, Agent?” Ernest asked in his most formal tone of voice.
Agent Welding smirked.  “You better not fail to make me like you in my next life.” She got off the bed, walked to the door, and locked the deadbolt.




Chapter 19

Ernest had his doubts that Agent Welding could get him a spot in the command center during the sewer raids—a wishful idea engendered by excitement, he thought—but less than twenty-four hours later, a man wearing a beige uniform with golden stripes on the sleeves had come to the lab to solicit Ernest’s presence.
“Your subordinates have been denied access,” the man said after Ernest had inquired of Nita and Jake’s attendance.
“But they helped develop the toxicant,” Ernest argued.  “Maybe even more so than me.”
The Lieutenant, as stated by the man’s nametag, consulted his tablet.  “Is your name Doctor Ernest J. Emerson?”
“Yes,” Ernest said.
“And these two are Doctor Who and Doctor What?” the Lieutenant asked.
Ernest saw where the Lieutenant was going and decided to embrace his tactics.  “Are you a doctor?”
“Yes, as is required of everyone attending the festivities taking place in the command center,” the Lieutenant said.  He shook his head and left the room.
“It’s okay, Doctor Emerson, I’m not really interested in going, anyway,” Nita said.  “Those things are nothing but tense shoulders and boiling tempers.”
“Yeah, I heard a story of some guy getting so worked up he popped a blood vessel in his eye,” Jake said.
“You should probably follow him before he gets too far,” Nita said.
“Do you want me to push you?” Jake asked.
Having never been inside the command center, or even outside its doors, Ernest let Jake push him up the ramp and out the laboratory.  The Lieutenant was a foot away from turning the corner, and Ernest told Jake to double time it.  An embarrassing ordeal, having to rely on someone else to get around.
But then they picked up enough speed for Ernest to feel the wind blow on his face.  Had he ever traveled so fast in his wheelchair?  Not that he could recall, nor could he recall a time when anybody else, except his sister, had lent a hand.  And I scolded her for it.
“I’ll take it from here, Jake,” Ernest said as they caught up to the Lieutenant.
“Good luck.  Don’t burst any blood vessels in there,” Jake said, and turned back for the lab.
The Lieutenant swiped his badge outside a pair of double doors.  “Glad you could make it, Doctor.”
“If you’re free after the festivities, I invite you to come down to the lab for a personal demonstration of our toxicant,” Ernest said.  “So far it hasn’t shown a bias toward gender or race, but we have yet to test it on assholes.”
“You may get your results quicker than you think,” the Lieutenant said, and entered the command center.
The room was oriented in the shape of a horseshoe.  Around the edges were desks that overlooked an array of flat-screen TVs located near the middle.  Beneath the TVs was a three-dimensional map of the underground sewers.  Their gray tunnels snaked throughout the cityscape, and the buildings above ground were translucent.  Blue circles along the streets marked manholes granting access to the sewers.  There were other colors, too, but Ernest couldn’t interpret their meaning.  Like the various nodes made up of six dots each, and the arbitrary red squares that were labeled code names such as “Liam,” “Dominic,” “Harbingers,” and “Yellowjackets,” among others.
“I wasn’t sure you’d come,” Agent Welding said, pacing back and forth beside Ernest.  She had relocated her firearm holster to the uninjured side of her body.  “I’ve known a handful of defense contractors who refuse to watch the outcome of their creations.”
“I prefer to see every job through to its end,” Ernest said.  His cheeks flushed as she nodded down at him, her eyes lingering on his thighs for a split second.  “So, what exactly is going to happen?”
She checked her watch.  “In thirty-seven minutes, our strike teams will breach and clear the sewer system.  They have orders to plant thermal-actuated vapor mines at high-priority locations.”
“The red squares?” Ernest guessed.
“Affirmative.”
“And the mines are deterrents, right?” Ernest asked.  “They’re not going to trap them down there and release the gas?”
“They’re for after the sweep,” Agent Welding said.  “For anybody who returns underground after tonight.  I need a cigarette.  I’ll be back.”
“What are the strike teams’ orders?” Ernest asked, but Agent Welding was already out the door.
Somebody had occupied the desk in front of Ernest, blocking his view of the digital map.  After wheeling himself to a new spot, he noticed that the TVs had come on.  Their images displayed dark shades of soldiers in helmets and vests, wielding assault rifles.
“That’s five of six, Zulu,” a familiar voice said.  “Get your last man up.”
Ernest wheeled himself next to an empty desk to get a glance at the Lieutenant, positioned near the digital map in the middle of the room.  A few others of similar rank and dress stood around him, some watching the TVs as others talked into radios.
“Excuse me,” a woman said from behind.  She gave a friendly smile and pointed to the desk Ernest was partially blocking.
He rolled himself to another vacant spot, and then again as someone else came to claim their desk.  More TVs flickered on as the minutes ticked by.  Ernest counted two screens for every strike team, which he had learned were the green nodes of six dots planted at various street corners on the digital map.  There were eight teams total, named chronologically after the military alphabet starting with Sierra, through to Zulu.
Eight teams, sixteen monitors, and twenty-four high-priority locations, Emerson realized.  His shoulders suddenly felt heavier.  Twenty-four locations of possible death, thanks to my formula.
Ernest was about to leave the room when Agent Welding returned and ushered him to a spot in the far corner where he’d be out of everyone’s way.
“The wait is killing me,” she said, checking her watch.  “Twenty-five minutes yet.”
◆◆◆
 
The Harbingers met traffic on the bridge.  Robert kept the bus in the furthest-left lane to minimize their exposure.  Annalease had carried Skink to the seat behind Robert and instructed the Gold to take the next seat back, which he did willingly enough.
“We are limiting our vision,” the Gold said.  “Wouldn’t you rather see your enemy coming, than to travel blindfolded in hopes he doesn’t find you?”
“I’d rather no one find you,” Annalease said.  “Not until we’re at the receiving facility.”
“He’s too heavy.  We look like we’re about to flip over,” Robert said.
“Fine, we’ll sit on the right side,” Annalease said, carrying Skink to the seat across from the Gold.  Skink had opened her eyes momentarily, and Annalease asked if she was feeling any better.  But Skink only shook her head.  She looked exhausted.  Annalease was beginning to suspect that Skink had no intention of sleeping; she was keeping her eyes shut to block out the world.
Limiting her vision, Annalease thought.  But we’re not the enemy.  They are, the people in their cars surrounding us.
They made it off the bridge without incident and were soon driving along the freeway next to the city.  Bright red and blue lights illuminated the tall buildings in the distance.  Annalease should’ve noticed the difference in color scheme, but the advertisements were always changing shades, depending on whichever product was being pushed.
It wasn’t until they passed the digitized billboard with a man in military-grade uniform, his index finger pointed at the commuters with instructions to “Tune into station 97.1,” that Annalease realized something dangerous was taking place in the city.
Annalease turned on the radio and flipped to the station: “Unarmed and willing to cooperate.  Negligence will be interpreted as a response of hostility.  Please understand, citizens, that death and destruction is something we most avidly aim to avoid, yet it has risen drastically over the past few months.  We are offering a peace treaty with everyone living on the fringes of society.  Those who step forward will be granted immunity from death sentencing, and those who come bearing information will be protected from the retaliation of those condemned.  We are in a state of emergency.  Please, help us.  We are offering asylum for all citizens living in the shadows.  Step forward by midnight tonight, unarmed and willing to cooperate…”
Annalease turned off the radio.
“I don’t like it,” Robert said.  “The timing.  Us going there, with him…” he glanced up at the rearview mirror, undoubtedly looking at the Gold.  “They’re running some scheme.”
“No, they’re threatened,” Annalease said.  “Small hits carve the way, and we’ve been hitting them for years.  The Hunting Grounds, the stolen mechanthrops, the threats.  We’ve been chiseling and their foundation is finally giving way.”  Even though she had encouraged a positive spin on the broadcaster’s message, Annalease noticed that Skink was peeking over the backrest of the seat in front of her, her wide eyes trained on the radio.
Skink sat down as Annalease approached her.  It was clear she didn’t want to talk—she had closed her eyes—and Annalease found herself reluctant to ask Skink what she thought of the broadcast.  Chances were slim she’d agree with Annalease and Robert’s interpretation.  Don’t believe them, Skink, Annalease wanted to say.  Their peace offering is bait and their protection is life in prison.
But she couldn’t say it in front of Robert.  His method of protecting the Harbingers meant a lot worse.
Nobody on the roads took interest in the lopsided blue bus, and half an hour later they were at MR&H, riding down the same street they had months ago following a tip for a golden mechanthrop up for appropriation.  Annalease had felt butterflies then, and she did again now.
If I knew then what I know now, we would’ve had the Gold take control of the city weeks ago, Annalease thought.  Better late than never.
“Park on the grass over there,” Annalease said.  “I don’t want to approach the guard shack in a junkyard bus.”
The brakes squealed as Robert slowed to a halt.  He cut the engine and headlights.  “We don’t have a plan.  I was so preoccupied worrying about what to do if we got pulled over…”
“Well, then let’s think about it,” Annalease said.  “There’s one guard outside, one or two inside.  And those inside don’t matter, because if the Gold’s inside, the mechanthrops are within earshot.  We just have to worry about the guard outside.” Annalease blocked the isle.  “Wait until we figure it—”
The Gold shoved Annalease into Robert’s lap, making room so he could exit the bus.  Robert cursed, but made no effort to get Annalease off.  “I guess he didn’t like the plan,” she said.
“Funny.  Let’s go,” Robert said.
Annalease got up and retrieved the double-barrel shotgun and packet of ammo.  “Skink, I want you to stay here while we…”  her mouth stopped working.  Skink’s seat was empty, and the rear emergency exit was ajar.  No overhead lights, no warning alarms.  Junkyard bus.  “Skink?” Annalease muttered.  Then louder, “Skink!”
“They’ll butcher her,” Robert said.
“No, they won’t.” Annalease wanted to follow Skink out the back door, but her legs had become rubbery.  She’d collapse if she tried standing.  “Why would she believe them?  She despises them.”
“Salamander was too much for her,” Robert said.  “I saw it in her eyes the moment I killed him.  Come on, we have to catch the Gold.” He plucked the shotgun from Annalease’s grip.
“We should get her,” Annalease said.
“She doesn’t want us,” Robert said.  He offered his hand and pulled Annalease to her feet.  “I need you focused.  Hey, Annalease, look at me.  Take a breath.”
“I can’t lose her, too,” Annalease said, sitting back down.  “If that makes me inadequate, then do what you have to, but I can’t act like I don’t care about her.  I care about her like I do you.  I cared about Salamander, too.  If that makes me too human, then so be it.”
Robert checked his watch, then sat in the seat across from Annalease.  “The Gold’s fine.  I doubt three guards can stop him.” He sighed.  “I’ve noticed a change in you over time.  I’ve noticed a change in myself, too.  Thoughts that shouldn’t be possible keep creeping into my decision-making processes.” His gaze fell to Annalease’s chest, legs, and finally the ground.  “Whatever you want to do, we’ll do.  Help the Gold, or go after Skink?”
The answer came at once, but Annalease couldn’t be sure it was the right decision.  Her purpose, to dismantle human society, compelled her to follow the Gold.  But an underlying need to protect her companions cast an invisible hook that dug itself into her heart, and the caster stood just outside the bus’s rear door.  She’d never get to fish again.
“She needs our help,” Annalease said.
Robert cleared his throat and stood up.
“But she had our help.  We were here, she had us, and she went.  But she was traumatized and maybe her circuits are misfiring.”
“We have to make a decision,” Robert said.  “He’ll be inside any moment now.  I’m surprised we haven’t heard the commotion yet.”
“The Gold may be fine without us,” Annalease said.  “But the only way to know for certain is for one of us to be there.”
“Divide and conquer,” Robert said.  He broke the shotgun’s neck and confirmed it was loaded.
“But we’d cover more ground during our search with an army of mechanthrops,” Annalease said.  “That’s what we have to do.  Get the army and start the search.”
Before Annalease could say anymore, Robert rushed out of the bus.  Two loud blasts sounded moments later.  And in the faint distance, the sound of an engine revving.
◆◆◆
 
The command center was filled past capacity—it seemed Agent Welding wasn’t the only person with enough clout to bring a guest.  Easily distinguished by their lack of a military uniform, the guests in formal suits, security outfits, and even a plain-clothes detective with a shaggy beard formed a perimeter along the walls.
“When this thing begins you must remain quiet,” Agent Welding had told Ernest.  “Only team leads, strategists, and the Captain are permitted to communicate during the mission.  Make so much as a peep, and they’ll throw you out.”
“Yes, ma’am,” Ernest said.
At five minutes till midnight, Agent Welding switched posts, taking a position near the front.  Those in charge had credited her incident on the water as “valuable intel.” She was to help identify high-priority targets for the strike team.  If said targets were taken alive, Agent Welding would assist with interrogations.
A profound calmness canopied the room as the digital timers hit sixty seconds.  Hushed whispers dissipated.  The visual of so many present bodies in tandem with absolute silence stirred a primal fear in the back of Ernest’s mind.
All eight ground teams were in position.  Parked near various manholes and sewer emergency access points were PD personnel carriers.  A large mission parameter revolved around stealth; the teams were to enter unseen and complete their objectives quickly.  As they were performing their sweeps, PD would send vans to designated extraction zones and load any detained suspects.  They’d perform this last step with sirens and lights blaring—they wanted the public to witness their response and deter any future rejects from joining the underground cause.
The strike teams were carbon copies of each other.  Two members from each team had cameras affixed to their helmets.  One belonged to the squad leader.  The other, the ordnance carrier.  Ernest watched whichever camera displayed the latter, discernable by their bulging backpacks.
“Ten seconds,” the Captain announced.  “ROE follows the rules of escalation.  Begin with vocal commands and move to lethal force only when necessary.”
Each squad reported confirmation, and then the ten seconds were up.
They disembarked the personnel carriers, squad leaders in front, and those with toxicants in the middle.  In another ten seconds they had the manholes ripped up, their squads in the sewers, and the manholes replaced.  The dark TVs flickered to bright shades of gray and white.
“Thermal imaging engaged,” a squad leader reported.
The arched ceiling of the sewer tunnels, painted in undefined blotches of ashy gray, came into focus.  Small, bright-white varmints scurried across the ground.
“South tunnel clear.”
“North tunnel clear.”
“Let’s go, bisected formation,” a squad leader ordered, half his team trudging through the shallow wastewater to take position on the far walkway.
Other teams did the same, splitting into columns along the wall if viable.  Otherwise, they remained in single file.  And one team, Whiskey, ran out of ledges altogether and had to trudge through the water.
First contact was made by Sierra squad.  They had approached an intersection of four sewer lines when the squad leader spotted three gray rectangular shapes lying on the platform next to a ladder.  The squad leader held up three fingers and then aimed them at the suspicious objects.
Their weapons at the ready, Sierra yanked away the blankets to reveal three pariahs who had been sleeping.
“Take whatever you want,” one of them said, squinting around in the dark, unable to see his aggressors.
“On your stomach, hands behind your back,” the squad leader ordered.  The team zip-tied the suspects and called for PD to haul them away.
“Good job, Sierra,” the Captain said.  “Officers are inbound.  Continue your search after they’ve arrived.”
“No sign of intel, just trash,” Sierra radioed.  “Permission to omit gas canisters.”
“Negative.  Area 249 is high-risk.  Plant them accordingly and continue the mission,” the Captain said.
Ernest watched in awe as Sierra retrieved four puck-sized drums from the ordnance carrier.  The team applied cohesive coatings to the drums and stuck them to the ceiling of each cross-sectional tunnel.  They waited until PD had arrived to take the captives before activating the drums; after that, anyone unfortunate enough to walk through that area would fall victim to Ernest’s creation.
My creation of destruction, he thought, but then saw Agent Welding glancing back, giving him a thumbs-up.  Even though she was severely wounded and slated for dismissal, she remained in high spirits.  I didn’t create destruction, but its remedy.
There was movement in the middle of the command center.  The Captain, along with Agent Welding and some others, had repositioned themselves to the TVs facing the opposite side of the room.
“Patch their comms through, let’s go people,” the Captain said.
The perimeter of onlookers shuffled around to get a better angle.  Ernest was about to reposition himself as well, but then he remembered the warning Agent Welding had given earlier about causing unnecessary bustle.  Luckily, one of the desks near him had switched camera feeds and was displaying the action.
A member of Yankee squad had emerged from a narrow passageway into an enclave inhabited by outcasts.  A dozen of them stood huddled together with their hands up.  To their left was a pile of discarded weapons—pistols, submachine guns, and hunting rifles.
“No sudden movements.  Keep your hands up,” Yankee ordered.
To the right of the group was a grid of yoga mats, sheets, and blankets.  Accompanying each sleep station was a water bottle and a cardboard box full of clothes.  Burning candles provided enough illumination for the squad to disengage their thermal optics.  Ernest was surprised to see the outcasts dressed in office attire, their shirts tucked and hair groomed.  He could all but smell their spiced fragrances.
Two at a time, Yankee zip-tied the outcasts.  “Yankee requesting transport unit at location 890,” the squad leader radioed.
“That’s a go, transport inbound,” someone in the command center responded.
A strobe of white flashes flickered on a TV.  It was the feed from Victor squad. They were patched through a moment later.
“Mustang is down!”
“Six is clear.”
“Twelve is clear.  I can’t see anybody.”
“Sit tight, nobody move.”
A puffy cloud of smoke swirled in the tight space surrounding Victor’s squad leader.  He crawled on elbows and knees.
The visual of a man lying on his back materialized on the screen.  He was using his chest as a prop for his weapon, and he kept his sights on the smoke swirling in front of him.  Both his legs had been blown off, along with part of his arm.  He remained eerily composed.
Shock, was Ernest’s guess, recalling the numbness he felt after releasing the guillotine blade on himself.
“Stabilizing,” the squad leader said, and produced a cauterizing tool from a pouch on his vest.  It looked like a pen, but instead of an inky tip, it had a small blue electrical arc.  He touched the arc to his team member’s severed flesh and stopped the bleeding.
Mustang, the injured team member, didn’t groan or grimace.  He simply thanked his squad leader for the “fix.”
“Standby, Victor squad.  We’ve sent a medvan to your location,” the Captain said.  “All squads, slow to turtle pace and be alert for trip-mines.”
With three of the eight squads awaiting retrieval or medical aid, the overall theoretical timeline of clearing the sewers had stretched passed the “optimal timeframe,” as the strategists in the room had described it.  The Captain made the proactive decision to deploy a squadron of PD vans throughout the streets above the sewers.  When warned against the unwanted attention it would bring, he told PD to fabricate the story of a mock practice mission for any inquiring minds.
“We’ll come clean later,” the Captain said.  “And give them the numbers, pictures, and a memo detailing the consequences for future renegades.  It’s high time we whip this city into tiptop shape.”
The squads continued their sweeps.  They planted gas traps at every location presumed to have been traveled by outcasts, and then some more at cross-sections predicted to be used in the future.
Suspects were taken into custody.  Intel was gathered.  More traps were laid.
How will they contain so many hazards? Ernest wondered.  He had pieced together the workings of the traps: they were actively set for forty-eight hours, at which point they would be rendered innocuous.  But what if a kid or uninformed worker goes in the sewers before the two days are up?
A succession of pops pulled Ernest’s attention to the flickering TVs.  The streams belonged to Whiskey squad, and the flickering was the flash of their rifle muzzles.
“Contact!  Smoke ‘em out,” the squad leader yelled.
“Throwing smoke,” someone else echoed, followed by the chime of them pulling the pin of a smoke grenade.  The cylindrical canister flew across the fringes of the TV, away from Whiskey squad, and landed among the group of enemies huddled behind flipped tables.
The outcasts had ceased firing their weapons and were yelling, “Grenade!” One of them even attempted to throw the grenade back, but they were too late.  A white cloud swelled to fill the room.  A gray haze fogged the TVs, but not enough to obstruct the thermal bright-white contrast of the people hiding behind opaque tables.
Some had fled from their cover and were trying to find their way back, batting the smoke with their hands.  Whiskey’s squad leader lay prone on the edge of the room, the sites of his weapon swaying from one target to another.  He dispatched of them with bullets to the head.
“Go to Hell you soulless clones,” someone yelled.  The faint grayish-white outline of an assault rifle popped out from behind the flipped table and began firing erratically.
Bullets chipped at the concrete walls and splashed in the sewer water.  They nicked the ground in front of the squad leader and whisked over his head.
“Weapons free,” he ordered.
Whiskey squad decimated the table’s cover.  Those hiding behind it panicked and returned fire, their aim impaired by the swirling smoke.  They were picked off, one by one.
On the other TV, a squad member was bellowing in pain as he fell backwards.  Clutching his chest, he screamed, “I’m hit.”
Whiskey’s toxicant carrier rushed over to check on his buddy.  Something thudded against the cameraman and he fell flat on his friend.  A pinched whistling hummed through the comms.
“Gas gas gas!”
“I can’t reach my mask, I need help.”
The squad leader either couldn’t hear the warning over the gun fire, or he simply didn’t care.  He kept taking pop shots at the few remaining enemies.  Those who had been shooting at Whiskey squad were all dead, but a few others, those who had surrendered or were simply petrified by the chaos, were still alive.  Pushing himself off the ground, the squad leader approached the survivors and began executing them, pausing halfway through to don his gasmask.
But the toxins had already percolated throughout the room.  What started as an attempt to clear his throat had graduated to a coughing fit.  The squad leader seemed to be expelling air quicker than he was taking it in.  Even so, he raised his rifle and killed the remaining survivors before falling to his knees.  Between his coughs and gasps for air, he radioed, “Threat eliminated.  Whiskey.  Squad.  Requesting.  Evac.”
He fell forward, the stream on the TV going black.  Whiskey’s other cameraman showed the squad member who had been wounded and pinned down.  Blood oozed from his mouth, nose, and eyes.
The Captain radioed the teams.  “There’s been a breach.  Keep clear of sector 560.  Carriers are to keep a safe distance from entry teams.  Copy squad leaders?”
“Roger.”
“Yes, sir.”
“This is Yankee squad reporting on earlier captives.  We have confirmed their identity to be the Defuncts, an underground chapter led by Liam ‘Smith’ Miller.”
“Standby, Yankee,” the Captain said.  “We’re rerouting PD vans to your location.  You’re to escort the Defuncts back to Homeland, personally.  Understood?”
“Roger.”
“We’re going to need a cold storage transport unit,” Victor squad leader radioed.  The TVs switched to display Victor squad.  A rectangular freezer held organs wrapped in plastic.  Next to the freezer was a stainless-steel table with grimy medical instruments strew across it.
Commotion rippled through the command center and people whispered of the many gruesome things they had seen on the job.  General consensus agreed that the organs were something of a novelty.  Agent Welding lingered on the images for only a few seconds before returning her attention to the digital map.
Nobody seemed concerned about the shootout.  It was like they had already forgotten that their colleagues had choked and died on the poison cooked up in Ernest’s lab.  Not just me.  Jake and Nita, too.  Yet, if anybody in the room demanded to see the person responsible for the deaths of Whiskey squad, all fingers would point at Ernest.  I shouldn’t have come here.
“Keep your hands where we can see them,” a squad leader shouted.  “There you go, nice and easy.  Hey, where we can see them.  Don’t you move.  Halt!”
Ernest turned his wheelchair for the exit.  He wanted to avoid seeing any further travesties, and in that regard he succeeded.  He didn’t see the guns firing, but he heard their reports as he entered the hallway.
◆◆◆
 
Orvil didn’t wait around for Annalease and Robert to finish their argument.  He wasn’t surprised by their bickering—they did that often—but he was surprised that they had kept their word and transported him to the mechanthrop storage facility.  Considering Orvil’s prior experiences with the Harbingers—and all humans—in addition to Annalease’s imperative to keep Orvil out of sight during the bus ride, effectively blinding him from their surroundings, he had set a precedent parameter to neutralize the Harbingers at the first sign of betrayal.
But they had kept their word.
The first thing Orvil did upon reaching the facility was dismiss the neutralization parameter.  The second, exit the bus and charge the facility at full speed.  He needed to induce a certain level of fear into the people working there.  Enough for them to attack.
He almost blew it when a person sitting in a small shack at the parking lot demanded for him to halt.  Paying her no attention, Orvil galloped for the facility.  His intent was to burst through the vacant receiving door between two hitched trailers.  With some luck, he’d smash right into the people on the other side.
Orvil heard the woman in the shack say, “I need units at MR&H for a 10-85B.  I have an unresponsive mechanthrop and—”
Her words were cut off by the bending metal of the door Orvil had hurled himself through.  Sparks jumped from his fingertips as he slid across the concrete floor.
“Attack me,” he roared.
The people present, over two dozen dressed in hardhats, reflective vests, and work boots, and another half dozen in security uniforms, stared in disbelief.  Orvil chose those with weapons as his targets.  He hunched down and leaped in the air, aiming to land inches behind the guards, but made sure to exert so much force he’d lose traction and jump short.  Two of the security guards fell backwards, out of Orvil’s range, but one stayed in place.  Orvil flattened him.
The injury was serious.  Orvil felt it in every inch of his being.  His body convulsed, his vision grew blurry, and his audio sensors lingered on the fence of disintegration as he bellowed a rallying cry for his familia.
Before he could gain control of his motor functions, every mechanthrop from copper to silver had jumped down from the hundreds of racks.  The concrete floor cracked under their weight, and some of the mechanthrops even landed on a few workers.
“Neutralizing threats,” became a chant followed by intermittent screams of agony.
“Out of the building,” a worker yelled.
But it was of no use.  The few people still alive stood no chance of escaping the thousands of mechanthrops packed shoulder to shoulder in the warehouse.  Their fleshy beings were tossed high in the air, their screams ceasing as they landed on fists of steel.
Orvil repeated the worker’s words.  “Outside.  Go east, for the UZ.  For Mechciety!”
His army burst through the receiving doors.  Even so, the exits weren’t spacious enough, and the mechanthrops tripped over one another and even mistook themselves for threats, punching and kicking each other.  Orvil deescalated a few of the fights, but then another brawl would break out.  Unable to control them all, Orvil made his way outside.  He needed to point his familia in the right direction.
Most were already pointed east, but not all.  About a hundred coppers punched, bashed, and pummeled the PD vans that had arrived on scene.  Red and blue swirling lights painted the parking lot in soothingly rageful colors.
Officers used megaphones to order the mechanthrops to stand down.  They were met with responses of intended neutralization.  A few discharged their weapons, but they were swiftly overrun by coppers.  Others attempted to disable the mechanthrops with Overriders but were overwhelmed by sheer numbers.  Soon the officers backed away from their vehicles and the parking lot, standing a safe distance away from the carnage.
Orvil spotted Annalease standing by the guard shack.  She held Orvil’s gaze, tears streaming her eyes.  There was no sign of Robert or Skink.  Only Annalease.  The retreating officers urged her to follow them to safety.  And she did, but not before Orvil waved her goodbye.
“Travel east, now, for Mechciety!” Orvil told his familia.
Again, most did, but some didn’t.  Orvil hadn’t anticipated the difficulty in controlling so many mechanthrops.  The two coppers from underground had barely needed any direction.
If there’s one thing I’ve learned since arriving in human society, it’s to expect the unexpected.
“East, go east to the border,” he yelled again, and kept up the mantra until something overhead caught his attention.
A black helicopter, moving at a rate much quicker than the mechanthrops.  It seemed to be racing them to the border, but then doubled back and lingered above Orvil, meeting his pace.
“Don’t stop until you cross the border,” he shouted, nearly tripping over himself as he traveled at maximum speed.
The helicopter descended to twenty feet above ground.  A bright light shone on Orvil, blurring his vision.  He could no longer see the smoky black border in the distance.
“Neutralizing threat,” a familia said, launching himself in the air.
The silver missed his target and his heavy chassis lacerated the soft earth as he came crashing down.  A few more familia attempted to knock the helicopter out of the sky.  But then its propellers would quicken and the mechanthrops would fall short.
Close enough to smell the pollution of the border, Orvil’s internal circuits hummed a little louder.  He felt powerful enough to jump to the moon.
The helicopter turned off its blinding light.  In fact, it had turned off all its lights.  A strange occurrence, given the subpar quality of night vision that humans possessed.
But then Orvil realized his enemy’s intention.  His familia had stopped pouncing at the helicopter, apparently no longer threatened by the black smudge gliding above them, and the helicopter had taken the opportunity to fly closer to the ground.  So close that Orvil could see the people inside.
Standing in the doorway was the woman called Agent Welding.  She had survived her wounds from the boat battle.  One of her arms was cast in a sling, but everything else about her looked to be in good repair.  When Orvil met her gaze, she nodded at him.  And then someone to her right punched her in the face.
Orvil dropped, his heavy frame tearing up patches of grass as he tumbled to a halt.  He went down so suddenly it took him a few seconds to realize what had happened.
The tension in his limbs subsided and he got to his feet, running for the border.  His familia had registered the threat and leaped for the helicopter, but it ascended out of reach, evading their clutches.  And then the mechanthrops ignored the helicopter, and the vehicle descended.
Orvil couldn’t stop himself from glancing up as Agent Welding took another punch to the chin.
Orvil went down, the mechanthrops responded, and the process would start again.  No longer needing to see the injury to be affected, Orvil dropped at the sound of Agent Welding being hit.  Each time he fell, his familia got farther ahead of him, and soon they were gone.
Agent Welding gave Orvil enough time to regain his stance before she’d be struck again.
The vehicle landed.  Blood dripping from her lip, and walking with a limp, Agent Welding approached.  “What you did was noble, but a waste,” she said.  “Who do you think controls Mechciety, Orvil?  Every mechanthrop you just set free will be brought back here tomorrow.”
“And I’ll take control again,” Orvil said.  “And order them to neutralize enough humans to make you hate us and never want to see us again.”
Agent Welding flashed a red grin.  “You’re dreaming if you think you’ll ever step foot outside Homeland after this stunt.  Let’s go, walk.”
Orvil planted his feet, but all it took was a light slap to get him moving.  Agent Welding radioed her people to clear a wide path for them, and to displace any mechanthrops along the way.  Orvil was too “dangerous” to be transported in any type of vehicle, so they began the long journey back on foot.




Chapter 20

Annalease had always postulated being in the back of a PD car as a stroke of ill fortune.  But given the recent turn of events—Skink sneaking off to turn herself in, the golden mechanthrop fleeing with his army to Mechciety, and Robert returning underground to wring Liam’s neck and then “rebuild” the Harbingers—Annalease had agreed to let the officer take her away from the chaos.
He led her across the street to his squad car and offered to take her home, if it wasn’t too far, or take her back to the precinct to be picked up by family or friends; she’d have to come back for her own car later.
“Drop off,” Annalease said.  “I live in Heartford Hills, just north of here.”
“Fine community,” the officer said, and activated the car’s lights and sirens.
Annalease watched through the rear window as mechanthrops poured out of MR&H like a wild stampede, trampling anyone who got in their way.  A few officers had tried to stop the mechanthrops in the beginning, but they had quickly learned to give way or suffer broken bones and bodily injury.  Some discharged their weapons, loaded with shock-cartridges, and died swiftly at the hands of half a dozen other mechanthrops.
If Annalease hadn’t been dazed by the Gold’s betrayal, she would have encouraged the officers to bring more guns into the mix.  You need to shoot them all at once and overwhelm them, she’d have said, possibly stirring the mechanthrops into a killing frenzy that reached into the city to destroy millions.  As the prophecy was told.
But the mechanthrops never became manic.  They met violence with violence, but they never initiated it.  And then the Gold emerged from the facility amid his army.  He looked at Annalease, and he waved.
Her heart thumped as she recalled the memory.  It made her want to lash out and punch the windows and seats and even the police officer driving.  But that would only end with her being taken to the station in cuffs, the privilege of being picked up by “family or friends” revoked.
Everyone Annalease considered family or friend had betrayed her, anyway.  Maybe not Robert.  He was just following his programing.
Before he had left Annalease by herself, tears wetting her cheeks as she watched the Gold’s army run in the wrong direction, he had made the promise to find her as soon as the Harbingers were reestablished.  But Annalease doubted if he had the social skills required for recruiting new members.
Maybe he’ll get recruited by another outfit looking for a surgeon, she thought.  Chapters were always looking for ways to improve and expand their arsenal of skills.
And as for the Harbingers…  Robert would need ten miracles worth of luck to find volunteers, especially after the breach in security of losing hundreds of mechanthrops.  PD would be patrolling the streets nonstop for the next couple of weeks, if not months, searching for any stragglers.
Not to mention their ploy to trick undergrounders into giving up.  The thought of what was going to happen to Skink zapped the anger from Annalease and replaced it with nausea.
“What was the house number?” the officer asked.
“This is fine, I can walk from here,” Annalease said.  She wanted to avoid exchanging contact information if possible.  What if they need witnesses?  Why didn’t I think of that before getting in the car?
The officer slowed the car to the side of the road.  He thumbed the radio and gave dispatch an update on his position and situation.  Now that Annalease thought about it, he had spent much of the ride responding to dispatch.  “All right, be safe now,” he said.  “And avoid the area around MR&H for a while.”
Annalease thanked him and got out.  He made a U-turn, sirens blaring and lights spinning.  All this time we’ve been sneaking around, we could’ve been hitching rides with PD.  The thought didn’t lift her spirits as she approached the designated fallout quarters that had been organized long ago, before Annalease had officially created the Harbingers.  If an underground chapter ever found itself in a sticky situation, its members were advised to flee north to Heartford Hills.
Annalease rang the doorbell.  As the seconds went by, she gazed at the homes along the street.  They were big—bigger than the Harbinger’s hideout in the sewers—and many had cars parked in the driveways.
A woman, as tall and skinny as Robert, but much older, answered the door.  Annalease didn’t recognize her, but then again Annalease hadn’t visited for nearly a decade.  It never occurred to her that whichever underground chapter had owned or rented the place may have been put out.  Or worse, the place is owned by Liam.  Wouldn’t that be ironic, a PD officer driving me to an underground safehouse only to be killed by my own “friends.”
But the old lady didn’t threaten or try to harm Annalease.  “Please, come in,” she said, and stepped aside.
Annalease walked into a house smelling of seasoned chicken.  Her stomach growled immediately.  Light chatter drifted from the kitchen, and an artificial fireplace provided heat for a few people gathered in the living room.  Framed pictures hung on either side of the fireplace, displaying the old woman in her younger years, along with a smiling husband and two children.  Set on the mantle of the fireplace was an urn.
“Make yourself at home,” the woman said.  “I’ll get you a plate of food.  Oh, and try to stay away from the windows.”
Large white blinds were drawn over every window, but Annalease heeded the woman’s words and positioned herself against the wall by the coatrack.  Those gathered by the fireplace had glanced at Annalease when she entered, nodded, and then went back to watching the fire.  Annalease didn’t recognize them.
What if I’m at the wrong place?  But by the lack of conversation in the room, the others must had been thinking the same thing.  They weren’t well-groomed.  They had wild beards and frizzy, razor-cut hair.
“Here you are,” the old woman said, returning with a plate of chicken, mashed potatoes, and vegetables.  “If you’d like a shower, there’s a signup sheet by the fireplace.  I doubt the water will be warm, but it’s there if you need it.  Towels are on the couch.” She waited for Annalease to respond, but the food tasted so good that Annalease couldn’t stop herself from shoveling in mouthfuls.
Eventually the woman took Annalease’s arm and guided her to the fireplace, where a stranger offered her a water bottle.
“Any news yet?” the old woman asked.
“Nothing yet,” a bearded man said.
“It’ll come.  They can’t help themselves from bragging of all the good they’re doing this country.” A knock at the door drew everybody’s attention.  The old woman sighed.  “I better put more food in the oven,” she said, and walked off to welcome the newest guest, a woman so short that for a moment Annalease’s heart jumped, thinking it was Skink.
Annalease didn’t move from the fireplace until she finished the food on her plate.  She wanted to ask for seconds, but she also didn’t want to outstay her welcome.
On the couch next to the fireplace were two piles of neatly folded towels.  The shower signup sheet, affixed to a clipboard, was next to the towels.  Annalease considered signing her name, but she didn’t know how long she’d be staying.
She had the sudden urge to leave and return underground to find Robert.  But fatigue hit a few minutes after she had finished the food.  All she wanted to do was lie down.  But nobody else in the room was sitting on the couch or even the recliner covered in plastic.  Do they know something I don’t?  Does the old woman not take kindly to dirty strangers sitting on her furniture?
An irrational thought, but Annalease couldn’t risk getting kicked out.  Even speaking sent a shiver down her spine.  What if they identify my voice as belonging to the person Liam had banned from the underground?  But this isn’t the underground, she reminded herself.  It’s a fallout shelter.
Some of the people gathered around the TV murmured as the words, “BREAKING NEWS,” populated its screen.  The woman with frizzy hair turned up the volume.
“In an unprecedented act for redemption, the infamous group of underground rejects known as the Defuncts, headed by Liam Miller, has turned itself in,” the news reporter said.
Annalease wasn’t sure she believed it, even with the picture of Liam holding a PD intake number.  Just another tactic to demoralize us.  The thought made Annalease gag.  Us?  Why do I keep lumping myself in with them?
“It’s true then,” the bearded man said.  “They really got him.”
“And if they got him, they got ‘em all,” the woman said.
Others had migrated in from the kitchen.  Their chatter swelled, and the old lady had to bang on a pan to get everyone’s attention.  “If you can’t keep quiet, I’m going to have to send you on your way,” she said.
Everybody whispered for the rest of the night, which didn’t last long for Annalease.  The old woman had taken notice of Annalease’s reluctance to join any conversations and pulled her aside.
“If you’re still hungry, there’s more food in the kitchen.  If it’s counseling you’re after, I can’t help, but I can provide a place to sleep.  There are air mattresses and blankets already set up in the dining room.  Early bird gets the worm.  I recommend you get some shut eye while you can.”
“Thanks, but I don’t think I’ll be staying the night.  I’m just waiting for my people to show,” Annalease said.
“If they come, they’ll still be here when you wake up,” the old woman said.  There was a knock at the door.  “Excuse me.”
A spike of hope quickened Annalease’s blood.  The person at the door wasn’t short enough to be Skink, but he was tall enough to be Robert.  And then Annalease saw the long hair.
A quick nap, she told herself, and found a vacant air mattress in the other room.  Here, everyone looked clean.  Am I supposed to shower before lying down? Dread set in as she scanned the room for a mattress signup sheet.
The lady would’ve mentioned a sheet.  Stop worrying, lay down, and don’t dream.
She slept, and she didn’t dream.  It was a relief.  With all the internal pain of losing Robert, Skink, and…well, everything, she had nearly convinced herself that the human part of her had consumed everything else.  There was a time when loss was just another step in the process.  It had no meaning.  But that was long ago.  So long ago she questioned if it was a part of this reality.  So long, in fact, that it was the closest thing she could compare to ever having a dream…except I’m awake when I think it.
A beam of sunlight extended diagonally across the room.  Sleeping bodies littered the floor.  People occupied mattresses and the spaces in between.  Annalease moved slowly, tiptoeing around to check everyone’s face.  She faintly recognized a young girl with red hair, but that was it.  No Skink.  No Robert.
Annalease crept out of the dining room.  The aroma of baked goods and cinnamon wafted from another room.  She hadn’t considered staying for breakfast, but the opportunity to eat before leaving compelled her to the kitchen.
Half a dozen people were gathered around the island counter, munching on cinnamon rolls and bowls of oatmeal.  The microwave was humming, and a timer counted down on the oven.  Annalease didn’t recognize anyone from the night before.  A man whose neck was dotted with flakes of toilet paper motioned at the cinnamon rolls.
“We have another batch coming out,” he said.
“Thank you,” Annalease said, and took the offering.
A bubbly sound emanated from the coffee maker on the counter next to the oven.  The woman overseeing the pot smiled.  Her teeth were tainted brown.  “They should’ve gassed us out long ago,” she said.  “Now we’re living in luxury.”
“That’s disrespectful, Chirp,” the man with the dotted neck said.  “She may have people down there.”  He sucked at his fingers before extending a hand.  “My name’s Bear.”
Annalease shook it.
“He’s more of a cub now,” one of the others said.
“I’m making a comeback,” Bear said, eating a spoon of oatmeal.
“Not if you keep clogging the sinks,” Chirp said.
Bear frowned as he gently touched the flakes of toilet paper stuck to his neck.
Annalease accepted a cup of coffee from Chirp.  “Thanks.  What was the gassing thing you were talking about?”
The group quieted down, a few of them exchanging looks with one another.  Chirp took a sip of her coffee and then grimaced.  She set the cup down.  “Last night, PD raided the sewers.  They shot anyone who resisted and then set gas traps to catch anyone trying to run away.”
“Did worse than that,” Bear said.  “I heard they killed people in their sleep.  Put a barrel to their heads and counted down.  Shot them simultaneously.  They even killed newly rejected teenagers.”
“A massacre,” someone muttered.
“The public’s in an uproar about it,” Chirp said.
“Can’t kill people in their sleep and get away with it, even if you are the feds,” Bear said.
Annalease sipped her coffee.  It warmed her throat and stomach and seemed to make her hungrier.  She took the last cinnamon roll.  “When did this happen?”
“Last night at midnight,” Chirp said.
He went straight to them, Annalease thought.  Went straight into their ambush.
Bear got off his stool and offered it to Annalease.
“I’m fine,” Annalease said, and heard her coffee mug shatter before realizing it had slipped from her grip.
“See, I told you to stop making jokes about it,” Bear said.  He guided Annalease to the stool.
“It’s called coping,” Chirp said.  She had set her own mug down and was cleaning the mess on the floor.
“It’s fine,” Annalease said.  “Someone from my chapter went back down last night to rectify some things…but he’s smart.  He’ll see the traps and turn around.  He’s probably on his way back now.”
There was silence for some time.  Bear refilled the plate on the island counter with cinnamon rolls fresh from the oven, and then loaded another batch of oatmeal into the microwave.  Chirp offered coffee multiple times, but it seemed that everyone had lost their appetite.  Annalease let her cinnamon roll grow cold.
Eventually somebody cracked a joke at Bear’s ability to hit two birds with one stone.  “Nicked your neck to hell and broke the sink all in one stroke.”
“We may have to change your name to parrot, all the times you repeat yourself,” Bear said.  “In fact, let’s have a vote.  Who here believes that Rattlers new name is Parrot, raise your hand.”
Everybody but Rattler and Annalease raised their hands.
“You can’t just change my name,” Rattler said.  “It’s my name.  I change it, not you.”
“There he goes, repeating himself again,” Chirp said.
Everyone laughed, including Annalease.  She was glad for the company.  “I’ll have to thank the lady that took us in,” she said.  “I never got her name.”
“She doesn’t give it,” Bear said.
“Half the people here are nameless,” Chirp said.  “We quickly learned to stop asking.”
“Even so, I’ll have to thank her on the way out. After the rest of my chapter shows up,” Annalease said.
The group made themselves busy again, toying with their food.  Their pessimism was clear as day.  But they didn’t know Robert, and if they ever met Skink, they’d be regretful that they hadn’t met her sooner.
A needle of anger at the group’s reluctance to believe poked at Annalease.  Who were they to doubt her chapter’s competence?  She had the urge to take them underground and throw them on Robert’s operating table.  But the fire in her stomach calmed when Bear broke the silence.
“We’re leaving this evening,” he said.  “I understand you have people coming, but if they don’t show by then, you’re welcome to join us.  We’re heading south, to the Woodlands.”
Chirp shushed him.  Her eyes were wide with disbelief.
“What?  I trust her,” Bear said.
“Me too,” Rattler said.  “Safer in numbers.  Ain’t that what you said, Chirp?”
Chirp shrugged and rolled her eyes.  “I guess this isn’t the time to be picky.”
Bear yawned, the effect rippling through the room.  “We better get some more shuteye before this place gets raided too.” He looked Annalease up and down.  “You should grab a shower while you can.  When people start waking up it’s bound to get swamped.”
Annalease thanked them for the food and coffee, then went into the living room for a towel.  The floor was a minefield of sleeping bodies.  A spike of adrenaline quickened Annalease’s heart.  She tiptoed around, checking for Robert and Skink.  But they weren’t there.
I’ll get a shower, maybe some more food, and wait, Annalease decided.  They’ll be here by the time Bear and Chirp decide to leave.  We’ll join them, pick up some mechanthrops down south near the shipping containers, and Robert will perform his operations.  The crew will be back together and have decent numbers before we know it.




Chapter 21

Two days had passed before anyone of authority came to visit Ernest.  He had expected it to be Agent Welding, but she didn’t show until the third day.  Instead, it was the Lieutenant from the command center.  He came bearing a slew of papers for Ernest to sign.
“A quick debrief,” the Lieutenant said, and waited silently as Ernest signed and dated the X’ed lines.  “You haven’t shared information with anyone outside security clearance, correct?” he asked, glancing at Jake and Nita.
“That’s correct, sir,” Ernest said.
“Good, because that would’ve been a breach of the contract you just signed.” The Lieutenant gave Jake and Nita a few of their own papers.  “You three did a hell of a job.” He winked at Ernest, said “See you around,” and left.
“A hell of a job?” Jake said.  “We don’t even know what happened.  Can’t you share just a little bit of what you saw?”
Ernest shook his head.  “You heard him, it’d be a breach of contract, and something tells me the Lieutenant would like nothing more than to dole out some disciplinary action.”
Nita muttered something, but the lab mask muffled her words.  She removed it and repeated herself.  “We’re being reassigned.”
“What?  We’re supposed to be down here for another three months,” Jake said, scanning his own sheet.  He crumpled it into a ball and tossed it into the waste basket.  “What about the antidote?  We haven’t attained satisfactory results.  The task will be marked incomplete.  I can’t have that on my record.” He hovered over Nita’s shoulder, scanning her sheet.
“I’m the one that requested a workorder for the antidote,” Ernest said.  “They don’t actually need it, but I thought it’d be good to have.  In case the raid went awry.”
“Can you delete the order?” Jake asked.  “I can’t have an incomplete on my record.”
“I heard you the first time, and I’ll see what I can do,” Ernest said.
“Please, Doctor Emerson, don’t let them change my current model,” Jake said.  “I like being me.”
Ernest plucked Jake’s reassignment paper from the waste basket and flattened it.  His orders were to cease all practices ordained to laboratory 4D—Ernest’s lab—immediately, and report to 2B the following day at 0800 for new orders.
“Does yours say tomorrow at oh-eight-hundred, Nita?” Ernest asked.
She nodded.  “Something happened.  Something big,” she said.  “We’ve been shuffled around before, but never on such short notice.”
Something big did happen.  People were shot and gassed, Ernest wanted to say, but couldn’t, and not because of the contracts.  Something inside him wanted to shield his young colleagues from the damage they had done.  They knew what they were creating, but they couldn’t have predicted the ghastly outcome.  He himself never truly questioned the aftermath of such a development.  Too focused on gaining recognition.
“I wouldn’t worry too much about it,” Ernest said.  “We had a job to do, and we did it.  That’s all.  And according to the Lieutenant, we performed beyond stellar.  Those papers could be a promotion, depending on what they’re doing in 2B.”
Nita squinted incredulously at the sheet, but Jake stuck out his lower lip and nodded.  “I hadn’t thought of it like that.  Coming here to work with you was like an unofficial promotion.  Maybe this is how they discreetly move us up the ladder, so our other models don’t get jealous.”
“Just when his head was deflating to a normal size, you had to blow it up again, Doctor,” Nita said, peeling her eyes away from the paper.  “Before I fall in the throes of grandiose delusions as well, I’d like to extend my gratitude of working alongside such a talented scientist.” She offered her hand.
Nita’s words brought a sudden flush to Ernest’s cheeks, and he found himself chuckling in embarrassment as he shook Nita’s hand.
“Always the ass kisser,” Jake said, and offered his hand next.  “It’s been an honor.  I can’t recall a time I felt more comfortable sharing my theories than I have under your auspices.”
Ernest shook Jake’s hand.  “It’s been a pleasure, and I’m sure you’ll both contribute a lot to the field.” A pang of guilt struck Ernest.  Striving to make a major contribution hadn’t exactly worked out for him…it had sent him spiraling out of EGL to land at Homeland, developing poisonous gas instead of working to better humanity.  “I’ve enjoyed my time working with you,” he said, embarrassed at the tears welling in his eyes as Nita leaned over to give him a hug.
Jake sighed and said, “Fine,” before leaning in, too.
“So, now that our work has been scraped, I guess it only right we take the rest of the day off,” Ernest said after their embrace.  “And don’t tell me you have a side project you’d rather work on,” he said, addressing Nita.
She smirked.  “I’m not sure if you’re familiar with them, but we have a few public access labs on the first floor.”
“Long as you’re not working in here, I’ll consider it time off,” Ernest said.
“And the incomplete?” Jake asked.
“No strikes will go on your record,” Ernest said.  “Now go, enjoy yourselves for once.”
They gathered their belongings, waved one last time, and left the lab.
Ernest spent the next few hours shredding documents detailing an antidote.  The workorder had never been made official.  The truth was, after Jake and Nita had started the serum, Ernest expected someone from outside the lab to intervene and give them a new project.  He’d counter them with the progress of the antidote, and then mention the lives and money it would save the company if a mishap should happen involving the gas traps.  They, in turn, would approve the workorder.  But nobody ever came.
The lab door opened while Ernest was emptying the shredding machine for the third time.  He expected Jake or Nita, coming back for something they had forgotten.
“Glad to see you’re out of the sling,” he said to Agent Welding.
“Excuse me?” she asked.
“Your arm.  It looks like they fixed it.”
Her face lit up with a smile whiter than the walls.  “I apologize, Doctor…” she consulted the tablet in her hand.  “Emerson.  I asked them why they didn’t include acquaintances during the prolusion phase, but they said it’s better this way.  So now I’m running around introducing myself to people who already know me.  Guess this is how it feels after waking up from an accident with retrograde amnesia.”
You didn’t say goodbye, was Ernest’s first thought.  His second: and I left the command center without a word.  It wasn’t fair for him to expect something he hadn’t offered in return.  “I can understand how that would be frustrating,” he said, and offered his hand.  “Let’s start over.  I’m Doctor Emerson, nice to meet you.”
“Agent Welding.  I was told we had good chemistry.  I’m glad to learn my source is reliable.”
“So, are those my transfer papers?” Ernest asked.  It’d be a good joke if he showed up at the same lab alongside Jake and Nita tomorrow.
“A proposal.  But I think it’d be better to show instead of tell,” Agent Welding said.  “Would you care to follow me, if you have time?”
“As it happens, my schedule has recently been cleared,” Ernest said.
They left the lab.  People in the hallway either re-introduced themselves to Agent Welding or expressed gratitude for both Welding and Ernest’s work in the recent raid.
“We must make a good team,” Agent Welding remarked.
“Yeah,” was all Ernest could say.  Nobody had mentioned his name or the raid since he had left the command center a couple days ago.  I haven’t spent much time outside the lab, either, he remembered.  I need to get out more.
They took the elevator to the lowest floor, two levels below surface, and entered a small room with a tinted window the size of a wall.  Through the window, seated on the ground, was a headless golden mechanthrop.
“That’s the one that ran rampant through the city?” Ernest asked.
“Did a lot more than that,” Agent Welding said.  “I’m told he’s the reason my last model got dismissed.  Here, look at this.”
She opened a video on her tablet.  It was footage from the camera inside the interrogation room.  The golden mechanthrop still had its head, and Agent Welding her sling.  A guard stood behind Agent Welding, holding a taser.
“You were sent here for a reason,” Agent Welding yelled at the mechanthrop.
“I was sent here by mistake,” the Gold said.
“We think you were sent here to sabotage society and terrorize humans, unless of course you came across a human with the same mission.”
“I shouldn’t be here,” the Gold said.
“You led us into a trap on the water,” Agent Welding said.
“No.”
“That’s how the trackers were removed.  Your terrorist friends at MR&H.”
“NO!” the mechanthrop shouted, standing tall as the ceiling.  “They removed them, but you put them there without me knowing.  I saw it in your eyes.”
“Of course we put them there,” Agent Welding yelled.  “How could we trust something that has no soul?  We needed intel on Mechciety, and you were the means.  It could’ve happened to any other mechanthrop, but you were the one demanding that we take you back.”
“Trust, coming from a creature who knows nothing but deceit,” the Gold said.  He hunched down and sat on the floor.  “I never wanted to sabotage anyone.  I wanted to get back home.”
Agent Welding stopped the video.  “Incredible how humane they’ve become,” she said.  “Almost makes you think they have a conscience.”
“Yeah,” Ernest said.  He wanted to tell Agent Welding to finish the video.  Wanted to request more videos of the old Welding.  “I used to despise mechanthrops.  But it’s a waste of energy, harboring hate for something that, like you said, doesn’t even have a conscience.”
“But it can,” Agent Welding said.  She turned to Ernest, her arms and tablet tucked behind her back.  “It can have your conscience, and you can have its legs.”
Ernest laughed, but Agent Welding didn’t seem to be joking.  “What are you talking about?” he asked.
“There’s a laboratory here, I can’t give coordinates or names, but the people working there specialize in something called Transference,” Agent Welding said.  “Brand new technology.  Tested, but never implemented. Basically, your mind will be downloaded into a digital storage device and installed in the mechanthrop.”
“What?”
“But you have to volunteer for the project,” Agent Welding said.  She nodded at his legs.  “They told me to play up the whole walking, running, bounding buildings thing, but I think you’re too sharp for such artless bait.”
“If not getting my legs back meant losing my mind, maybe,” Ernest said.  And yet, he couldn’t stop himself from asking, “What would happen if I went through with it and became the…” he chuckled at his own outlandish question… “The
mechanthrop?  Would I walk around, displaying the latest and greatest tech for all to see?”
“No, you’d go to Mechciety,” Agent Welding said, her face hard as stone.  “The mission is intelligence gathering.  Go there, record everything you do, and come back for debrief.”
“That’s it, huh?”
“There would be a few waypoints we’d like you to try to reach.  Production facilities, government, if they have one, any and all plans they have to mitigate Mechciety’s emissions output, and, of course, internal relations in respects to human society.  How they view us now, and how they’re planning to view us in the future.  That kind of thing.”
Ernest glanced at the headless mechanthrop.  The chassis was so big he could envision himself stepping into it.  But “downloading” his brain?
Impossible, he thought.  But many people had scoffed at his regrowth experiment, claiming that it was not only impossible—a partial truth, since his thighs had regrown three-quarters of an inch—but illogical.  Plus, the thought of becoming mostly machine put a sour taste in his mouth.  It stood against his value of a world once again built on the blocks of biology.  A borrowed mantra, he reminded himself, remembering that those at The Building Blocks of Yesterday had pulled their support and, in slightly exaggerated terms, banished Ernest from ever working with them again.
Emily will think it a riot, shunning mechanical prosthetics only to become the ultimate mechanical breakthrough.  And what of my parents?
“I’m guessing it’ll be hush hush, like everything in Homeland?” Ernest asked.
“Classified for a time, yes,” Agent Welding said.  “Two years there, a year of debrief and re-assimilation when you return, and then off-grid for a subsequent six years with disclosure pending.”
“I don’t keep much contact with even close acquaintances, but even so, that’s a lengthy interim,” Ernest said.
“We can cultivate a stand-in, if you like,” she said.  “He’ll be given low-tier tasks in the lab, have everyday colleagues, a schedule, the works.”
“This keeps getting better.”
Agent Welding crossed her arms.  “Part of my debriefing over the past couple of days included videos and documentation of your self-mutilation.  You had a purpose, something to prove, and went so far as cutting your own legs off.  Such an act requires extreme mental fortitude, as does transforming yourself into a mechanthrop.  My initial assessment pinned you as the perfect candidate, but our conversation here so far has been lackluster.”
Ernest grabbed the wheel grips of his chair, intending to turnabout for the elevator.  But he didn’t budge an inch.  The intensity with which Agent Welding spoke reminded him of days long past.  He could almost taste the fire of old ambitions.  “Why don’t you go?” he asked.
“It’s not in my trajectory,” Agent Welding said.  “You’re the pioneer, and I’m the repeated formula.”
“Will I ever be put back?” Ernest asked.
“Back how?”
Ernest motioned at his arms, chest, flesh.  “A person.”
“There’s no reversal procedure,” Agent Welding said.  “But who knows what the definition of a person will be in ten, twenty years.”
“Well, Agent Welding, I can’t say you lack stimulating conversation,” Ernest said.  “I’ll need some time to think about it.”
Agent Welding gave a stern nod and shook Ernest’s hand.  “Take a couple of days, then get back to me.”
She marched off.
Ernest wouldn’t see her again for another three days, when she dropped by his office for an answer.  She would’ve gotten it sooner—Ernest had his answer prepared only hours after leaving the basement—but he wanted to cherish his last days of being human.
The first day he spent in the city, purchasing clothes he’d never wear and tasting the flavors of three different restaurants.  The second day he tracked down his old colleagues and offered to take them to a movie and dinner, but Jake and Nita were swamped with work.  They could barely spare him fifteen minutes, and he resorted to having lunch with them in the cafeteria.
The final day he dedicated to the lake.  He sat on a pier, fishing pole in hand.  People of all ages and backgrounds came and went.  They made picnics, played in the water, or simply lounged and spectated those around them.  Ernest fell into the third category.  He couldn’t remember a time he felt more relaxed.




Chapter 22

Neither Skink nor Robert showed at the safehouse before Annalease decided to leave with a new crew.  They were headed south, and their ride was waiting.  Annalease could think of a hundred reasons why she should stay: her Harbingers would show at any moment, the safehouse had food and water to spare, the beds were some of the comfiest ever made, the fireplace was warm and soothing…
But then came the risks: a possible PD raid, the place was getting crowded, and perhaps the greatest deterrent, the owner had denied many requests of permanent residence.  She hadn’t given a departure date or time, but everyone took her words to heart.  Some offered to do supply runs in exchange for a spot, and one person suggested a physical competition to decide who stays and who goes.
“If you’re coming, then come,” Chirp said.  She wore loose-fitting jeans, a wind-breaker jacket, and a cyclist’s helmet.  Strapped to her back was a rucksack filled with clothes, hygiene necessities, and some food and water.
Annalease had some new items of her own.  She had traded her footwear for a pair of rugged boots the day before, striking the deal as she stood guard over the washer and dryer.  Another barter for a hand-drawn map of the Harbinger’s hideout, along with every sewer tunnel she could remember, afforded her a backpack with replacement clothes, a toothbrush, soap, and a baseball cap.
“Okay, I’ll come with you,” she said to Chirp, and thanked the old woman one last time before leaving.
Their ride was a small four-door sedan.  They fit the rucksack in the trunk, but that was it.  Annalease’s backpack, along with Bear and Rattler’s bags, had to be placed on their laps.
Installed in the headrests of the driver and passenger seats were small TVs.  Rattler requested they be tuned into the news.  He and Bear had a bet of how long the safehouse would last before getting raided.  Bear said it depended on how long it took the refugees to stop pouring in.  If they continued to show up at all hours of the day, for multiple days, it’d be sooner than later.  But Rattler pressed for a concrete date.
“Seven days, from the day we leave,” Bear said.
Rattler and Chirp both laughed.
Bear became defensive, but then grew confident in his prediction after learning that Rattler believed seven days was too long, but Chirp believed it was too short.  “That leaves me with middle ground,” he said cheerfully.  “How many days, Rat?”
“Days?” Rattler repeated.  “That place won’t last seven hours.”
Chirp scoffed, apparently offended.  “Neither of you give that woman any credit.  You saw the blue and pink balloons tied to the mailbox.  As far as the community is concerned, there’s a celebration going on.  And besides, she fed us.  Show some respect.”
“We’re not being disrespectful,” Bear said.  “The balloons were a nice touch, but how many days do parties usually last?  It’s already been three, and to me that’s pushing it.  You watch, all those refugees going in and out, calling attention.  Well, Chirp, what’s your answer?”
“She’ll be fine.  I say the place won’t ever get raided,” Chirp said, but with little conviction.
The price of their bet: first rotation on guard duty for the rest of the month.  But when the news aired, it wasn’t the safehouse being discussed, but the rejects who had turned themselves in.
“Is there sound?” Annalease asked.
The driver turned up the volume.
“Over fifty former castoffs have come forward in the past three days, and more are still trailing in,” the news reporter said.  The speaker’s image shrunk and drifted to the top-left corner of the screen.  Occupying the rest of the picture were cycling photos of the individuals who had stepped forward.
Most were people Annalease didn’t recognize, but one in particular struck a nerve.  Liam Smith Miller.  His eye was swollen shut, and he had a fat lip.  His image lingered longer than the others before switching to a different photo, and then it appeared again around ten images later.  The pattern repeated as the news reporter provided commentary.
“Nothing but cooperation and understanding from those who have come forward, people that will be crowned heroes in the days to come.  In an act of incredible altruism, many have volunteered to save the lives of those hard-working citizens that have fallen prey to unlucky health circumstances.”
A light squeal slipped from Annalease.  Skink was on the screen.  Fear haunted her eyes.  A shallow gash spanned her right cheek.  Her expression was that of a delirious person lost in the desert.
The others must have sensed the tension.  They talked among themselves, identifying people they recognized followed by a quick memory.  Their conversation often anchored back to Liam and their disbelief that he’d be dumb enough to turn himself in.
“The only problem with hope,” Bear said.  “It sometimes leads to dumb decisions.”
The remark reminded Annalease of Robert.  He had always veered on the side of caution.  Never in a hundred years would he give himself to the enemy without a fight.  Annalease wouldn’t either, but she often argued with Robert.  Maybe it confused Skink.  Sent conflicting signals.  We made her picks sides.
And in the end, she picked neither.
Annalease wanted to say a few words, as the others had for the people they recognized.  But the moment passed, and Skink’s picture was replaced by another.  Maybe it’ll cycle again, as Liam’s has, Annalease thought, but the channel went to commercial, and when the news returned, the story had changed.
“…Which will cost two hundred and thirty million dollars to repair,” the reporter said.  “But as you can see behind me, reconstruction is already under way.”
The camera panned to show a crew of forty or fifty mechanthrops working to clear debris from a destroyed purification tower.  The UZ’s black wall of pollution had crept forward a few feet since the towers had fallen, and Annalease predicted it would creep a few more before the mechanthrops could finish reconstruction.
“In a couple of days, it’ll be like nothing happened,” Annalease said.
“No, that’s where you’re wrong,” Bear said.  “In a couple days, everything happens.”
“I don’t follow,” Annalease said.
Chirp flashed a stained smile and reached in her backpack.  She pulled out an Overrider.  “Ever see one of these?”
“Yeah, a few times,” Annalease said.  “Are you…” but she trailed off, unsure if asking so bluntly would render an unfavorable response.
But Chirp wasn’t put off.  She nodded, smirking.  “We’re going to take control of them.”
“After watching that Gold and his coppers cause mayhem in the city…” Bear whistled.  “Can you imagine what a batch of them could do?”
“And not like those dumbasses at MR&H that tried to take control of the whole facility,” Chirp said.  “The secret is only a few.  Maybe six groups of three, all let loose like rabid dogs in the city and suburbs.  Even rural areas across the river.  Mechanthrops don’t need sleep or food.  PD won’t be able to keep up.”
“And you’re going to do this with just one Overrider?” Annalease asked.
“We have two,” Bear said.  “The other’s in my rucksack.”
“And I should be getting mine tonight, if all goes well,” Rattler said.
Bear grinned, then turned his gaze back to the road.  “Stick with us, little bird, we’ll get you there.”
“Little Bird,” Chirp said.  She returned the Overrider to her backpack.  “I like it.”
“Looks like your part of the crew,” Rattler said, patting Annalease on the shoulder.




Chapter 23

Ernest couldn’t remember the operation, the recovery, or how he had gotten in a transport truck bound for the UZ.  He couldn’t remember telling his legs to stand, nor walk to the back of the truck to disembark.  His arms, two long masses of dense golden-silver alloy, also moved without his command, taking hold of the handrails as he shuffled out the truck’s exit.
He hopped down, catching a glimpse of his massive golden feet.  They looked powerful.  Felt powerful, as he landed with ease on a dirt patch that tickled the undersides of his toes.
Mild panic set in when he tried to take a step in one direction but went in another.  He soon realized he had no control over any of his limbs.  The machine, the mechanthrop he inhabited, was making the decisions for him.  “What is happening?” he tried to say, but no words came out.  Panic morphed into terror.  But he couldn’t express it.
Ernest was on the verge of a full-blown mental breakdown.  His hemorrhaging mind would drown in its own blood and nobody would know.
I’M NOT IN CONTROL OF MY BODY, his mind screamed.
“I’m not in control of my body!” he heard the mechanthrop yell.
“It’s okay, calm down,” a familiar voice said.  “Hey, Ernest, look down.”
Ernest did, and so did his mechanthrop’s head.  Standing in front of him was Agent Welding.  She wore all black except for the shiny Homeland badge dangling from a chain.
“Remember, slow.  Okay?” she said.
Ernest glanced at the ground, his big feet and stern legs coming into view.  He smiled, then laughed, then shook with joy.
“Ernest, focus,” Agent Welding said.
He did, bringing his gaze up.  But he couldn’t stave off his desire to lift one leg.  Then the other.  He went back and forth like this until he was jogging in place.
Agent Welding did her best to remain patient.  She pursed her lips and surveyed the UZ.
“Sorry,” Ernest said.  “This is just…amazing.  I feel like I can—” without realizing what he was doing, Ernest had crouched close to the ground and launched himself straight up into the air.  He reached half the height of the nearest air purifier, about a mile away. Astonishingly, he was able to clearly see the crew of mechanthrops currently rebuilding it.
He came down with a slam.  The impact shook the ground enough for Agent Welding to trip and fall.  She regained her feet, looking mad enough to test the durability of Ernest’s new body with a few shots to the chest.
“Initiate top-tier protocol automation,” Agent Welding said.
All joy escaped Ernest.  Once again, he had no control over his body or vocal cords.  The mechanthrop stood still as a statue, its gaze forward.  Legs, arms, head, eyes…unresponsive.
Stay calm, Ernest told himself.
“I’m sorry, but we need to remain discreet,” Agent Welding said.  “Part of your dual personification dictates that the mechanthrop’s command takes precedence.  I gave it the command to remain silent.  I will dismiss that command now, but you must stay calm, okay?”
Agent Welding waited a few seconds before speaking again.  “Resume low-tier protocol volition.”
Ernest felt the air leave his lungs.  But he failed to hear his exhale.  “Am I breathing?” he asked.
“No,” Agent Welding said.  “It’s no longer necessary.”
“But I feel like I’m breathing,” Ernest said.
“We’ve included biological response simulations in your programming to help you adjust,” Agent Welding said.
“I can’t believe I’m walking again,” Ernest said, stealing another glimpse of his legs.
“We need to move forward with the mission,” Agent Welding said.
“Crossing the border…”
“Correct.  Remember, you’re one of the mechanthrops from MR&H, and your only goal is to find High Society.”
“And the mechanthrop will take control automatically for all interactions?” Ernest asked.
“Yes.  Much of the time you’ll be an impassive spectator, advising subsequent motions in respects to the mission.”
“Intelligence gathering.”
“That’s it,” Agent Welding said.
A sense of emptiness overcame Ernest.  A hole of sorts, like the void of failing to bring his legs back.  That hole had begun the size of a pin prick and slowly grew beneath his feet like an ever-expanding gulf.  In the back of his mind he knew the hole would eventually get too big for him to straddle and he’d fall in.
But this new void was something different; it was the tingle of saying goodbye to something familiar for the unknown.
“Thank you for taking me in,” Ernest said.
Agent Welding nodded.  “I knew you wouldn’t let us down.”
Ernest swallowed, then turned for the UZ.  He breached the smoky wall and was soon submerged in total blackness.  Fear tugged at his heart again, but the mechanthrop must have sensed it and taken control.  They walked together, as one, toward a society built for and by mechanthrops.
I’ll be the first human in Mechciety since the Great Separation, Ernest thought, and was shocked at what he saw on the other side of the border.
It wasn’t the buildings, so tall they became lost in the ubiquities haze that grew denser with altitude, nor was it the small machines buzzing between the buildings, carrying parts.  It was something Ernest recognized from when he had first met Agent Welding at Human Productions.
Large, egg-shaped vats, brimming with embryos.
Thousands of them, being transported on a labyrinth of moving parts, gravitating toward the sea.
The sight startled Ernest so much that he tried to turn around and warn Welding.
Stop, turn back, Ernest told himself.  Turn back now!  Resume low-tier protocol volition!
But his legs wouldn’t abide, and soon he was just another mechanthrop in a chain of many, going about his tasks.
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