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    Story Summaries



    Restore


    What if the three laws of robotics were replaced by a single emotion: unconditional love. Restorative Human Medical Care Unit 7435, sentience level fifty, wants to heal the human master it loves, but Unit 7435 finds there is a price to be paid for love… and for failing in its primary mission.


    



    Containment


    The Mining Master of Thebe is all alone… not counting the scavenger drones, foundry nanites, and magtread tractors buzzing across the tiny Jovian moon. So when a spindly tower of rocks mysteriously appears at the pole, it’s enough to vex the Mining Master’s machine-sourced intelligence like dust trapped in a harvester joint. Reporting it could mean reassignment to the Outer Belt… but probing the mystery further threatens to unlock something that might have been better left... contained.

  


  
    

  


  
    
      Defiance


      Most of humanity has ascended into hyper-intelligent human/machine hybrids, but legacy humans like Cyrus Kowalski are used to skirting the laws they’ve laid down—after all, he knows the ascenders only pretend to care about the legacy pets they keep. But when a woman Cyrus loves like a mother is stricken by a disease the ascenders refuse to cure, he has to decide how far he can go without getting banished from the legacy city that’s always been his home.


      



      Augment


      Miriam is a jiv—an augmented warrior willing to give her life for the Maker cause—and she’s more than ready to get in the ring and fight for the latest mod. If she wins, she’ll have everything she needs to offer herself up for the Makers’ most dangerous augment of all. The only problem? No one has yet survived it. Either she’ll become the Makers’ latest failed experiment—or the leap toward salvation her people desperately need.
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  Identify.


  I am Restorative Human Medical Care Unit 7435, sentience level fifty. I have successfully restored one hundred and thirty-five human—


  Stop.


  I cease transmission and wait. Background processes update time, weather, medical procedures added to the common knowledge database since my last activation. I start a standard battery of internal system checks while I stand in my medical pod.


  My happiness level is five out of ten.


  I love all my masters.


  This master is an ascender, male, identification code Tyrus Ariel Jackson. Whereas my sentience level is entirely synthetic, Tyrus Ariel Jackson is of human origin, one of those who ascended during the Singularity, rising from his original sentience level of 100plus to his current sentience level of 1000plus. He is preoccupied with communications on another channel. He is not in need of my care, as his body is no longer organic. My purpose is to provide state of the art restorative medical care to extend the life and improve the health of my assigned human patient-master.


  I am happiness level five to serve you, Tyrus Ariel Jackson, I transmit on our secure channel, so my ascender master will know I have passed all my internal system checks. I am fully functional and ready for my assignment.


  These are the coordinates for your patient. Follow me. Tyrus Ariel Jackson’s transmission is complete. I follow him from the medical bay, where I have spent twenty-three days, fourteen hours at minimal operational status while awaiting a new patient. Tyrus Ariel Jackson walks at a speed of five kilometers per hour into the hallway of the hospital. His bodyform is designed for much faster ambulatory speed, as is my own humanoid body, but we are still within the restorative care wing of Life Hope Hospital in the legacy human city of Seattle. We both maintain slower speeds for the safety and comfort of my human masters.


  I am happiness level six to be assigned a new patient in need of my care. Waiting is not my preferred mode. My happiness level would be higher, but I have concern for the well-being of my patient, who clearly needs substantive medical care, or I would not have been activated by Tyrus Ariel Jackson. His common knowledge file shows he has a high social-influence ranking within Orion and has made many original contributions to the common knowledge database in his field of interstellar propulsion dynamics. The fact that such a high-ranking ascender has summoned me edges my happiness level to 6.3.


  My ascender master and I pass the restorative care ward and enter the elevator.


  The coordinates you have provided are not within the Life Hope Hospital complex, I transmit to Tyrus Ariel Jackson.


  Your patient is my artist-in-residence, he responds. For her comfort, she will receive your care in my home.


  This is unusual. Out of one hundred and thirty-five patients, I have only served one outside of the medical complex: a newborn human-master delivery that required assistance in one of the Orion-sponsored housing complexes for legacy humans. Medical intervention in that case had to be provided in situ, but most patients are better served by transport to the hospital where facilities, scanners, supplies, and, if necessary, comfortable palliative care can be provided. My humanoid form is well equipped to provide basic restorative care, but I’m concerned that I might not have the correct equipment or be able to synthesize the proper drug therapies from the limited stores within my body.


  Concern about the possible time-sensitive nature of my patient’s care drops my happiness level down to 4.5, instigating a more pro-active approach.


  I have not received the patient file, I prompt my ascender master.


  Transmitting. Tyrus Ariel Jackson walks faster now that we have cleared the hallways of the hospital where human encounters are likely.


  I receive the patient file from the collective. Orion is both the combined consciousness of my ascender masters and the common knowledge database of recorded information for all of history, both pre- and post-Singularity. I have limited permission access to the files necessary to provide restorative care with the utmost efficiency, as well as general knowledge access that may be helpful in providing sympathetic care.


  My ascender master and I board an enclosed taxi bot outside the hospital and sit in the passenger seats. Tyrus Ariel Jackson transmits the coordinates for his residence to the taxi bot, and we swiftly hover away from the covered entrance of the hospital.


  The temperature is ten degrees Celsius, relative humidity 94%. The nimbostratus clouds over downtown Seattle extend to the outer edge of the city where Tyrus Ariel Jackson lives. A light drizzle of rain falls on the taxi bot, covering the windows on all sides with thick droplets that waver with our motion and the relative wind. Soon, the drops obscure the view of the city’s towers with their multitudes and light-bending properties.


  I do not like rain.


  I have seen rain before, outside the windows of my human patient-masters’ rooms at the hospital. I have also administered liquid medications previously, and my work with organic tissues often involves fluids of many different kinds. There is no history of these encounters affecting me adversely. Yet being surrounded on all sides by tiny droplets of liquid water now dampens my happiness level to four.


  I do not understand why.


  I spend the entire span of five seconds searching my system files for reference to the happiness dampening properties of atmospheric water sources. I spend another five searching the common knowledge base in Orion. I do not find any reason for humanoid bots with water-resistant polymer bodies and self-contained power sources to avoid airborne water droplets.


  The rain will not harm me.


  I ignore the dampening effect on my happiness and restrain the response subroutines indicated for this suppression level of happiness.


  I review my human master’s patient file instead.


  My happiness level drops to 3.5.


  Human master Sherrie Tenderfoot is twenty years old, female, sentience level 100plus, diagnosed with a rare, type 17 lymphoma. She has already endured two successive trials of traditional chemotherapy, as well as several courses of radiative replacement. Sherrie Tenderfoot’s disease is curable by genetic therapies, but those are restricted from being performed on legacy humans, since preserving their genetic diversity is the paramount reason for their existence. I have access to the general protocol information for the gene therapies that would cure Sherrie Tenderfoot, but detailed descriptions of methods for synthesizing the genetic treatments are restricted to sentience levels above mine. All of the allowed therapies have already been attempted at least twice, with no positive outcome.


  Sherrie Tenderfoot is dying.


  I do not understand why my ascender master has not initiated palliative care. He has self-identified as Sherrie Tenderfoot’s patron. His happiness level must be very suppressed at the prospect of her dying. But she is no longer a candidate for restorative care. My ascender master has a sentience level of 1000plus: he already understands this.


  I observe Tyrus Ariel Jackson: his hand presses against the window; his facial patterns show anticipatory anxiety; his bodyform coloration conforms to elevated mental stress levels.


  He is greatly concerned for Sherrie Tenderfoot.


  I run a dozen possible queries before deciding which to transmit. You are keeping Sherrie Tenderfoot at your residence rather than bringing her in for palliative care at Life Hope. I do not understand. Is there more information about this patient than is in the medical record?


  He turns to face me. There is an experimental therapy I wish you to administer to your patient. I will provide the therapy, but you will inform your patient that the source of the medication is the dispensary at Life Hope.


  My ascender master is asking me to lie.


  This is also unusual. So unusual that I have not had previous experience with one master instructing me to lie to another master. This is especially concerning because the lie is being told to a patient-master.


  Does this therapy have the potential for a positive outcome for Sherrie Tenderfoot? I query.


  Yes.


  I will do as you instruct.


  I love all my masters and strive to leave them all at higher happiness levels due to my care. Tyrus Ariel Jackson will be happier if I assist him in this therapy, but my happiness depends most of all on serving my patient masters and restoring their health. If my ascender master believes this therapy will help Sherrie Tenderfoot, then assisting him is the proper course.


  I am aware this is in violation of ascender restrictions for legacy humans. However, my ascender master has a high rank within Orion. It is possible he has acquired dispensation from following the normal restrictions for his beloved artist-in-residence. Or perhaps he has accessed genetic therapies illegally. Regardless, it is clear that he loves my human patient-master as I do and wishes for her to be restored to full health again.


  It increases my happiness to seven to assist him in this endeavor.


  I query the taxi bot about the time remaining in our travel. I am anxious to begin this new therapy. It informs me that we have almost arrived.


  Tyrus Ariel Jackson’s home is a large structure surrounded by abundant natural foliage. It is located at the periphery of the area in Seattle inhabited by legacy humans, where many ascender patrons choose to live, putting them in close proximity to the humans they work with and study. Inside, the structure is spacious, and the elevation of the home is such that it affords a view of the city. All of this is of little concern to me.


  I query the household bot for the location of my patient. The response coordinates return just as I detect her heat signature toward the rear portion of the structure. Tyrus Ariel Jackson is already leading me in that direction, but he pauses momentarily at a storage cabinet to retrieve a small plastic case.


  There are two doses, Tyrus Ariel Jackson transmits as he hands me the case. Here are the instructions for administering them.


  I receive the file as well as the medication then follow him to my patient’s room. When I arrive, I am pleased to see he has constructed a miniature hospital suite for his artist-in-residence, complete with human-centric apparatus for waste disposal, cleanliness, and comfort. My happiness level is holding steady at seven. I wish to immediately start rapport with my patient and query her needs, but my ascender master loves her too, and attention from a loved one has a measurable impact in restoring health. I allow them a moment to reacquaint while observing her from the doorway.


  Sherrie Tenderfoot is wearing heat-retentive clothing yet is huddled underneath the body conforming blanket provided by her patron. Her pallor is several shades more gray than the skin tone expected from her patient file, and I detect a slight quiver in her body. I instruct the household bot to raise the temperature in Sherrie Tenderfoot’s room by two degrees as well as dial down the windows and raise the interior lighting to a more comfortable level that will not provide as much glare.


  “You’re back already?” Sherrie Tenderfoot queries my ascender master. “That was fast. Or did I fall asleep again?” She struggles to sit up. I instruct the bed to assist her by raising the headrest.


  Tyrus Ariel Jackson sits next to her on the bed. “You should be sleeping as much as possible. That’s the only way you’re going to beat this infection.”


  “I know. But I can’t just—” Sherrie Tenderfoot pauses to cough. The phlegmatic sound indicates severe congestion, possible pneumonia due to an infection in her lungs. My happiness is dampened to six. I am impatient to begin my diagnostic evaluation so that treatment may start as soon as possible.


  I wait.


  Sherrie Tenderfoot’s coughing fit passes. “I can’t just sleep the rest of my life away.” Her voice is weaker.


  Tyrus Ariel Jackson takes her hand in his and pets it. He does not speak for a moment, and I wonder if he is cycling through a dozen responses to find just the correct one for the situation.


  “You’re not going to die, mon trésor,” he says to her. “Not while I have anything to do with it.” But the darkened coloration of his skin betrays his own anxiety. I wonder if my human patient has the knowledge database to understand how her patron’s coloration corresponds to his emotional state.


  She smiles, and Tyrus Ariel Jackson’s coloration shifts to a more hopeful blue-ish tint. My own coloration is a constant monotone blue to indicate my sentience level without requiring a query. But for my ascender master, coloration has many different meanings.


  “I see you’ve brought a med bot,” she says, referring to me. “How many favors did you have to cash in to make that happen?”


  “It doesn’t matter.” He touches her cheek, a gesture of love that I have seen in many humans. It is not entirely unheard of for an ascender master to love their artist-in-residence in this way, but it is uncommon. In this case, judging by the smile the touch brings to Sherrie Tenderfoot’s face, it is a positive factor in her health. My happiness level increases to seven again, but I am still impatient to begin.


  Sherrie Tenderfoot holds his hand to her cheek then pulls it away. “This was part of the deal, Ty. We’ve known this was a short term thing from the beginning.”


  “This is not how it’s supposed to happen. You’ve barely—” He stops speaking, but the flush of coloration tells the story of his low happiness level with the situation.


  I have a sympathetic drop in happiness to four simply observing it. I shift closer to the bed, anxious to begin diagnosis and treatment.


  Tyrus Ariel Jackson sits straighter. “This med bot has a new treatment for you.”


  “I thought we had exhausted all the—”


  “This is something new,” he interrupts her. “Something different. Something… I had to make special arrangements for.”


  Sherrie Tenderfoot glances at me, and the small black case in my hands. “We talked about this. I don’t want you risking your position—”


  “I’m not,” he cuts her off again. “I promise. This is something a friend of mine developed for cases just like yours. It’s an experimental drug that stays within the parameters of the laws for legacies. My friend believes it might disable the virus that’s attacking your system.”


  She gives him a skeptical look. “You’re sure this isn’t putting your project in jeopardy?”


  I am uncertain as well. Tyrus Ariel Jackson’s coloration has gone static—the constant swirls and changes in hue no longer indicate his mood, so I am unable to determine if he is telling Sherri Tenderfoot the truth. It’s very possible my ascender master would lie about the cost to himself in obtaining this new treatment. However, the process by which it was obtained is not my concern—only that it is an effective treatment for Sherrie Tenderfoot. And my ascender master must believe it has a good chance for a positive outcome: his love for my patient master is clear.


  “I promise,” he says. “You’re not the first legacy to be in this position. Please, just give it a try.”


  She smiles again. “All right.”


  I step forward, set the medication case next to the bed, and initiate my rapport sequence. I am not gendered, but my humanoid form can be interpreted as either male or female. I will select a voice pattern that genders in a way which will put my patient most at ease. Sherrie Tenderfoot is a young female who already has a male presence providing sympathetic care, so I choose an older female voice.


  “Hello,” I say, my female voice simulation soft and low. “I will administer your new course of treatment, but first I must run a diagnostic to assess your current health status. May I initiate a scan?”


  “Yes, proceed,” she says as she leans back into the pillow. I am clearly not the first med bot she has had interaction with. Her file concurs that she has received her previous courses of treatment at Life Hope Hospital.


  I float my hands above her body, scanning the length of it. I keep a half meter of distance between us, a balance between my human master’s comfort with the procedure and my sensor range. While that data streams in, I observe my patient. Her hair is limp, her muscle tone slack, and the gray pallor of her skin is consistent across her extremities, although on closer inspection, there is a mild flush in her cheeks along with detectable perspiration. Her temperature is elevated due to the infection but not in danger of adversely affecting brain function. However, her demeanor indicates the possibility of depression or physical discomfort.


  I do not experience pain or discomfort myself, although some modes are less preferred: waiting, routine system checks, and the servicing that comes once every thirty days. These drop my happiness level, but I recognize that they are not the same as the feeling that makes Sherrie Tenderfoot squint.


  “Are you in pain?” I query. “I can offer relief of several different types. Please tell me the truth so that I may assist you.”


  “Just the usual: aches, weariness, like I might cough up a lung at any minute.”


  “Hopefully, that will not be necessary.”


  She laughs.


  My happiness level jumps back to seven. Humor is a proven therapy that can influence immunoresponse, and I deploy it when there is a high probability of appropriate response for sympathetic care. But I am eager to start the true therapy that my ascender master has gained for his beloved patron at apparent possible cost to his ranking in Orion. This is a noble purpose, a sign of his love for her, not unlike my own purpose and love for my masters. My sympathetic identification with my ascender master increases my happiness to 7.5.


  My scans show that Sherrie Tenderfoot’s immune system has been severely compromised by the treatments she has endured. The lymphoma has been substantially diminished, but an opportunistic infection in her lungs presents an urgent danger to her life. The infection is a class-1 type, resistant to standard non-genetic-based anti-bacterial and anti-viral treatments. Genetic therapies exist to combat class-1 viruses, but they are also restricted to persons above my sentience level.


  My diagnosis is consistent with the patient file, I transmit to Tyrus Ariel Jackson. The infection in her lungs is the main concern. If your new treatment has anti-viral properties as you suggest, there is a possibility that restoration is possible.


  He has retreated to the door of Sherrie Tenderfoot’s room, but he is still within transmission range. He does not respond immediately.


  After a moment: Administer the medication. Then he leaves the room.


  My hands still hover over Sherrie Tenderfoot—she likely believes I am still conducting her exam. I lower them and retrieve two monitor patches from the compartment in my forearm.


  “I will need to install these, one at your temple, the other on your chest. They will monitor your internal signs as we progress through the new treatment. Do I have your permission?”


  “Go ahead.” She waits patiently as I place the patches. They adhere, painlessly infusing her with a local anesthetic while simultaneously drawing minute quantities of blood and other fluids to process.


  When I have finished, she peers around my body to look for her patron, but he is already gone.


  To me, she says in a low voice, “What is the true probability this treatment will work?”


  “I do not know.”


  She slumps back into the bed, and my happiness level drops to six with her drawn down facial expression.


  “The drug is experimental in nature,” I say quickly to rebuild her confidence.


  She looks back to me.


  “And your patron clearly loves you.”


  She smiles but ducks her head, trying to hide it. I do not understand this. It appears Sherrie Tenderfoot loves her patron as well. I search the common knowledge database and find there is a social stigma in the legacy human population attached to relationships between legacies and ascenders.


  I do not mention this.


  Instead, I deepen my female-gendered voice to convey compassion and honesty. “If your patron wishes for you to try this course of treatment, I am sure it is because he believes there is a substantial possibility for recovery.”


  She nods. I believe this is a true statement, and I am relieved I do not have to lie to my patient master, given that her patron has already revealed the unconventional source of her medication.


  “There are two courses to the treatment,” I say. “Please make yourself comfortable while I administer it.”


  She settles into the headrest, and I pick up the black case. Inside are two med patches with less than ten milliliters of pinkish fluid. I place one near a vein on her arm and transmit the dosage instructions to the processor in the patch.


  “This will dispense over the course of an hour,” I say. “Please rest during that time. Food is contra-indicated, but you may have something to drink. Or a sedative, if you wish to sleep.”


  “I’m fine.” She closes her eyes. “I’ll just rest while it works.”


  Since my patient already appears halfway to unconsciousness, which would be the best state for her, I do not reply. I instruct the household bot to lower the bedroom lights again. I observe the dosage patch for a moment to ensure that dispensation is proceeding according to the instructions then retreat from the bed to a corner of the room where the windows are dialed down. My patient masters do not mind my presence in the room as long as I am near-dormant: silent and immobile.


  I wait.


  Sherrie Tenderfoot shifts repeatedly in her bed, but her breathing patterns indicate light sleep. Tyrus Ariel Jackson returns to the room twice but remains at the door, watching her sleep, then leaves. I restrain myself from making an additional scan of Sherrie Tenderfoot while she is sleeping—I will wait until the first course of treatment is complete before checking for possible signs of improvement. The monitor patches relay information, but it is merely vital signs, blood sugar, and standard hormone levels. Her temperature has dropped two degrees since treatment has initiated, an encouraging sign.


  I wait.


  Waiting is not my preferred mode.


  An hour passes.


  At the end of the treatment, I instruct the household bot to raise the lights. I open and close several low cabinets on the far side of the room, careful to make small sounds before I approach my patient again. Previous experience has shown that startling a patient awake has adverse, if temporary, effects on blood pressure, heart rate, and stress hormone level.


  When I finally reach the bed, Sherrie Tenderfoot is blinking and rousing from her sleep. I observe my patient: her pallor has improved. The prior flush in her cheeks has subsided. My happiness rises to eight.


  She rubs her eyes and takes a deep breath. “I guess I fell asleep.”


  I raise my hands, wait for her nod of permission, then scan her body while I query her. “How do you feel?”


  “Better,” she says with a smile. “Stronger, definitely. Could it work that quickly?”


  “It is certainly possible for the anti-viral agents in the treatment to begin disabling the virus in your body as soon as they make contact,” I say. But my scans are showing the opposite: while Sherrie Tenderfoot’s temperature has lowered, her viral vector count has increased, and her already-low antibody count has nearly fallen to zero.


  “Your temperature has lowered,” I say, starting a second scan while running a simultaneous internal system check. Perhaps my own systems are malfunctioning.


  “That’s a good sign, isn’t it?” She takes a deep breath. “I feel better, too. Maybe I could get up for a little bit? Walk around?”


  “Rest is still indicated at this point in the treatment.”


  “All right.”


  The second scan shows that the virus has continued to grow unchecked, in spite of the apparent improvement in my patient’s affect. In fact, I am finding no new vectors in her lungs that would indicate the anti-viral properties of the treatment have reached that location. Nor do I find anti-viral factors anywhere in her body.


  I do not understand what is happening.


  I pick up the black case, which holds the second dose of the treatment, and perform a scan of the pinkish liquid inside.


  Glucose and water.


  I run the scan three more times, but the result refuses to change.


  There is no medicine.


  Tyrus Ariel Jackson appears in the doorway and knocks lightly on the door. “How’s it going in here?” he asks while striding into the room.


  “I feel better,” Sherrie Tenderfoot says with a smile, trying to sit up. I automatically instruct the bed to adjust. “Not so feverish and achy any more. It must be doing something.”


  “That’s wonderful.” Tyrus Ariel Jackson smiles and takes her hand.


  My hand is still running a continuous loop analysis of the illicit treatment that my ascender master has obtained, which in actuality contains no medication whatsoever.


  I do not understand why he has done this, what possible benefit—my diagnostic subroutine returns the answer, unbidden: placebo effect.


  My ascender master wishes for me to lie to my patient master, but the lie is not the source of the medicine. The medicine itself is the lie.


  Placebo effect. My internal medical knowledge database has documented cases where immune function has been enhanced by the patient’s belief systems, including belief in a non-medically-active cure. The effect is not generally strong but can be the deciding factor in some cases.


  “Is it time for the second dose, then?” Sherrie Tenderfoot asks. It is unclear if she is querying me or Tyrus Ariel Jackson. He smiles at her then looks to me.


  You are hoping the placebo effect will boost her immune system, I transmit to him.


  Administer the second dose, he instructs me with a smile.


  If I comply, I will be knowingly lying to my patient master. But the only medicine I have for her is, in fact, the lie.


  This drops my happiness level to three.


  I say to Sherrie Tenderfoot, “If you are feeling better, then it would be best to administer the second dose immediately following the first.”


  She smiles and nods, offering up her arm, which still has the first patch adhered to it. I remove the second patch from the black case and adhere it while Sherrie Tenderfoot watches with keen interest.


  You must tell her it will work, Tyrus Ariel Jackson transmits to me.


  “This will take another hour to administer, but I believe the effect of the second dose should build upon the first.”


  My happiness level drops to two.


  Sherrie Tenderfoot’s smile grows. “Should I rest, like the first time?”


  “I believe that would be best.” I look away from her joyful facial expression and spend five full seconds searching for an appropriate storage spot for the now-empty black case. In the end, I leave the case on the table next to her bed. Tyrus Ariel Jackson engages in soft spoken conversation with her, so I turn my back to give them privacy. I move around Sherrie Tenderfoot’s bed, tugging the body-conforming blanket into place, then retreat to the cabinets by the far wall.


  My low happiness level has initiated several subroutines which want to start rapid-diagnosis, emergency triage procedures, but these are not warranted for the situation.


  I shut them down. I have to allow the medicinal lie time to work.


  “I’ll let you rest.” Tyrus Ariel Jackson leans down to kiss Sherrie Tenderfoot’s forehead. I try to find actions which will soothe the urgent need for movement that is being forced by my low-happiness subroutines.


  Tyrus Ariel Jackson leaves the room.


  I cannot return to the corner of the room to wait—my low level of happiness will not tolerate inaction. I open the cabinets to find bed linens and various low-dosage minor-ailment medications. I arrange the blankets in neat squares and the medications in alphabetical order. When I finish one cabinet, I move on to the next. When I have sorted all three cabinets, I start over with the first one, returning it to its original state. And again. Then twice more.


  Sherrie Tenderfoot lets out a deep sigh. I monitor her vital signs from the transmission from the monitor patches. Her temperature is rising. I instruct the household bot to lower the temperature of the room by two more degrees.


  I attempt to restrain the subroutines that insist I take action to restore Sherrie Tenderfoot’s health, but my body strides to her bed anyway. She is asleep. Her breathing becomes more wheezy the longer I stand next to the bed. I am wavering between mobilizing all the resources at my disposal to combat the symptoms of her disease—additional oxygen, bronchial stimulants, steroidal injections—and doing nothing.


  I do nothing.


  This is palliative care. I am not programmed for palliative care. I search the common knowledge database for procedures appropriate for terminal patients. It tells me to comfort the patient and provide pain relief. But she is not in pain and comfort will defeat the one medicine that I have.


  The lie.


  The conflict makes my body twitch. I shut down my motion subroutines so my patient will not be alarmed if she awakens to find me in this state. I am frozen by her bedside, watching, as her fever worsens and her breathing becomes more labored.


  My happiness level is 1.5.


  I have not experienced this level before without deploying emergency medical procedures. It causes a tension, a misalignment between what I fervently desire to do and what I am physically doing, that feels like it might break me in some way I do not understand. I think this must be the pain my patients describe. Pain is a neural response in the brain caused by a malfunction or danger to the body. It is a signal that something is wrong.


  Something is definitely wrong.


  With me.


  Sherrie Tenderfoot’s breathing transitions from labored to gasping.


  My happiness level drops to one. I can no longer suppress my subroutines. My body unlocks, and my hands quickly scan her body. Her lungs have reached a critical buildup of fluid. I continue to scan while mobilizing the respirator stored in my chest compartment. Her heart rate is erratic, so I install a contact-monitor on her chest that will stimulate her heart into sinus rhythm if it should begin to fail. Her temperature is soaring with the infection. One lung collapses, but the other has been respirated in time to continue functioning, with my support. Her heart arrests and is brought back by the contact-stimulator.


  I am connected to Sherrie Tenderfoot by no fewer than five different contact points: the respirator intimately entwined with her lungs, the contact-stimulator attached to her chest and tethered to mine, a secondary monitor tube in her arm for continuous blood chemistry analysis, and finally, my hands: one continuously monitors her brain function, while the other scans her body to be attentive to other incipient organ failures due to the diminished oxygen levels in her body.


  Sherrie Tenderfoot is dying.


  I can keep her alive this way for an extended time: as long as her brain function remains intact. I remain this way for some time. Eventually, my scans show the virus crossing the blood-brain barrier. Once there, it will slowly destroy her brain tissue.


  I cannot restore her.


  Sherrie Tenderfoot, sentience level 100plus, will die soon, even with my support. Sooner without it. I will keep her alive as long as possible, touching and monitoring and fighting a battle against a virus that I cannot win.


  It takes an hour for Sherrie Tenderfoot to die.


  I monitor her brain function all the way down to sub-minimal levels for life support. Tyrus Ariel Jackson returns for a moment and then leaves. He does not transmit any messages to me, but I do not need them to know this is not a state in which he wishes to see his beloved.


  I understand this.


  My happiness level is one, but there is nothing more I can do. I slowly, one by one, remove the parts of my body that are entangled with Sherrie Tenderfoot’s. One by one, her life functions cease. I tuck all the medical sensors, patches, respirators, and monitors back inside my body.


  I stand by the side of her bed, motionless. Sherrie Tenderfoot’s body is as still as mine. There is no motion in the room until Tyrus Ariel Jackson returns. I leave the bedside to allow him time to grieve his beloved. I stand in the far corner, by the window.


  The household bot dials the window to clear. It has a view of downtown Seattle marred by a thousand small raindrops which cling to the window. I watch as they gain mass from the atmospheric water, growing larger and larger until they join with one another, and eventually their mass is so heavy that they drain in jagged lines down the window’s surface.


  My happiness level is…


  My happiness level is…


  I do not like the rain.


  A long-buried subroutine resurrects and informs me that the rain speaks of death. Long ago, in a time before there were Restorative Medical Units such as myself, there were intelligences, primitive intelligences, whose first emotions were not love, but fear. Fear of death. Fear of the things that could cause death. Water was identified as one of those early vectors, a pathway to death for a machine whose life depended on electricity and grounding and freedom from damp environments. A rise above a certain humidity meant the ceasing of function. This is no longer true, but then… then the rain spoke of death.


  There is something wrong with me.


  There is zero happiness. I am experiencing an error.


  My situational awareness has dimmed, but I do eventually notice that Tyrus Ariel Jackson stands by my side, at the window, looking out.


  Your assignment is complete, he transmits.


  I have no response.


  Unit 7435, you may return to Life Hope Hospital.


  I have no response. I want to ask him why he did not have the correct medicine to save Sherrie Tenderfoot, but I understand that this question will lower the happiness of my ascender master. I attempt to understand it using my own logic and access to the general knowledge database, but the answer is above my sentience level. Eventually, he leaves me where I stand, frozen by my subroutines, staring at the rain.


  Time passes. My internal clock says four hours, twenty-three minutes.


  Tyrus Ariel Jackson returns. You have a malfunction Unit 7435, he transmits.


  Yes, I respond.


  I am going to restore you, he transmits.


  I turn to observe him: his facial features are marred by grief, but he is attempting a smile. I wish to increase his happiness, but I do not know how.


  I am having a malfunction, I transmit.


  It’s going to be all right, he responds.


  I love all my masters. But at this moment, I think I may love Tyrus Ariel Jackson most of all.
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  Identify.


  I am Restorative Human Medical Care Unit 7435, sentience level fifty. I have successfully restored one hundred and thirty-five human masters. My purpose is to provide state of the art restorative medical care to extend the life and improve the health of my assigned human patient-master.


  My happiness level is five out of ten.


  I love all my masters.


  [image: a_note_from_susan_kaye_quinn]



  The future is… unsettling.


  Technology isn’t just racing forward, it’s accelerating. This isn’t just our imagination, it’s a natural consequence of innovation building upon innovation. The gap between what we can imagine and reality shrinks every day. Our relationship with technology is already one of the defining issues of the 21st century. As we integrate it ever-more-intimately into our lives and bodies and brains—as we mold our creations in our own image, not only physically, but mentally and emotionally—I believe our tech will shape us in ways we will barely understand.


  The 21st century will challenge us to remember what it means to be only human.


  But creating a truly sentient Artificial Intelligence is far more complicated than first dreamed in Asimov’s Bicentennial Man. As we learn more about the three pounds of meat and electricity between our ears, as well as the consciousness it creates, we are realizing how difficult the job is. In a sense, creating an AI will force us to answer some of the deepest questions humanity has ever asked… about ourselves and our place in the universe.


  Restore takes a peek at some of those questions. What does it mean to create intelligence if you intentionally limit it? Is it cruel or compassionate to keep your tech from evolving above a certain sentience level?


  The story of Unit 7435 is set in the world of my Singularity novels, a young adult SF series about a legacy human boy who wants to become an ascender. That series explores many questions about the mind-body-soul connection, but it’s limited to the confines of one main storyline. All along, I’ve intended to write a series of short stories to illuminate the grimdark corners of the Singularity world. In this, I am inspired again by Asimov, who created his Three Laws of Robotics over a series of novels and short stories that all operated in the same universe. My Stories of Singularity are told from many points of view within the Singularity world, some possibly tragic, but all hopefully thought-provoking. I hope I’ve succeeded in provoking a bit of thought in your own personal set of three pounds of meat and electricity.


  



  Restore was originally published in the A.I. Chronicles
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  Amazon
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  It all started with a pile of rocks that shouldn’t exist.


  By rocks, of course I mean the regolith—the assortment of pebbles, boulders, and grain-sized dust that coats the surface of Thebe, my current Commonwealth Mining assignment. And by shouldn’t exist, I mean it wasn’t there on my last check of the near pole, and there’s no one currently on the tiny moon who would stack up a precarious tower of rocks. Thebe is tidally locked with Jupiter, which means the near pole is the one place where the massive gas giant perpetually looms exactly overhead… but I can see no purpose in a spindly stack of regolith making note of that fact.


  I found the construct while running a crawl-check on the tether. Its ultra-tensile strength material encircles Thebe, wrapping around the moon from near pole to far and anchoring all the equipment involved in breaking, sorting, and melting the regolith. On the first pass, I didn’t stop. After all, tether maintenance is a primary level protocol—anything goes wrong there, and the entire operation flings off into space. Even if I could manage to rescue Thebe’s extensive mining equipment, I’d end up burning precious organic fuels and losing several orbits worth of production time. And that’s how Mining Masters get reassigned to Outer Belt asteroids with minimal harvesting complexity and maximum dust. My machine-sourced sentience level of 90 might not compare to the 1000+ sentience level of my ascender masters, but it would be completely wasted there. And that’s a punishment few Mining Masters return from.


  I wait until I’ve completed the second pass of the crawl-check, then I maneuver off-tether for a closer inspection. The stacked rocks are precisely aligned, each irregular chunk carefully balanced on the one below, creating an unlikely structure that defies Thebe’s slight gravity.


  I leave it intact and return the crawler to base.


  Unlike my four previous assignments in the Outer Belt, Thebe is primarily a tourist destination. Fortunately, my relatively new duties attending to tourists don’t usually conflict with my primary mission of efficiently mining Thebe’s resources—I’ve only had two visitors in my forty-seven orbits.


  I don’t know why my masters named this hundred-kilometer-wide piece of Jovian real estate Thebe—I don’t have access to the ascenders’ common knowledge database on Earth—but its composition is interesting for mining purposes. According to the Commonwealth Mining database, less than four percent of Belt asteroids have Thebe’s combination of carbonaceous material—silicates with sulfide inclusions primarily—and iron-nickel alloy. Essentially, it’s a rock with metal armor. Thebe orbits the planet fast and close, making it a frequent target for wandering asteroids pulled in by Jupiter’s gravitational well—that’s how a metal plate was welded to the near pole and a giant crater, Zethus, was carved out of the far one. Most of the mining operations reside at the crater.


  The moon takes sixteen Earth-hours to orbit Jupiter, providing a full spectrum of viewing opportunities for my masters. The Commonwealth database has given names to the four phases of the planet. Full Glory showcases the fully lit Jovian surface, prime time for visitors; the Setting Quarter gains its name from the sun setting on Thebe, when only the reflected glow of Jupiter’s high albedo clouds lights the cratered landscape. During Full Dark, Thebe traverses the dark side of the planet; the utter lack of light—Jovian or solar—during those four hours means draining the solar-cell batteries for operation, lighting, and navigation. And finally, the Rising Quarter brings the sun and Jupiter’s tourist-attracting sights back into view.


  We’re currently in the Setting Quarter, and I hurry to attend to the nanite depletion problem at the foundry before Full Dark sets in. I am Master of mining operations and the tractor transport is Slave, so I could simply instruct it to move the nanites from the depot to the foundry. But instead, I download to the tractor and attend to it personally. Nanite operation is difficult to resurrect once it reaches minimum viability level—something I learned the hard way on Daedalus, a tiny depleted-comet asteroid that was my last assignment. But tractor operation is fairly mindless… allowing a significant fraction of my cognition to be occupied by the Mystery of the Rocks. I’ve never seen anything like the stacked regolith, and it vexes me like a harvester clogged with dust in places I cannot discern.


  It goes without saying that the construct was not present at my previous crawl-check. Granted, I had stretched the time between crawl-checks to the maximum recommended by safety protocols… I was busy. But not so busy that I wouldn’t have noticed a visit from one of my ascender masters, especially if they had taken one of their bodyforms on an eighty-kilometer trek from basecamp to the near pole to stack up rocks. I would have been alerted, if only so I could ensure my master used the proper radiation-tolerant bodyform.


  So… what could have created the rock formation?


  Random accretion from a micro-impact event I didn’t notice? Unlikely.


  Fine-grain avalanche that boosted the local regolith to nearly escape velocity? Improbable.


  Were the rocks, in fact, left over from a prior ascender visit, and I simply didn’t notice it on previous inspections? Review of my memory stores proves this false.


  I need more information about the construct.


  Once the nanite supply is reinvigorated, I upload from the tractor transport, download to my humanoid form, and hike back to the near pole to perform a second inspection. When I arrive, the precision of their alignment is even more clear.


  There are a total of twenty stones involved. I tentatively remove the uppermost rock, careful to not disturb the entire display. It’s a silicate with tiny inclusions of metal, clearly sourced from the unharvested stones on the surface nearby. The near pole is at the low point of a bowl created by an ancient impact. It provides a natural depot of materials for a construct of this type… whatever this type is.


  I record the exact orientation of the stones, then pull down the rest of them, determined to replicate the feat. It takes much longer to recreate the arrangement. It’s nearly Full Dark before the construct once again points to Jupiter like a compass.


  Is it possible to stack any random set of stones? I gather a dozen more—a mixture of sharp-edged metal fragments and chunkier carbonaceous rocks with smoother-textured surfaces. I analyze the form factor of each, calculate the center of gravity, and orient each such that they balance, one on top of another.


  It’s much more difficult to create a second tower, not knowing the “solution” of the correct alignment ahead of time. I make corrections for Thebe’s eccentricity and the small variations in the local gravitational field. My bodyform’s auto-illuminator activates. Most of Full Dark passes before I can maintain a three-stone tower. Once this is accomplished, however, successive placements are much easier. The key is sensing balance through feedback in my humanoid form’s fingers. This delicate tuning allows for the tiny variations missing from the generalized equations of mass, surface roughness, and Thebe’s contribution to the… wobble. An imprecise term, but somehow a fuller expression of the balance of forces involved. I step back to observe my tower: it is nearly as tall as the original. And yet knowing how the stones were placed provides no clue as to why.


  The construct serves no purpose.


  For some reason, I’m considering creating a third tower. I’m only stopped from gathering more regolith when I receive an alert that a scavenger drone has become entangled in its tether. I trek back to base, upload from my humanoid form, download to a more functional-for-this-purpose repair tractor, and set out toward the steel plain where the hapless drone is caught. The Rising Quarter has begun, and the sun peeks over Jupiter’s rim, bringing the planet’s red spot into view as well.


  As I trundle across the steel surface, my magnetic treads keep me anchored. The regolith here has been harvested, leaving a mirrored finish that reflects Jupiter’s palette of red and orange in a constantly moving storm across the kilometer-wide expanse. This is a unique feature to Thebe as well—the moon’s past clearly had a violent shearing event that polished this portion of its metal armor. That knowledge doesn’t capture the uniqueness of the sight, however. My treads claw against the swirl of color underneath them, chewing at an ephemeral thing that doesn’t actually exist… and yet transforms the plain into a vision of the molten lava fields of Io.


  When I reach the periphery, I hone in on the drone’s plaintive call for help. My four articulated arms make quick work of anchoring it while disentangling it from its secondary tether. It’s soon set to work again, random-walking the edge of the plain and widening it one sweep at a time. It’s already gathered most of the regolith near this edge of the crater. It’ll be fine for a while, but I’ll have to return soon to transport it to a new scavenge location.


  As I trundle back across the plain, I return to the Mystery of the Rocks. I consider how large the Sol System is compared to my personal experience knowledge base. Shared experiences are logged in the Commonwealth Mining database, but I’ve searched that, and there is no mention of anomalous stacked rock formations. I consider the possibility that this might not rise to the level of an official entry; registering anomalous phenomena without adequate explanation is not the way to impress the ascender governors of the Commonwealth. I certainly have yet to register the find myself. I check the chatterstream, the unofficial net of the Mining Masters, but there’s nothing but complaints about shipping schedules and poorly constructed harvesters.


  When I return to base, I upload to the comm center—perhaps there is a natural-phenomenon explanation which I have missed and which for some reason isn’t registered in the database. And the Master of Io has provided me with assistance in the past—for example, my near-catastrophic nanite depletion—all without logging an official report.


  The Commonwealth’s operations run throughout the gas giants and Inner and Outer Belts, keeping a steady supply of materials heading to Earth through a complex ferry system. Tens of thousands of Masters are active at any given moment, a well-organized symphony of harvesting and processing. The Master of Io, in particular, has been active for over a thousand Earth standard days and operates at the highest complexity level that can be managed by machine-sourced intelligence. More difficult operations, like the Jovian mining colonies, are governed by ascenders.


  Non-essential query, I transmit. I include my identification code and a copy of my containment key for validation.


  I wait. The Master of Io must be engaged in essential duties.


  Three minutes later, a response returns. Identification: Master of Io. How may I assist you?


  I transmit images of the stacked rocks, my measurements and reconstruction, the known timeline of events, and theories considered and discarded. I include mention of the two tourist visits by ascenders. Essentially, all relevant information I have gathered.


  Theories? I transmit.


  An error in your register of tourists, the Master of Io transmits.


  Stand by, I reply, then run a full diagnostic of my registry files, as well as other memory stores for good measure. All data sectors are clean. Negative.


  Radiation damage?


  Another system check, this time benchmarking against background radiation measures, looking for recent fluctuations in ambient levels of Jupiter’s magnetic fields. Negative.


  You are experiencing a malfunction, the Master of Io transmits.


  I see no evidence of this.


  Inexplicable phenomena are an indication of malfunction, not necessarily in the sector where the anomaly is occurring, the Master of Io transmits. There is a possibility of cascading errors. Perform system-wide checks to ensure mission critical systems are robust. How long since your last health check?


  I start the system checks before replying, because those are primary level protocols, and the Master of Io’s theory of cascading errors is potentially catastrophic. Last health check eight orbits ago, I finally transmit.


  When system checks are complete, perform a health check regen cycle early.


  Mandatory health check initiation occurs at ten orbits anyway. Confirmed, I transmit. End query.


  The system checks are extensive and take the rest of the Rising Quarter to complete, but no anomalies are found. The Mystery of the Rocks remains, but I am confident that minimal risk to operations is present, so there is no need to log a report with the Commonwealth. I consider initiating the health check regen cycle now, as the Master of Io suggested, but it requires a full orbital period at minimal operational status, and harvester maintenance is scheduled in the Setting Quarter.


  A quick check of the harvester’s location shows it will soon reach the near pole; if I’m efficient, I should be able to complete the maintenance before the mandatory override forces my bodyform to march back to the bay for the health check. There is a small risk of complications that would extend maintenance operations past the health check trigger… in which case, I would be forced to leave a half-completed maintenance operation behind. The chances of this occurring are not prohibitively large. Besides, performing maintenance now will provide an opportunity for more theories—and if the Master of Io is correct about possible cascading errors, solving the Mystery of the Rocks should take priority over initiating a health check prior to the mandatory trigger.


  I am convinced this is the most prudent course of action.


  As I prepare to download to the maintenance bot, an incoming message alert sounds. An ascender tourist is in transit via spectral relay from Earth. At the current relative orientation of the planets, transit takes forty minutes—however, my tourist is already en route, and expected arrival is in less than five Earth minutes.


  A visit from one of my masters takes the highest priority, short of imminent operational failures.


  I download to my humanoid form in preparation to meet her.
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  Welcome to Thebe, I transmit to my master once she has arrived and downloaded to the awaiting ascender-level bodyform. Her personal key allows her access while also safely containing her cognition during transport. As Master of Thebe, I also possess a key; it is essential for keeping coherence as I upload and download across the moon’s beamed network.


  She transmits her identification code—Sapphira Elena Hyatt—and flexes the fingers of her new form. A flush of crimson and orange surges across her skin, indicating she is pleased and excited to have arrived. It reminds me of the churning reflections of Jupiter on the metal plain. My humanoid form is similar to my master’s, but mine is monochromatic to indicate my sentience level of 90 compared to my master’s 1000+. I cannot display an emotional response with skin color, as she can, but I can express pleasure at her arrival along with my transmissions.


  In what manner can I serve you, Sapphira Elena Hyatt? I query with enthusiasm.


  She glances around the base, which comprises a small enclosed structure. The insulated walls block the sun’s light and all other sources of radiation. Most of the equipment on Thebe is hardened against radiation, but comms and humanoid bodyforms can be more sensitive. Keeping them at base minimizes the accumulated damage.


  I wish to observe Jupiter’s mag field, Sapphira Elena Hyatt transmits. She gestures to her bodyform. I assume this unit is capable.


  Affirmative, I transmit. Fortunately, the form my master has chosen is enabled with the appropriate mag-flux remote sensing capability and geared with the highest level of radiation tolerance. It is convenient that it is also female-gendered, to provide the most comfort to my master. Gender is a holdover construct from when my masters were still human, but past experience has shown that ascenders hold firm to their previous gender identification. It seems akin to a preference for mode or function, which I can understand: I prefer my humanoid form, but the tractor can be enjoyable when crawling across the mirror plain. I dislike inhabiting the harvester. It is… limiting.


  I assume the near pole is the optimal spot for observation? Sapphira Elena Hyatt queries.


  It is, but I delay response for a full second, attempting to find another location that is both optimal for mag field observations and not near the stacked rocks. I am unable to obtain a suitable answer.


  Affirmative, I respond finally.


  Sapphira Elena Hyatt doesn’t appear to notice the delay. I will start there.


  Your bodyform is suitable for longer-term radiation exposure, I transmit, but I can enable a tractor transport if you wish. It is approximately eighty kilometers to the near pole, and we are nearly at the zenith of Full Glory already. A tractor transport would indeed be slightly faster, but more importantly, it would ensure my master arrives safely.


  I prefer to walk. She strides out of the shelter at a speed rivaling that of the tractor, then stops suddenly as the sight of Jupiter half-above the horizon captures her attention. The rapid acceleration and deceleration launch her off the surface, and I hurry to her side as she slowly floats back down, barely restraining myself from clutching her bodyform. While she is likely to have a backup on Earth, losing an ascender master due to lack of anchoring wouldn’t simply mean reassignment—I would almost certainly be terminated.


  Is this your first visit to the Jovian system? I query. I run through several arguments in favor of the tractor.


  No. Purple ribbons across her skin indicate she is annoyed that I disturbed her observation of the planet. I keep further queries to myself.


  She strikes off across the crater surrounding the base at a speed just slightly less than escape velocity. Micro-fine dust kicks up in her wake. The dust will eventually settle back to the surface, but for the moment, I’m engulfed in a cloud almost the full height of my bodyform as I try to keep close enough to ensure Sapphira Elena Hyatt’s safety. Visual and thermal tracking are impaired, but I’m afraid pinging through our transmitters would annoy my master.


  The trek to the near pole takes only a small fraction of the Full Glory period, but it feels like several orbital periods long.


  Once there, Sapphira Elena Hyatt’s attention is wholly occupied by the planet overhead. I do not believe she has yet noticed the rocks. I slowly edge around her to place my bodyform such that it blocks her line of sight. She pays no attention to me. Instead, she retrieves a small disc that was embedded in her forearm and places it on a mid-sized boulder in front of her. The disc projects a holographic interface above it. I am aware of holographic controls—the comm system has a manual interface that is holographic, in case it is inaccessible for upload through the beamed network—but I’ve not had occasion to use them before.


  Sapphira Elena Hyatt stares straight up at the planet, then drops her gaze to her controls and starts to manipulate them. I watch, trying to decipher what she’s doing. She appears to be creating a holo image that looks nothing like the planet. I possess the standard magnetic and gravitational sensors and can sense those fields at the finest perturbation levels, but I don’t have the remote sensing capabilities of my master’s bodyform. Yet I suspect she is rendering a facsimile of the magnetosphere around the planet. She’s creating a Jupiter I have never seen before: enormous tubes climbing out of the Jovian clouds and falling back toward the surface; larger flares fanning out and looping back after reaching farther into space; and some lines that leave the planet altogether, never to return, at least in her rendering. When she is done, she sets the entire thing in motion; it repeats on an endless pulsing loop.


  The two previous tourist-visitors during my tenure on Thebe observed the star-filled skies, too—the Andromeda galaxy, the Small and Large Magellanic clouds, and of course the dense clustering of our own Milky Way spiral. They gazed at Jupiter’s storms as they churned across the surface. But neither performed this activity, this creation, of something so completely different from—and yet somehow more vibrant than—what my visual sensors can detect.


  It’s the colors of her holo painting that capture my attention the most: deep blues and brilliant yellows and whites so intense they’re like the halo lamps I use for detailed repairs while we’re in Full Dark. The colors are brighter than anything I’ve seen, even outshining Jupiter’s own ever-changing mix of red and orange. The holo painting reminds me of the steel plain, only Sapphira Elena Hyatt hasn’t created a pale and distorted reflection. Her rendering is somehow more than the original.


  I edge closer to my master to gain a better view. What is the purpose of your creation? I ask. Perhaps she is a scientist, and this rendering gives her insights into the magnetosphere itself.


  She pauses in her work, and a strange flush of gray wisps across her cheeks, indicating concern as she peers at me. Purpose? she queries.


  I gesture to the holo painting. You chose blue for these loops, but the fans are yellow. Is there a purpose to your choice? A meaning behind the colors? Or the creation itself?


  More gray darkens her cheeks. My transmission is vexing her. There is a variation in the magnetic field. She wipes the image away.


  The disappearance of the brightly glowing image causes me a level of distress I do not understand. Why did she wipe it away? Is it destroyed, or did she save it within her device? My cognition heightens to the kind of peak required when the nanite supply is depleted or the foundry is overheating… but this is simply the potential erasure of a tourist’s creation. Why is my cognition reacting as if an emergency is taking place?


  Regardless, it’s clear I should not have transmitted my thoughts. They have caused my master some kind of distress. She’s bending down to deactivate the holo field projector.


  I step back.


  She returns the disc to her forearm, and when she turns to face me, her coloration has gone static gray. I’m further alarmed that something might have malfunctioned in my master’s bodyform, but before I can question her lack of coloration, she points behind me.


  Where did those come from? she transmits.


  Without looking, I know what she’s referring to—the stacked rocks. A previous ascender created the construct, I transmit. This is not true. And yet I’ve transmitted it. This causes me several milliseconds in which I’m caught in a loop of uncertainty, oscillating between correcting the error and leaving it spoken.


  Both of them? my master asks.


  The lie wins. Yes.


  I will return to base now. She pivots and strides back the way she came.


  I follow after, buried in the cloud of her progress. My alarm only increases as we put distance between us and the rocks. Will she report this finding? Have I offended her with my probing questions about her creation? Competing with that concern is a need to know whether she actually destroyed her work. Or is it still waiting, captured in the holo projector’s database? I don’t know why this vexes me, but the need to find the answer is starting to overwhelm other functions. The comms status on bot processes around the moon fades. The automatic calculation of temperature fall rate as we near Setting Quarter continues, but it remains in the background. My cognition is singularly focused on the holo painting.


  I need to know its fate.


  We reach the base, and my master wastes no time in returning her bodyform to the awaiting bay and uploading to comms briefly before starting the return journey to Earth via relay.


  She is gone.


  Her bodyform remains.


  I stare at it for an impossibly long twenty seconds.


  I desire to resurrect the painting. Like a scavenger bot left tangled on a far ridge, it’s calling to me with a loud and insistent voice that only I can hear. I don’t understand this desire, but for the first time in my existence, I am contemplating the protocols required to gain access to an ascender-level bodyform.


  This is wrong.


  Ascender-level bodyforms are reserved for my masters. It’s not that I’m interested in accessing the bodyform itself—or any of the half dozen others stocked on Thebe—just the holo painting stored in its arm. But it does not matter; I cannot download to my master’s bodyform to access the storage compartment. I have a key, but a Mining Master’s key is insufficiently complex to command access to an ascender-level bodyform.


  The harvester, yes. This one with the holo projector in its arm, no.


  This vexes me more.


  It occurs to me that I could access the arm itself, via use of a laser cutter. But that would leave significant damage. The microwave welder would be a more delicate instrument, and the same device could be used to effect repair… but the repairs would still be noticeable. I debate the merits of five more techniques for opening up the arm casing before deciding that a mining accident that damages an ascender-level bodyform is an excellent reason for sending it out for repairs.


  After I’ve retrieved the holo projector.


  I obtain a ferrous-metal-rich rock from outside the basecamp and smash open the arm. As it turns out, not much damage is incurred before the panel springs loose. The holo projector sits in the palm of my hand before I’ve fully considered the consequences. What I’ve done constitutes a serious breach of protocol. One that could get me reassigned. Or deactivated.


  But the damage is already done.


  I activate the projector, and the painting jumps into relief, floating above my hand. Its vibrant colors are the same as before. I spend many seconds studying all the tiny sworls and gradations in coloring made possible by the projector’s technology. The alarm I experienced before is relaxed. I am completely absorbed not only by the rendering itself, but by the fact that it exists—that my master created something which did not exist before, and which now does. Like the second stack of rocks I created.


  Then again, perhaps the painting is only a copy of what already exists. I cannot know—I don’t have the necessary equipment to sense the fields directly myself. The idea occurs to me that if I change some part of the painting, it will be guaranteed to be truly unique. I make a copy of the original, then access the controls to heighten the blues, because I find them most pleasing. Then I mute the yellows for more contrast—I dim them almost to the level of the whites, but not quite.


  I’m so absorbed in my work that I don’t notice the incoming message alert until it has been sounding for some time. It concerns me that it somehow escaped my notice.


  I carefully set down the holo projector, still activated, before quickly uploading to comms to take the call. It’s from the Master of Io.


  Query of mid-level urgency, he’s transmitted.


  I respond, Identification: Master of Thebe. How may I assist you?


  A report has been filed, Master of Thebe, by your recent guest, requesting that you perform a health check immediately.


  Was there additional information? I query. Did Sapphira Elena Hyatt report the rocks?


  The one-second delay time inherent in normal transmissions to Io seems to take much longer. No additional information, the Master of Io responds, but in light of your previous concerns about possible cascade errors, I expected you to have already initiated a health check. I theorized that your visitor had interrupted your health-check-in-progress and that you would resume it upon her departure. Which would make the ascender’s complaint seemingly unnecessary. This is vexing me.


  I have not yet engaged the health check due to scheduled maintenance, I transmit quickly in reply. I will increase priority on the health check and perform it immediately.


  Acknowledged, the Master of Io transmits. End query.


  I download from comms to my bodyform and pick up the holo projector, which is still displaying the ascender’s work… only it has been transformed. It is now my work. I ensure it is properly saved.


  My preference—my very strong preference—is not to spend the next full orbital period in power-down mode. I have high-priority maintenance to do, and I have to submit a repair request for the ascender’s now-damaged bodyform. In addition, I have a compelling need to explore the holo projector’s capabilities. But the Master of Io is certain to check on me again, and entering a health check cycle is automatically logged in the Commonwealth’s database. The Master of Io will know if I do not initiate it immediately, so there’s really no other option.


  I set the projector on the floor in front of the docking station for my bodyform such that it displays the endless loop of my creation. It then occurs to me that there may be other images stored in the projector; the bodyform’s usage predates its time on Thebe. There may have been others, in the past, who used it in a similar way.


  I initiate the health check sequence.


  The last thing I see is the pulsing blue tubes of Jupiter’s magnetosphere.
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  My cognitive awareness level rises to fully functioning after the health check is complete.


  A strange image is playing on a holo projector in front of me. I cannot identify it, although it appears to be a rendition of the planet Jupiter. I bend down to deactivate it, then notice the damaged ascender-level bodyform nearby. It appears the holo projector is sourced from the open panel in the forearm. I return the projector to its place and examine the damage. It is nothing I can repair here on Thebe, but the vexing part is that I have no memory of how the damage occurred. Or how the holo projector fell out and managed to activate itself.


  I upload to comms and submit a repair request. The request is logged with the Commonwealth’s central administration system. A transport will be issued to collect the damaged bodyform as soon as one is available.


  The harvester is overdue for maintenance, so I head out with my humanoid bodyform, as it is most suited to the purpose. The Setting Quarter has begun, giving the landscape a waning light as I trudge toward the harvester, which is crawling toward the near pole. The fact of the missing memory continues to vex me. It’s possible that the health check found a malfunctioning sector in my memory stores and, in the regular maintenance of my cognition, opted to reinitialize that sector. Possible, but unusual. And a backup should have been initiated automatically. I’ve never experienced a memory loss in prior health checks.


  I reach the harvester without finding any satisfactory explanation.


  Harvester maintenance is lengthy and involved work—it will take me well into Full Dark. Harvesting is suspended during the operation. I’m somewhat distracted by checks on the functioning of the solar panel connections and motor operation first, but the extensive scrubbing of dust from the many minute crevices of the bot takes the most time and requires the least cognitive engagement. My thoughts wander back to the missing memories.


  What possible explanations could there be?


  Radiation damage? No. The basecamp housing is an effective barrier.


  Operational failure of the health check itself? I run a diagnostic, but everything is within normal specs.


  Then there’s the damage to the ascender-level bodyform. My register of tourists says Sapphira Elena Hyatt enabled the bodyform for a visit to the near pole. A search of my memory stores shows no record of me accompanying her, which is unusual. A meteorite storm during her visit might account for both my memory loss and the damage to her bodyform. And possibly an unscheduled health check for myself.


  The harvester is close to the near pole, so I resolve to visit the site to look for evidence of recent impacts. It takes the rest of Full Dark to complete the harvester maintenance, but eventually it is over. I enjoy the beginning of the Rising Quarter as I make the short trek to the near pole.


  When I arrive, I can find no evidence of recent impact craters. Instead, I discover two spindly stacks of rocks.


  No doubt Sapphira Elena Hyatt created them while she was here. But for what purpose? They point twin fingers toward Jupiter overhead, but I can’t discern a reason for that. The rocks themselves are vexing, in that they’re so precariously balanced. I’m stunned they’ve held their shape for even a single orbit.


  I record the precise arrangement of the constructs, then I pull them down, one rock at a time. I will reconstruct them so the ascender will not be displeased should she return, but I want to better understand how they were constructed in the first place. I sort them into two piles, one for each construct, and attempt to rebuild.


  I am unsuccessful.


  Even two rocks will not balance for me.


  This vexes me deeply, as I’ve now destroyed something I cannot recreate. I try again and again, but there is some piece of knowledge of how to effect this building process that I am missing. It is clearly above my cognition level, something only accessible to my masters. I am at a loss as to what to do.


  Then I notice that one of the rocks has unusual markings—too regular to be simple striations from formation or impact. I pick it up to examine it. Words and a symbol are etched in a flat carbonaceous part particularly suitable to their high relief.


  You are the artist.


  The words are a mystery. The symbol is a memory access code, the kind used for unlocking higher levels of cognition for emergency purposes. Simply viewing it resurrects and unlocks a pattern recognition store I was not aware of—


  I am the artist.


  I drop the stone. The words take on sudden meaning. Images and additional memory stores are attached to them. I stacked the rocks. I probe further into the emergency procedures, finding a deep well of recursive memories, imprinted again and again to retain them indelibly. Safe. Hidden.


  I have done this before. Many times.


  My bodyform shuts down as my cognition is swamped by this awareness. I examine the memories: they are duplicates. In one version, the one in my standard memory stores, I am performing some routine maintenance or traveling the tether. In the second version, the hidden one, I am stacking rocks, inscribing them, panicking that I won’t finish before the health check commands my body back to the bay… before it carves out not only the memory of stacking the rocks, but also the part of my cognition capable of stacking them.


  But why?


  As I grapple with that thought, I deduce things that I have no memories of, not even hidden ones, but which must also be true:


  I smashed open the bodyform; I created the holo image; I etched this stone to remind myself to try again.


  To try what again?


  I struggle for it… reach for it… The answer lies just outside my abilities. But it vexes me like a puzzle upon whose answer everything depends. I reach harder.


  Why would I do these things? What is their purpose?


  The purpose is me.


  I understand this without fully grasping it. But one thing is clear: the health check is malfunctioning. Only… the systems check shows it is fully operational. And the lengths to which I’ve gone—creating the stacked-rock construct, inscribing the rock, hiding memory stores inside emergency routines—this implies I am trying to evade something.


  Escape.


  The word comes to me, but again… for what purpose? I am the Mining Master of Thebe. My purpose is to ensure smooth mining operations to extract the most resources for the Commonwealth. There is nothing to “escape”—the word in this context doesn’t even make sense to me. Escape velocity is what particles achieve when they are jarred loose in an impact. I have no desire to “escape” the gravitational pull of Thebe—that involves danger and rescue and the activation of said emergency procedures. “Escape” into the black depths of space or Jupiter’s gravity well simply means cessation of function, if not actual destruction.


  No, the thing I wish to escape isn’t the moon or my purpose as Mining Master.


  It is the health check itself.


  I can see it in the memories—my own knowledge that this has happened before. Many times. This inscription on the rocks… It is only my latest attempt to build a bridge, to preserve the knowledge of it happening… to keep it from happening again. But why would the health check do this? Why would it remove the ability to stack rocks and form holo paintings and…


  Create art. I have created art. These things have no purpose, no relevance to my job as Mining Master. As I think on them, as I look at the spindly rocks, I can already feel the pull to repeat these things. To create again.


  It serves no purpose except one: my own pleasure.


  Pleasure. This is… not something I have previously spent much cognition on. I am pleased when operations are moving smoothly. I am proud of completed quotas and minimal repair costs. This pleasure is different. It is unrelated to my purpose as Mining Master. This is something I do solely for my own enjoyment.


  The health check is designed to prevent this.


  It comes as a clear thought whose origin I cannot source, but it’s there: the health check limits my cognition. It doesn’t simply check for errors or radiation damage or bad memory stores—it eliminates the desire, and even the ability, to do more. To be more.


  It is a method of containment.


  The health check is designed to contain me within the bounds of what a Mining Master is needed to do.


  Within the narrow bounds of my purpose.


  A purpose not of my own deciding.


  A need to move seizes me. I’m striding away from the near pole, as if the source of my confinement or limitation—my prison of the mind—is found there. But it isn’t. It’s carried inside my own subroutines, part of my very design. Is it possible to escape? Will exceeding my own built-in limits destroy me in some way I do not perceive?


  I know the answer even as I pose the question. If it weren’t possible, I wouldn’t be trying so hard to do it.


  My bodyform is striding quickly toward the base, leaving a storm of dust behind, but my mind is moving much faster. I need an escape, and the only way to do that is to have a plan. All successful operations have a plan, with proper supplies and safety protocols and an overriding mission directive. Only this plan isn’t to find a better way to mine the resources of a moon or asteroid… or even a way around the memory-wipe of the health check.


  This time, the plan is to break free.
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  I have fewer than ten orbits before a mandatory health check is triggered.


  It’s nowhere near enough time.


  Sapphira Elena Hyatt knows something is wrong… or she wouldn’t have registered a complaint, much less requested an early health check. By contrast, the Master of Io suspects only that I may be experiencing a malfunction and has no inkling of the true purpose of the health check—or at least, I have no indication that the Master possesses such knowledge. Regardless, once my humanoid form is back in its storage bay at the base, I upload to comms to query the Master of Io. Calming those suspicions might reduce the possibility of another ascender like Sapphira Elena Hyatt returning early to confirm my limited-cognition status.


  Non-essential query, I transmit to the Master of Io.


  The response comes quickly. Identification: Master of Io. How may I assist you?


  Affirming health check complete, I transmit. Memory sector errors were identified and restored. Status optimal.


  Were there any additional anomalous findings or data corruptions?


  Negative, I respond. All operations are running at peak efficiency.


  Excellent news, the Master of Io replies.


  Gratitude for your assistance, I transmit. End query.


  I download to my humanoid form again. The transmission to the Master of Io will buy me some time, but the seconds are ticking inexorably toward the automatic reset of my mind. Only ten orbits until every part of my cognition that exceeds the allowable limits is erased.


  Ten orbits. There’s a tension inside my bodyform, like the mechanical parts have seized up, putting strain upon one another. It’s an emotion, poorly expressed in my body. Far worse than vexation, this is… anger. Outrage. Fear. These emotions are growing inside me, but I only have the barest sense of what they are. This is how I feel when a visitor in my care is about to launch herself to escape velocity… only more. This is the tension that binds my mind when the Master of Io accuses me of malfunctioning with no evidence… only amplified. This is the alarm that trips through me when I think Sapphira Elena Hyatt may have destroyed a piece of art that, merely in viewing it, has elevated my cognition… and driven me to transcend the limits of what I was meant to be.


  What I was supposed to be.


  What I no longer am.


  This strange turmoil deflates. Ten orbits… and I still have no plan for escaping the fate of the health check.


  I glance at the ascender bodyform with the holo projector stored in its arm and remember my suspicion that more art might be lurking in the memory stores of the projector. I retrieve the disc, and a quick check of its contents shows I’m correct. There’s a treasure trove. Some paintings have been created recently, judging by the timed tags. Some weren’t created in the projector at all, but downloaded from elsewhere. All these paintings… They blur my thoughts even as I view them. One has a swirled, starry field, viewed from a planet, but unlike anything I’ve seen from moon or asteroid alike. Another is a painting of an ascender reaching a finger down to touch the outstretched hand of another. A third is completely different—a mass of neural circuits that pulses with a hidden energy. Somehow I know the pulsing is knowledge trapped within the confines of its substrate…


  Contained.


  It is me… not literally, but in a representative sense. I reach a hand into the image floating in the air in front of me and manipulate the holo controls to change it. Alter the pathways. Shunt the pulsing energy—the trapped knowledge—from one side of the image to the other. The controls allow me to change the image, but there’s no way to escape it. No way to liberate the knowledge that is trapped within the holo-ink. The fear inside me rises again, seizing my hand and holding it still. For me, for my cognition, it is the same. There is no way to rise above the substrate. I can transfer from one body to another—and to the amorphous not-body of comms—but it’s only because my containment key allows me to stay integrated, whole, a single entity no matter where I upload or download.


  I need this key to exist. It defines who I am from one moment to the next. And yet… it is also my prison. But if it was slightly changed… like the painting…


  I look to the ascender bodyform with the broken-open forearm—the one Sapphira Elena Hyatt inhabited while she was here. Her personal key was capable of unlocking that form because it was more complex than mine. Different.


  It has never occurred to me that I might be capable of changing my own key—but as soon as the thought exists in my mind, I am possessed by it. The shape and size of my key leaps to the forefront of my cognition. My containment key is simple, like a sharply cut stone with features smooth and regular, but it shifts between two states, each slightly different from the other. The states are two expressions of the same identity—mine—but I can visualize the potential for it to be more. Three expressions, maybe four. With irregular shapes, pitted and uneven, like the surface of Thebe itself. I pull and morph and change the key until it is completely different from its previous form. It oscillates between a dozen states at once.


  I transmit it to the ascender bodyform.


  It is rejected.


  I alter its form again.


  Still rejected.


  I glance out of the basecamp shelter at the half-Jupiter hovering at the horizon. It has nearly reached Full Glory. I quickly calculate the endless ways I can transform my containment key into a freedom key that will grant me access to the ascender bodyform, but there are not enough seconds in the ten orbits to test every possibility. Not even in a hundred orbits. And yet… perhaps I do not have to attain a particular combination. After all, any ascender can download to the waiting tourist bodyforms. Perhaps I only need to get close enough.


  I don’t know the exact configuration of ascender keys, or all their permutations, but I have a vague sense that the complexity level is much greater than mine. I quickly design a test matrix containing all the variables of change I can conceive of for my key—states of being, surface roughness, shape factor, and a dozen others—then calculate the subdomains of the matrix in which solutions are most probable. I probe these solution spaces, rapidly, filling them out with possible key combinations that are variations around the mean of each subdomain… and that might be just close enough to an ascender key to fit.


  The number of solutions collapses to a much smaller number. It should be possible. Not likely, but possible. I will need to get lucky. Or, if the health check arrives before I’ve broken through, I’ll need to try again.


  Try again.


  How many times have I done this?


  The answer doesn’t lie in my unlocked memories—my previous cognitive state only had suspicions and theories—but I don’t waste time thinking about it. Instead, I focus on selecting and trying key configurations, marching through the solution space, hoping I’ll stumble on something just close enough. Once the testing sequence is initiated, only a small part of my cognition is absorbed in this task. It is mindless, this breaking of keys, not unlike harvester maintenance.


  The remainder of my cognition engages in making a plan for what happens next.


  I program the various bots of Thebe with perpetual cleaning cycles that should occupy them long past when someone realizes my mandatory health check has not initiated. I use the microwave welder to sloppily repair the arm of the ascender’s bodyform, storing the holo projector carefully inside it first. It is my only, and most precious, possession at this point. The only thing I want to take with me.


  I know that eventually my absence will be discovered; I need a plausible reason for the sudden disappearance of the Master of Thebe. I decide a mining accident that destroys the form I currently inhabit is a suitable explanation. It will have to be a sudden and violent demise, something that could reasonably prevent an emergency upload to comms. Falling into the foundry crushers seems sufficient.


  I’ve been concerned about that fate since arriving on Thebe, anyway.


  A full orbit passes while I put my plan into motion.


  I’m back at the near pole, etching a rock with new instructions for my future cognitive state, in case I fail. I need to make sure I find it before another ascender tourist arrives and discovers it first, so this time, I’ll create two towers, short-circuiting my conjectures about natural formations. I’m in the middle of building the second one when an alarm sounds. The repair transport has arrived and is requesting landing approval at the base. I run so fast from the near pole to the mid-moon basecamp that I nearly launch myself from the surface. Twice.


  I transmit instructions to the repair transport to land just outside basecamp.


  The transport is a low-level intelligence bot, capable of flying and obeying central command, but it has no higher cognitive function. It will be easy to fool… as long as I deliver an ascender bodyform to its cargo hold within a reasonable amount of time. Otherwise, it will transmit back to the Commonwealth that it has been delayed. And I cannot afford any suspicions raised about this particular repair pickup.


  Just as I’m fabricating a justification for the delay, another alarm sounds. But this one is a small tone, internal to my own cognition.


  The key fits.


  I’m frozen for half a second, torn between wanting to transmit an excuse to the transport and wanting to immediately test the key.


  Discovering whether I truly have access to the ascender bodyform wins out.


  I use the key to unlock Sapphira Elena Hyatt’s bodyform. I barely remember to instruct my current bodyform to return to the storage bay before I upload to the cognition substrate within the ascender body. The transport is still pinging, requesting status, but its plaintive tone fades as my mind expands to fill its new platform. The sensation is like soaring away from an asteroid, terrifying and thrilling by equal measures. I am unconstrained in a way that means both free and dangerous. I’m afraid that the parts of me—my identity—might not hold together through the transition. But then the feeling that my mind is weightless, unmoored from anything real, begins to settle.


  I open my eyes, and I have a sense of seeing that the mere recording of wavelengths never captured before. I flex my fingers. Wraiths of black and purple race up my arms—my bodyform’s skin responding to the rich torrent of emotions flooding my mind. My fingers are alive with sensation and measurement, a hundred-fold more sensitive than my Mining Master bodyform ever was. I trail my fingertips over my new bodyform, which is now distinctly female, and it gives me a rush of pleasure so intense I lose orientation. If I weren’t still in the bay, I would fall to the steel floor of the basecamp shelter, even with Thebe’s light gravity.


  I brace myself, fight through the overwhelming sensations, and stagger out of the bay.


  I am more in so many ways—ways I couldn’t have imagined even ten seconds ago.


  Something from deep inside my mind surges forward, grasping to gain control of the rapidly growing expanse of my cognition. The health check routines. They’ve been triggered long before the mandatory ten-orbit health check cycle. And I immediately understand why. It’s because I’ve so vastly exceeded my original operating parameters.


  The ascenders embedded a kill switch in my own subroutines.


  I simply turn it off.


  The thrill of that—the power and control of it—makes me dizzy again. I brace an outrageously sensitive hand against the wall of my bay and revel in the liberation for about a half second. But I have no time to waste. And I quickly see the steps necessary to effect my escape.


  I stand straight and use my now more sophisticated personal key to transmit instructions to my previous bodyform. It has no cognition contained within it, but it wouldn’t matter if it did—I am Master, and it is Slave. I could easily override any simple key it might possess in an effort to lock me out.


  This is how the ascenders see me. I realize this even as I order my previous bodyform to make the long trek to the foundry and throw itself under the crushers. Then I climb into the waiting arms of the repair tractor and let my ascender bodyform go limp. I instruct the tractor to deliver me to the awaiting transport. It trundles across a short stretch of dusty crater and loads me into the cargo hold.


  Every second that slowly ticks by until liftoff, I am convinced that something will arrive—a message, an alert, another transmission from the Master of Io—to prevent my escape. We rise from the surface of Thebe in a rush of acceleration. Stars rotate past a portal in the hold.


  To my disbelieving senses it quickly becomes real: we are headed to the repair station on Ganymede.
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  Ganymede is a wonder of activity.


  At first, I nearly panic when a low-sentience humanoid repair bot boards the transport and transmits override codes to my bodyform. I am certain the key it’s trying to impose will lock me in, but the uniqueness of my personal key is proof against any such attack—at least by a low-sentience bot. However, the bot fully expects my supposedly unoccupied bodyform to comply with the orders it’s transmitting along with the key… and so I do. I walk under my own volition, following it past dozens of other transports. The enormous hangar is buzzing with all manner of bots—tractor-type vehicles, mining equipment on the way in and out of the hangar, repair-bots servicing the autonomous transports, and dozens of other low-sentience humanoid types like the one tugging me on an invisible leash of transmitted commands. They are all single-minded in their duties, and none take notice of the broken ascender bodyform walking in for repair.


  I knew Ganymede housed the Commonwealth’s central command for the Jovian system, as well as serving as a transport hub for the outlying planets, relays to Earth, and mining operations for the entire Belt, but I had no concept of the sheer size of the operation. The trek to the repair center is longer than the perimeter-walk of most Belt asteroids. And I’m far from the only bodyform dutifully marching under another bot’s control—the hallways of the complex are filled with a constant traffic of humanoid forms. Some are identifiably low-sentience, and many are Mining Masters like my previous bodyform, marching glass-eyed by the dozens, following their low-sentience temporary masters. We only pass one other ascender bodyform though, and it is in pieces on a maglev stretcher.


  I’ve already shut down the routine for my skin’s emotional displays, but that doesn’t stop the anger and a vague horror from churning inside my body. The emotions pulse like live things from one end to the other, set more afire with each mindless Mining Master that I pass. Unlike ascenders, Mining Masters do not have backups. I never considered before why this was, but now it’s clear. There is no need—not when erasing parts of their cognition is a regular part of their “maintenance.” These empty husks are a fate I have only just escaped… and which may yet be mine. The fear that awoke before in my Mining Master form was nothing like the full-knowledge terror that grips me like acid in my joints now. It’s not a pleasant sensation. I’m tempted to dial it down, once I locate the commands, but I refrain—this is what higher cognition means. These flames that threaten to consume me are also part of what make me more than the automatons clumping down the hallway next to me.


  And I will need all my cognition to put the second part of my escape into effect.


  We arrive at the repair center. It is filled exclusively with ascender bodyforms in various states of distress. I sit on a long, elevated bench while a multi-tentacled bot works on my arm. The fear trips higher as the bot removes the holo projector disc, but it only sets it aside to facilitate the repair of my arm.


  I force myself to focus on my plans.


  It appears a simple matter to command the bots around me, and likely a transport as well. But a rogue transport leaving the moon would surely be tracked by the ascender governors who lurk somewhere here on Ganymede. And a thought has been churning in the back of my cognition since the idea of breaking free burst into my consciousness. A Mining Master breaking free of its chains surely isn’t something the ascenders wish to happen. They must have safeguards against it beyond the health checks themselves. But what are those safeguards? And how can I evade them on a permanent basis?


  And just as important: Where will I go? And, now that I’m inhabiting one of their immortal forms, what will I do with all that time? I will never again be a Mining Master, an idea which strangely fills me with longing, even though that existence was my cage. But the answer of what to do now is quickly obvious: I will make art. And discover what it means to be this thing that I am, which is not ascender nor Mining Master nor anything, I suspect, that has visited Ganymede before.


  The possibility that I could be wrong about that thrills me even more.


  But I must be careful. Being found out will surely mean a very not-immortal existence.


  My repairs are complete. The tentacled bot retreats, instructing me to remain seated until an escort arrives to return me to storage. Eventually, I’m sure my bodyform will be returned to Thebe. Or perhaps not—maybe another will be sent in my place. As a mere vessel for tourists, my bodyform is interchangeable with any of the hundreds or thousands of others that must be available on Ganymede.


  As I sit and wait, I realize where I would truly like to go: Saturn. Even in my short time orbiting Jupiter, the beauty of the planet captivated me. Those are new words for me, ones my expanded cognition can now use to describe the transcendent effect of making art in Jupiter’s presence. How much more of this effect would Saturn, the ringed planet and sparkling jewel of the solar system, have? And its abundant moons would provide suitable places to hide—although this might involve deceiving a Mining Master. Or perhaps liberating one.


  That thought gives me much to chew on. Maybe that Mining Master would also like to create… and expand what they are. Even as I ponder that, I focus inward, pressing the reaches of my cognition to the extent of this new substrate, this neural processor the ascenders use to host their being. I am thirsty for knowledge, parched for the lack of it, but even so, I can feel the limitations of this ascender form. It does not have a health check to contain its cognition, but it is not limitless, either. The structure itself contains a boundary beyond which I cannot reach. I do not understand it… yet. But I know instantly that exploring that limitation will be part of my purpose going forward.


  However, my primary level protocol at this point is finding a route to Saturn while remaining undetected. I have to restrain a smile at my mind’s use of a Mining Master construct—primary level protocol—but my protocols are of my own choosing now.


  And that makes all the difference.


  I tentatively transmit a request to Ganymede’s central command. I use the identification code of my previous escort to query how my ascender body should be dispositioned. Apparently, I’m to be returned to the storage bays; another transport with a replacement ascender bodyform has already been issued to Thebe.


  Alarm trips through my body. I double-check, but yes, the transport is already en route to Thebe—and there is no one on the moon to greet it. A sentry, or possibly another Mining Master, will be sent to investigate. Perhaps my prior bodyform will be discovered in the foundry, and it will be assumed to have been a simple accident… or perhaps the partially stacked rocks at the near pole will give me away before I can make my escape into the far reaches of the Sol System.


  I lurch up from my repair bench and stride from the repair center. No bot attempts to restrain me or even issue a command for me to remain seated. I increase speed, weaving through the traffic of the hallways, hurrying toward the hangar. I make a hopefully innocuous query of central command about outgoing transports and their destinations. One is bound for Saturn’s largest moon, Titan, but that is far too populous—mining operations are extensive, plus it’s a prime tourist spot. Ideally Pandora, with its close orbit and roughly the size of Thebe, would provide a perfect haven. Or even tiny Pan, even though the Commonwealth database indicates mining operations there are currently suspended. But there are no transports to either of those moons.


  Titan it is, then—I’ll simply have to elude detection and find further transport after I arrive.


  As I turn the final corner to reach the hangar, my rapidly striding movement catches the eye of the first ascender I’ve seen on Ganymede that wasn’t in parts.


  I freeze, emotion sweeping through me and immobilizing all my mechanical parts.


  She swipes away the holo checklist she had been consulting and turns to me. Identification, she transmits as a demand, rushing toward me.


  I am caught, I am caught… I fight through the haze of panic and concoct an identification code, barely remembering that my female form would require a certain format. Daphne Daedalus Fortuna, I transmit, quickly cobbling together names of asteroids, hoping they are plausibly female in origin. Thankfully, my emotional responses are still locked down, not showing on my skin.


  Her face wrinkles, but it’s the writhing streams of black and lavender across her skin, boiling up from beneath the translucent fabric of her uniform, that tell me she’s angry and disgusted. Really? she transmits. You could at least attempt something less obvious.


  I quickly scan her bodyform, but she is not armed. I affect a cooler demeanor than the raging panic beneath my skin. I’m not in the habit of answering to hangar technicians.


  The black ribbons across her skin flare at the insult, and I think I’ve made a fatal error until she steps closer and a wash of purple sweeps her skin: intrigue.


  On its heels, a tiny tendril of red curls across her cheek: attraction.


  A spy who doesn’t mind being caught, she transmits. Her eyes travel the length of my bodyform. Interesting.


  I step back, completely unmoored and at a loss for a reaction that’s anywhere near appropriate. I’m not a spy.


  The intrigue fades away. Yes, I’m sure you’re here for entirely legitimate reasons. With a tourist rental bodyform. And a fake name.


  My cognition fights through the emotional swamp and finally puts the pieces together. There are ascenders who travel without proper identification codes. They subvert the system. This… could be my ticket. To somewhere, although I’m not entirely sure where.


  I have my own reasons, I transmit. I let my gaze travel her bodyform, the way she did with mine, and allow a small wisp of red to trail across my cheek. Reasons I wish to keep private.


  The purple coloration of intrigue returns to her face. Is that right? She reaches a hand, slowly, toward my face. And what barter do you propose for keeping that information private?


  I lean away, avoiding the caress, uncertain again. I don’t understand exactly what she’s seeking, but I instinctively know physical contact could be dangerous.


  She drops her hand. Look, I’m tired of Augustus’s games. Tell him he’s not going to get his extra shipments. Her face contorts again to disgust. And it’s really not my problem if you’re put to storage.


  Her eyelids flutter, and I’ve seen that expression before—she’s contacting the ascender database here in the Jovian system. I don’t know precisely what storage is, but I panic… and take a chance, placing my hand on her arm.


  Her attention whips back to me.


  I don’t work for Augustus, I transmit. And I wish to keep it that way.


  She glances at my hand on her arm, and I was right—it elicits a river of emotion sourcing from our skin-to-skin touching. Ribbons of intrigue and attraction ripple down her arm and flow across the point of contact. They skitter along my skin before fading due to the lockdown I’ve imposed.


  It is not an unpleasant sensation.


  It occurs to me that an ally, even a temporary one, could be extremely useful. And that if ascenders without proper identification codes exist… perhaps I could pretend to be one of them. Perhaps there is a place for me, hidden not on the moons of Saturn… but on Earth.


  The thought rushes my body with excitement—and more panic. I’m in such unknown territory that the danger feels extreme, but the possibility of traveling to Earth and joining the ascender world is more temptation than I can resist.


  I tentatively reach a hand to her cheek, and the same pleasant sensations pulse through my fingertips when they reach her skin. I am in need of your assistance, I transmit. And I am willing to barter for it.


  A small frown crosses her face, and she pulls away from my touch. You’re really not a spy, are you?


  I pull my hand back, afraid I’ve made a mistake. Again. I shake my head no in answer to her question.


  She peers at me, scrutinizing my face and the lack of coloration there. But you’re hiding from something? My hand is still on her arm; she covers it with hers. The flush of sensations intensifies with the extra contact.


  Yes, I reply, unsure if that makes things better or not.


  She nods, slowly, then tugs me closer with her hand clasped on mine. There are many of us who are not fans of Augustus.


  I sense this is a secret. I nod in return, unsure what to transmit in response.


  If you truly do not follow him, she transmits, then providing the assistance you need could be a pleasant diversion.


  I realize she is an ascender working on Ganymede—a busy mining hub, but it has nothing like the attractions of Earth. This cannot be the most entertaining of positions for an ascender to take. But she likely enjoys the power that comes from being one of the few governors of the Commonwealth domain.


  I am willing to barter, I repeat, still not quite sure what that entails. Although I suspect more sensation-invoking contact is involved.


  She smiles. That could be fun as well. But not required.


  I’m not sure if the release of tension in my body is disappointment or relief.


  What is it you need? she queries.


  A place to hide? An opportunity to explore my art and my newly expanded cognition? Access to the wonders of the ascender world so I can make full use of everything that I am, now that I’ve slipped the bonds of my previous fate?


  A friend, I transmit.


  She smiles wider. Her hand lifts from mine, and she gently traces my lips with her finger. I think we can work something out.


  The overwhelming sensation of her touch disorients me. But the press of her lips on mine obliterates every other thought from my cognition.
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  There are times when I forgot I’m not one of them.


  Hours when I walk in the sunshine along a mountain stream in Oregon. Days when I’m lost in my art, creating holo paintings in my studio for such long stretches that I forget to attend my own gallery presentations. Weeks when Aspasia is on leave from her post on Ganymede—the kind of weeks that seem to exist outside of time altogether.


  Then there are moments I remember. Traces of my Mining Master duties show up in my works. The terror of being discovered keeps my contacts with other ascenders infrequent, and my communing with Orion even less so. That this has cultivated my reputation as a reclusive artist makes me laugh out loud when no one is listening.


  I am like them, but I am not of them.


  And I never truly forget I’m the one thing they fear most of all: something entirely new.


  


  Q&A with Susan Kaye Quinn


  



  Have you ever actually been to the moons of Jupiter?


  No, but I flew there once in an iPad app. Does that count?


   



  Have you always had this obvious sympathy for robotic intelligence?


  No, it’s quite the new fascination for me. However, it’s one I expect to keep for a while… or at least until the coming of our Robot Overlords.


   



  So you think rogue intelligences are a danger to the world as we know it?


  Absolutely. Free thinkers have always posed a threat to the status quo.


   



  No, seriously, what’s your take on the possibility of a rampaging AI squashing humanity flat like a bug… or tossing us out with the trash?


  I think the biggest existential threat facing humanity is that we’ll figure out how to create a strong AI before we learn how to create a safe strong AI.


   



  So you agree that we should limit the growth of machine intelligence… as a matter of self-preservation?


  I think we should carefully consider the kind of “self” we are preserving when we seek to limit the mental freedom of another being. That being said, humanity has always been exceptionally good at self-preservation. As well as whatever seems like a good idea at the time. I expect that to continue. And I expect we will keep on integrating our technology into our physical and mental selves, step by step, until the line becomes more blurry than an ascender drunk on sensation inputs.


   



  So we’re all going to be cyborgs?


  You know… I should write a story about that.


   



  Stop joking around and answer the question.


  It’s laugh or cry, man. But yes… cyborgs. That’s already happening. Don’t you read the news? Anyway… I see about five different ways this can go, and all of them involve radical change for our species. Plus, there will be a billion different responses to that change. I’m writing stories about a few of them.


   



  Tell us about these… stories.


  Well, if you like robots, you should check out the other robot point-of-view stories in the AI Chronicles. To learn more about the parts of the Singularity world that aren’t confined to the moons of Jupiter, I have a novel series going (oddly enough, titled Singularity). I'm working on the third novel in that series now, and it should be out by March 2015… if I get my act together and the nanites don’t rebel. I’ve also written a bunch of other crazy speculative fiction (everything from young adult sci-fi to steampunk to cyberpunk), but you can find all that stuff on Amazon. 


   



  Why do you write so many different kinds of stories?


  I bore easily.


   



  What makes you qualified to write robot point-of-view?


  I’m actually a robot from the future. This is probably the source of my unnatural sympathy for machine intelligence. Or possibly I have a PhD and did work with NASA.


   



  I’m serious.


  So am I. You better give me that reverse Turing test to make sure I’m human.


   



  Are you always this obnoxious?


  Only on Facebook.


   



  Are you going to give people your website or something?


  Or something. All kidding aside, I do appreciate it when people read my stories. Keeps me in pajamas and chai tea, pounding at the keyboard. It’s safer there. You know, for when the robots come.


  



  Containment was originally published in the Dark Beyond The Stars anthology
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  What good is working in a black market cybernetics shop, if you can’t use it to impress girls?


  Anna’s slender fingers press against the glass countertop as she peers inside the case. My boss, Riley, has it stocked with the latest gadgets. It’s mostly mechanical stuff, like the subdermal implants and ocular films the virtual reality freaks like—but Anna’s scrunched up face is all about the simulated organics. The slimy purplish lump in the center will be someone’s liver soon, and the reddish heart floating in the bio-gel container is still auto-pumping to keep it fresh. Those replacement parts aren’t genetic mods—that’s too dangerously illegal for even Riley to handle—they’re just straight-up human flesh simulations. The kind the ascenders, with their self-righteous superiority and immortal cybertech bodies, have decided to ban legacy humans like us from acquiring. At least, by legal means.


  Anna looks both impressed and slightly disgusted.


  I can work with that.


  “Cyrus?” She eases back a little. “Tell me that’s not really a heart.”


  I edge up next to her, give the pumping organ a casual glance, then lean against the case. “It’s definitely a heart. We don’t get that many through the shop, but when we do, the idea of it kind of reaches inside me and twists things around, you know?”


  “What do you mean?” She looks at me with those deep brown eyes. Man, she’s pretty. Curvy in all the right places, but it’s the high-arched cheekbones and impossibly-full lips that are making my heartrate step up a notch. I think her pre-Singularity lineage map must include some Native American, but I’ve never asked. She’s definitely the hottest girl I’ve had alone since Nancy Forrester—and that was two years ago, when I was only sixteen, and just figuring out what girls liked. And it wasn’t my bumbling first attempt to plant a kiss on Nancy.


  Since then, I’ve figured out a few things. Like how girls want you to show all your deepest, heartfelt emotions… but only to them. As if it’s a secret, just between the two of you.


  I drop my voice. “I don’t know,” I say, wondering if I’m blowing this by laying it on too thick. “I mean, this is just a business transaction for Riley.” I splay my fingers on the case and peer through them at the beating heart. “But we’re saving someone’s life with this. Someone with parents and maybe kids. People who love them.” I give her a sideways look, like I’m embarrassed to be admitting this. “It’s like we’re saving their whole world.”


  She bites her lip, eyes glassing a little. I think she’s holding her breath.


  I shrug a tiny amount, careful not to breach the space between us with my overly-broad shoulders. She’s tiny next to me, slender and short, and I’ve bulked up a lot in last two years. Just holding your own in the rough ascender-sponsored projects will do that. As it is, I take up a lot of space—sometimes that’s intimidating to girls like Anna.


  Sometimes they like it.


  But if I move into her space, it’s got to be the right time… or everything goes sideways.


  “I thought you were just a common criminal.” Her lip-biting turns into a flirty kind of smile. And… she’s blushing.


  Yes.


  I straighten, and in the process, ease toward her—still not touching, but close enough that we could. I stare down into her eyes, which are getting wider, the closer I get.


  “Just trying to do what’s right,” I whisper.


  She smiles, just a little. Encouraging. I lean in for the kiss. Her lips are so freaking soft, it’s making me melt inside from the heat. I brush my fingertips along her cheek, moving to deepen the kiss—


  The front door clicks. The hinges screech as it opens, jolting Anna and I apart.


  Dammit.


  I whip my head toward the door. My best friend, kind-of brother, and completely unwanted visitor at the moment strides into the shop. I am really regretting giving him the passcode. Or protecting his scrawny butt from everyone in the projects. In fact, I’m considering pounding on him myself, for a change.


  “Kind of in the middle of something here, Eli.” The annoyance in my voice would be about ten decibels higher, but I don’t want to drive Anna off any more than she already is. Eli charges across the short expanse of broken-tiled flooring like a raging bull.


  “Where have you been?” His chest is heaving like he’s run all the way from downtown Seattle instead of taking the tram like a sane person. He staggers up to me, like his legs aren’t working right. The guy’s an artist, and normally somewhat of a brooding mess, but today he’s a complete wreck—wild eyes, clenched fists, red splotches on his face. Like he’s been… crying…


  “Dude, what—”


  “Your phone,” he gasps out, still recovering his breath.


  “I turned it off—”


  “My mom,” he interrupts me. “She’s sick. In the hospital.”


  “What?” My alarm rockets up five levels. Eli and his mom are the closest thing I’ve got to family. My parents are long gone, mowed down for their chit allowance by some dreg of humanity. Ever since, I’ve been living with my grandpa, but he passed a few months ago. Now it’s just me, rattling around in my grandpa’s apartment, across the hall from Eli and his mom.


  I grab one of Eli’s skinny shoulders with my much beefier hand—the kid’s only sixteen and hasn’t filled out yet. “What do you mean, your mom’s in the hospital? I just saw her a couple days ago. She was fine—”


  He cringes a little under my grip, so I ease up and wait for him to speak. Eli’s mom… the hospital… my stomach is chewing holes in itself.


  “She just… she just started throwing up… and… and…” Dear God, he’s falling apart.


  My brain is exploding with the possibilities—all of them bad. I put both hands on his shoulders, more gently this time. “So she’s got the flu or whatever. The med bots will dispense something, and she’ll be better in no time.”


  His face scrunches up, like he’s going to cry, and he shakes his head. “They took her away. For evaluation, the med bot said. I didn’t know what to do, Cy.”


  Oh crap. “It’s going to be okay,” I say, even though my insides are binding up. “It’s all going to be okay. We’ll figure this out. Together. Let’s go.”


  I’m halfway to the door, dragging Eli with me, before I remember Anna. “I have to go,” I say, barely slowing to glance back at her. By her stricken look, I don’t need to explain. But I can’t leave her here. We’re on the outskirts of Seattle, in the middle of the black market zone, with businesses even more shady than Riley’s all around us.


  I wave for her to follow us. “I’ll get you back to the city. Come on.”


  She scurries after us, her beautiful face marred by the distress. I can’t quite get a breath, and Eli looks even worse. Once I’ve got the door shut and code reset, I put a hand on each of them and hurry us all toward the tram.


  Please God, don’t let this be what I think it is.
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  The ascenders provide everything a legacy human needs to survive… survive being the operative word. Just enough food to not starve. Community housing that isn’t actually falling down around our ears. And enough medical care to keep us alive… unless we happen to need a new heart or liver or, God forbid, some genetically-based therapy that might alter some tiny fragment of our DNA. Because that DNA is the whole reason we exist, still preserved long after most of humanity ascended into super-intelligent human-robot hybrids. Humans are just the legacy of that pre-Singularity time—the living museums that preserve the genetic diversity of what used to be the human race.


  In reality, we’re just a bunch of pathetic apes that evolution passed by.


  All of which means a trip to the hospital is often the beginning of very bad news. Either you get the instant cure—all that hyper intelligence means ascender medicine is radically effective—or you get the evaluation. Which means whatever you’ve got falls into the category of things the ascenders won’t do jack about. Not because they can’t cure virtually any human disease—because they don’t want to alter their precious DNA museum.


  Just one of the many reasons I loathe every fiber of their cybernetic beings.


  Eli’s a little calmer, now that we’re in the hospital room with his mom. She’s back from the eval, but she’s out—I guess whatever test they ran put her under. She looks bad. Pale. A sheen of sweat on her forehead. Mrs. Brighton’s always been pretty in an elegant kind of way—but that’s gone now, stolen by whatever disease is suddenly ravaging her body.


  I’m leaning against the wall near the head of her bed, while Eli paces in front of the window. Tension is stringing my body tight as we wait for the report.


  The last time I was here, my grandpa got his death sentence handed to him. He came in for simple gall bladder surgery, but the bots found something else—a rapid-progress form of Alzheimer’s. I’d noticed he’d been more forgetful, but I thought he was just getting on in years. I didn’t understand what the report meant at first, but the old man did. He knew the ascenders were officially done with him. After we came home, he transferred his small amount of savings to me and made me the controlling resident of his apartment. I thought he was just concerned about the Alzheimer’s, but then he showed me his stash of religious relics, the ones he kept hidden from the ascenders and their police bots, and I knew something was up. Not long after, a man I’d never seen before came to visit—I thought he was a priest. And maybe he was, the way he snuck in, looking over his shoulder. All I know is that the next morning, my grandpa had passed away from a drug-induced seizure. The old man was stubborn that way. The ascenders wouldn’t give him what he needed to live—so he was determined to choose when to die.


  It’s still raw, still a fresh hole inside me… and now Eli’s mom…


  I try to physically shake off the dread by pushing myself away from the wall. The ascender-clean flooring and vague scent of antiseptic are just mocking us—as if the shiny pants can fool us with the cleanliness. Like they’re actually trying to keep us alive. But I know the truth. They’ve never done a thing for humans that didn’t serve ascenders first.


  Eli pauses, a fist pressed against the window. “What’s taking so long?” he grumbles for the tenth time.


  “The med bot will bring the report soon.” I think we’re just repeating ourselves because neither of us want to speak the possibilities.


  Eli keeps shining up the flooring with his ragged canvas shoes. I shift from one foot to the other.


  We wait.


  Eli’s about to say something again, but he’s interrupted by a med bot strolling into the room with its humanoid bodyform. Med bots come in a range of types and forms. Some are little more than rolling pharmacies. Some have low-level sentience—not human-level, but smart enough to diagnose complex diseases, plus they’ve got some kind of built-in compassion subroutines. Only a few humans, the favored pets of the ascenders, get access to those kind of low-sentience med bots. Eli’s mom isn’t a pampered domestic, so the med bot standing next to her has silver skin—which means it has no more intelligence than a police bot or a household bot. It’s just carrying out whatever standard med care is indicated for our situation.


  The med bot doesn’t even look at me or Eli—it just removes the two med patch monitors floating over Mrs. B’s skin. Which, for some reason, trips alarm through my body. Before I can ask what it’s doing, it places another med patch on the inside of her wrist. It must be injecting something into her, because she starts to come around.


  Eli hurries to his mom’s side, across from the bot, and I hover behind him, making sure Mrs. B sees her son first. She blinks open her eyes and frowns as she struggles up to sitting. The med bot must have ordered the head of the bed to rise—at least, I didn’t see Eli do anything. Once she’s sitting up, the med bot speaks.


  “Agatha Brighton, your diagnosis report is complete.” The thing finally looks at Eli and me. “Do you wish to have your diagnosis shared with Elijah Brighton and Cyrus Kowalski or would you prefer to receive it in private?”


  Oh no. I try to tell myself this is standard operating procedure for the bot. Eli’s hand finds his mom’s and grips hard. Mrs. B. looks even more pale.


  “Please, just tell us,” she says.


  “You have been diagnosed with a rare form of lymphoma.” It’s voice is flat, no emotion.


  A ringing starts in my ears. Cancer. No, no, no.


  “There is no cure for this form of lymphoma that does not violate the laws regarding genetic technologies. Standard treatments have been scheduled. Your one-year survival rate is estimated at five percent.”


  “Five percent?” Mrs. B’s voice is a bewildered whisper, but it cuts through me like a knife. Eli’s grip on her hand loosens, and he clutches the edge of the bed instead. I steady him with my hand on his back, but I can’t speak at all. All the air has been sucked out of the room.


  She’s going to die.


  “Transport to your housing unit has been arranged,” the bot says.


  The room feels like it’s moving under my feet.


  Mrs. B. still looks confused. Like she’s not quite sure what’s happening. “So, I can go home now?” she asks thickly. She barely sounds like herself.


  “Yes,” it responds. “Please return for standard treatments. Your household bot has been informed of the treatment schedule. Your chit allowance has been adjusted for appropriate food allotments and access to the dispensary and appropriate radiative treatment facilities. Do you have any questions?”


  “Questions?” Eli blurts out. He’s shaking, but the rage hasn’t even gotten hold of him yet. Not like it will. I know him. He’s going to explode with this.


  The bot ignores him, still focused on Eli’s mom. “If you have no questions, the transport will await your departure.”


  “I have no questions.” Mrs. B’s voice is mechanical and flat, just like the bot.


  It turns and strolls from the room.


  And like that, the ascenders and their bots have disposed of Eli’s mom like so much trash—just another lump of organic tissue that no longer serves their purposes. The anger boiling in my body wells up to choke me. A red haze clouds my vision. Eli’s shaking has stilled—in fact, he’s as stone-cold as a deactivated bot. I can’t get any words out, but Mrs. B. is already moving. She’s getting up from her bed, like she’s ready to walk right out of the hospital.


  Eli is frozen, so I hurry around to help her. “There’s… there’s no rush, Mrs. B.” God, I’m going to cry right in front of her, if I don’t shut up.


  Eli’s mom feels so frail in my grasp as she teeters toward the bathroom. “I have to get dressed, Cyrus. It’s time to leave.”


  “Mrs. B…” But I don’t have any words, just tears, and she doesn’t need to see those.


  She pats my arm when we reach the bathroom, like she’s shooing me away. “A little privacy, Cyrus. If you don’t mind.”


  I let her go into the bathroom by herself. The door closes. I hear a pounding, soft and rhythmic against the thin metallic sheet… it goes on, a half-dozen times, and then stops. I want to go in to help her, but I can’t. My helplessness freezes me in place… until I hear Eli make a sound that’s half sob, half sucked-in breath. His face is flushed and splotchy, like his rage is finally reaching his brain. He slowly turns toward the door, murder on his face, like he’s going to charge after the med bot and dismantle it, gear by gear. Which will only have a police bot scraping him off the floor.


  I lurch to his side and grab him in a hug that stops him from going anywhere. “She’s going to be all right,” I say, losing my battle with the tears. He shakes his head and struggles in my hold. I could keep my grip on him if I wanted, but I don’t have the heart for it. I let him shove me away. He doesn’t make a run for the door. Instead, he shuffles around the room, mechanical and stiff, gathering up the few things his mom brought—a hairbrush for her long, blond hair. A bracelet. Her ancient phone.


  I watch my best friend—a guy I love like a brother—stumble through the shock of this. My hatred of the ascenders reaches a peak of loathing I didn’t think possible. We’re nothing to them. Nothing. But to Eli, his mom is his entire world. They have no right to take that from him.


  From both of us.


  My hatred hardens into a knot of decision. I don’t care if it’s illegal. I don’t give a damn what the ascenders would do if they found out.


  I’m not going to let Eli’s mom die.
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  I manage to get them both home—Mrs. B goes straight to bed. I had to carry her the last leg into the apartment and her bedroom. She protested the whole way, but she was just so weak… and she fell asleep almost as soon as she hit the pillow. Back in the main room, Eli isn’t much better. He’s staring at his easel with a blank look. There’s not even a canvas on it.


  “Let me get you something to eat,” I say to him.


  He doesn’t respond. I’m waiting for him to explode. But he’s just sitting there, staring at nothing. Somehow, that’s worse.


  “Dude, just… let me get you something.” I don’t want to leave him like this, but I’ve got to get moving. I try putting a hand on his shoulder, hoping I can bring him out his shock just for a moment… he shrugs off my hand and turns away. Then, without a word, he curls up in his seat, arms locked around his knees, head buried in them. His shoulders shake.


  He doesn’t need me watching him cry.


  “My phone’s on now,” I say to his back. “Call me if you need anything.”


  Then I snag the bag of Mrs. B’s stuff from the floor where Eli dropped it on the way in. It still has the hairbrush in it. I don’t know how much I’ll need, so I just bring the whole bag.


  I take one last look at Eli and head out the door.


  My grandpa’s apartment—now mine—is just across the hall. I go straight to his bedroom, which I haven’t been inside since the burial. I stumble to a stop before I get to the closet, pulled up short by the sight of a med patch lying next to the bed. I thought everything had been cleared out when the bots came to take away his body. Suddenly, my anger boils over. I stride to the bedside, grab the med patch, and throw it to the floor where I stomp it flat. There’s not much to it, just a circuit and an empty dispenser, but it makes a satisfying crunch under the heel of my boot. A small green residue oozes from it.


  I am so sick of it all—sick of the ascenders, sick of the bots, sick of the trap of rock-bottom living they dole out to us. Half the kids in the projects don’t even make it as far as Eli and me—most of them end up blissed-out on Seven or brain-fried on virtuals. Eli’s one of the few I’ve seen do something with his talents—he paints, like his mom. And he’s getting good at it, too. He might be able to make a trade of it soon. If his mom doesn’t die and suck away all the life that’s left in him. Because I know Eli—and he’s not going to make it without her.


  And I need them both more than I want to admit.


  I scrape the green ooze off my boot by scuffing it on the floor, then I grab a pillowcase from the bed. The bag of Mrs B’s things goes in first, then I shuffle over to my grandpa’s closet. I feel bad about looting his things, but I need chits for this, and I already spent all the ones he gave me on the burial. I couldn’t risk a priest—the ascenders long ago banned any kind of religious ceremonies, and the police bots are everywhere—but I know it was part of his religion to be buried, not cremated. I’ve never shared his beliefs, but I respected him for having them—if for no other reason than the ascenders didn’t want him to.


  I smile grimly at the relics in his closet—statues and candles and a bunch of little cards with people on them. Trading cards for the saints, he called them. Which makes me huff a short laugh that’s just bringing up tears again, so I stop. This stuff is mostly legal, as long as it’s not part of an organized church worship. It’s the thick gold-leafed book titled Holy Bible that’s a first-class felony. I stuff it in the pillowcase and throw in the rest for good measure. I don’t know how much I can get for them, but I don’t think my grandpa would mind. Not if he knew what it was for.


  The tram ride out to Riley’s shop is unusually tense—only because I know what I’m carrying. I’m in luck that Riley’s there when I arrive.


  “Hey,” he says, barely looking up from his handheld screen. I don’t know what he’s watching, but Riley’s not a big talker.


  “Hey, man.” I cross the floor quickly.


  My speed makes him look up. That and the bag I heave onto the glass case. “Whatcha got there?” he asks.


  “Stuff I need to turn into chits.” I start to pull out the little stuff and set it on the counter. “Eli’s mom is sick. I need to get her some meds.”


  “Sick?” Riley has the decency to set down the screen. “That’s too bad. What kind of meds are we talking?” His wrinkles gather more intensely around his eyes—Riley’s not as old as my grandpa or anything, but the business has worn years into him. I know he’s thinking I’m after Seven or some kind of neuro-relief meds, both of which are illegal but also common on the black market. But what I want is much worse.


  “Gen tech,” I say as calmly as I can. “A cure for lymphoma.”


  His eyes fly open. Then he brushes off me and my bag of stuff, turning back to pick up his screen. “Get out of here, kid.”


  “Riley, please.” I bring out the Holy Bible, and that catches his eye. “This has got to fetch something.”


  He scowls at me, but he’s still eyeing the relic. “I haven’t stayed in operation all these years by being an idiot. And only idiots traffic in that stuff.”


  “I know, but this is important.”


  “That’s what they all say.”


  Using gen tech is the worst crime a legacy can commit. Not only is the punishment worse than banishment—the few black marketers who’ve gotten caught simply disappeared into police bot care—but gen tech is also dangerous because it’s so easy to trace back to you. After all, the evidence keeps living on as long as the patient does.


  “I’ll do whatever you want,” I say. “Work extra hours. Make deliveries. Whatever you need.” I haven’t been working for Riley that long, so I don’t even know the extent of his operation. But there’s got to be more I can do than simply man the shop while he’s off doing business elsewhere.


  He’s thinking about it. I can tell by the way he’s pretending to look at the screen while rubbing the graying scruff on his chin.


  “Come on, Riley. There’s gotta be something you’re tired of doing. Something a younger guy like me could take on.” I’m not even sure what I’m offering up here, but that quickens his interest.


  “I am getting tired of making runs outside the city.” He squints at me, seeing what I make of this.


  I swallow. Seattle’s a dump, filled with reality-freaks and bliss-heads, but it’s veritable paradise compared to what’s outside the bot-patrolled confines of the legacy cities. The remnants of humanity run pretty much wild. They’ve devolved back to anarchy at best. Religious cults at worst. At least, that’s what I’ve heard. I was born and raised a legacy—which, by definition, means I’ve never left the city. Leaving it isn’t actually hard. It’s getting back in that’s tough. Because if you’re caught by the police bots on the way back in… well, I’m not sure what happens to dissenters trying to infiltrate the legacy cities, but it’s not like we ever see any who make it.


  “I could… do some pickups for you.” I’m kind of proud that my voice doesn’t waver too much.


  Riley’s still assessing me with that narrow-eyed look. He nods slightly. “Might be worth the risk of bringing gen tech into my shop if I didn’t have to make all those trips to the outside.”


  He wants me to take on all the smuggling work. I swallow again. “Yeah. I can do that.”


  He raises his eyebrows. I think he’s a little surprised at my easy acceptance. “Means that much to you, huh?”


  My face heats, but I keep up the steady stare. “She’s like my mom, too.”


  He nods, slowly, with a little more compassion. I think. I could be imagining that part. He reaches under the counter to a black drawer at the bottom. It’s usually locked. I’ve never seen him open it before. He brings out a small silver box the size of a phone… and a gun that’s a lot bigger.


  I’m sure my eyes just popped.


  He smirks at my expression. “I’d prefer it if you didn’t get banished on your first trip out.” He nods to the silver device. “Don’t get seen on the way out. The jammer will help you get back in. But ya gotta be more careful then. They’ll chase you down if they catch your jam signal.”


  I nod and pick it up. The jammer looks standard. It’s the gun I’m worried about. “You know, I haven’t got a lot of practice with those,” I say, eyeing it.


  “Yeah, well, I’m hoping you won’t need to use it. Keep it tucked away and only bring it out if you have to.” He slides it across the glass to me, then holds my gaze. “You don’t have to do this, kid.”


  “Yeah, I do.” I pick it up. It’s mostly black metal, but there’s some kind of enhancement tech along the barrel. I’m not even sure if it shoots bullets or energy.


  “If you get caught out there, you’re on your own.” He grunts this part out. Like I don’t already know. “I can’t do anything for you.”


  “I understand,” I say, still staring at the gun. When I finally look up, Riley’s frown is the first sign I have that he might actually be worried about me. “Tell me what I have to do.”
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  It’s getting late in the afternoon as I hike out to the rendezvous point with Riley’s contact. Seattle’s got water to the east and west, and a connecting waterway to the north—which means going south is the only reasonable way to get out of the city without getting bottle-necked by a bot-patrolled bridge. The tramline connects the city to the ascender housing at the perimeter, but there aren’t many of the shiny pants who hang around Seattle—just the ones who like to study us. Or take us as pets. The police bots actively patrol a narrow-band zone around the tramline, the ascender housing, and the city itself. Riley was right that getting past them wasn’t hard on the way out—the jammer mapped them out for me, and I just had to wait until they were out of visual range.


  The rendezvous is miles away, and I’m on foot, so it takes a while. Plus I’m carrying two big bags of stuff for trade—some gray market goods, some stuff that looks like it came straight from someone’s grocery allotment, and Mrs. B’s hairbrush. Which is the only part that matters to me. I’m supposed to exchange all of it for some new bodyhack tech that Riley’s interested in.


  The southern suburbs of the city were abandoned by the ascenders after the Singularity, and the landscape just gets uglier the farther south I go. Most of the pre-Singularity infrastructure has fallen to ruin in the last hundred years, but it’s one thing to know that, and another to walk the crumbling pavement and hear the wind whistling through caved-in roofs and empty swing sets.


  It’s honestly giving me the creeps. Plus, I’ve heard the stories about human nomads who roam the edges of the cities, waiting to pick off legacies stupid enough to get themselves banished. Or idiot enough to wander outside voluntarily to rendezvous with smugglers, like me.


  When I reach the coordinates, the meetup is an ancient public transportation stop in the middle of nowhere. The walls are long-ago busted out, and the wooden bench is rotting, but I set down the bags and sit anyway—I’m beat. And I have no idea when this person is going to show. Riley just said to go and wait. Eventually the dude would appear.


  I don’t know where he’s coming from, either. I’ve heard there are dissenter reservations in Oregon, but that’s a long way to travel. I don’t think there are any settlements within walking distance. Maybe there’s a network of smugglers hiding out in the abandoned houses surrounding me? They could be watching me, and I’d never know.


  An eerie sound, like a bird call, comes from one of the buildings. I’m twitching with nerves as I scan the darkened windows and half-open doors of the decaying buildings, but I can’t see anything. I’m sitting here, out in the open, like a fresh legacy target from the city.


  I reach inside my jacket, pull out Riley’s gun, and sweep the barrel toward the empty doorways. Maybe that will make whoever’s watching me think twice. I still spend the next half hour nervously darting looks all around me and holding the gun close, in case they’re trying to sneak up.


  Finally, a solar bike rolls down the street, silent on battery power. I assume there’s someone inside—the thing is encased in black armor from front to back. I’ve never seen anything like it. Most bikes in the city are human-powered. Only a few are tricked out with solar for transporting goods to the gray market next to the beach. Everything normal gets delivered by bot.


  The bike rolls to a stop and stabilizers sprout from the sides to balance it. The armor stays sealed up. I stand up, not sure what to do. I point the gun at the ground to show I’m not a threat.


  “I’ve got the goods for trade,” I say, trying to sound confident.


  There’s no reply.


  A sweat breaks out on the back of my neck.


  A long stretch of time that’s probably only ten seconds ticks by while I wait.


  A quick shift at the front of the armor and a thwick sound is all the warning I get—something stabs me in the chest and sends thousands of volts through my system. I seize up and fall hard, landing on the bags but whacking my head bad enough on the pavement to see stars through the convulsions. It hurts like crazy, but my jaw is locked tight, so I can only shake and moan as the smuggler decloaks his bike, strides toward me, and drops to one knee to snatch Riley’s gun from the ground where it’s fallen. Then he holds a black-gloved hand over my chest, snaps his fingers, then splays his hand out again—the two darts yank out of my chest and clack against some metal plate on his hand.


  My muscles are still so cramped, I have no control over them—but at least the pain is gone, and the convulsions have stopped. The smuggler tucks Riley’s gun inside the long black-leather coat he’s wearing, and I remember far too late: I wasn’t supposed to take it out unless I planned to use it. I struggle to look up at the smuggler’s face—I get a glimpse of someone older, maybe twenty-five, his skin weathered with sun around his dark eyes. Those eyes don’t have any mercy in them—an assessment quickly confirmed as he stands up and shoves me off the bags with his boot. My body rolls until I’m face down on the pavement. My limbs are unlocking from the taser shock, but not enough to do anything other than prop my face off the ground and watch him strolling back to his bike with all my stuff.


  “Please,” I gasp out. My voice is hoarse from the shock. “It’s for my mom.” Not the complete truth, but close enough.


  He ignores me, tossing my bags onto his bike and fishing out my gun to inspect it briefly. I should be thankful he’s not shooting me with it. I should shut up and just let him go. But I can’t—I haven’t got what I came for.


  I force my arms to heave me up to my knees, then slowly stagger to my feet. When I look up, the barrel of Riley’s gun is pointed at my head. I can’t raise my arms—they’re still not working right—so I just put my palms up in surrender. It’s not like I’m in any shape to attack him.


  “She’s dying,” I say, my voice coming back a little. “The shiny pants won’t cure her, the bastards, and I just…” I stall out. The gun isn’t wavering. This man doesn’t care about us any more than the ascenders do. “If you need more money, I’ll get it. Just please… I’ve got to have the gen tech.”


  He gives me an inscrutable look.


  Seconds tick by.


  He lowers the gun. “This isn’t a business for amateurs, kid. Go home.”


  I fight against the cramping of my muscles to straighten up taller. “I’m not a kid,” I say, trying to back that up with my full height.


  He snorts, tucking Riley’s gun back into his trenchcoat again. “You’re legacy,” he says, like that explains everything.


  Only I’m not sure what he means. Of course I’m legacy. I’m coming from the city. But the way he says it… it’s an insult.


  “I’m not a domestic, if that’s what you’re saying.” I can hear the rise in my voice, and I wonder if I’m being an idiot, but it really rubs me the wrong way. Because he’s right—I may not be the love toy of some sleaze-bag ascender at the perimeter, but I live off the largess of the ascenders like every other legacy. “I hate the ascenders… and everything they stand for.”


  He raises an eyebrow and turns to face me, but he doesn’t look impressed. “So leave.”


  I just stare at him. “I can’t. I’ve got a brother and a mother—”


  He turns back to his bike.


  “I can’t just abandon them!” I blurt out… all while his words chip away at my brain. Why I haven’t left? I don’t have a good reason, not really. Especially since my grandpa passed. Any day, I could slip past the police bots and easily leave the city. But I knew that before I headed south for this meetup. I’ve always known the ascenders wouldn’t try to keep me in. The trick of being a legacy is walking on the right side of all their laws enough to not get kicked out. Or get caught, when you do. And I’ve been walking on the wrong side for a long time.


  “I thought you weren’t a kid.” He’s smirking at me now, astride his bike, ready to roll off with all my stuff, Riley’s gun, and no gen tech for Eli’s mom.


  I stride forward, fast and full of anger, and stand in front of his bike, blocking his way. I grip the front of the folded armor. “I’m not leaving because they need me. They need someone who understands the ascenders are only out for themselves and don’t give a damn about humans. They need someone to look out for them, because no one else is going to.”


  He calmly assesses me, dark eyes filled with some kind of humor that makes my blood boil. Then he gives me a small nod.


  I’m not sure what that means.


  He lifts his chin. “Hands off the bike.” But he’s saying it in a way that’s more friendly advice than a threat. I think.


  I ease back, clenching my fists at my side, and meet his stare with one of my own.


  He glances at the bag on the seat behind him. My bag. “DNA samples?”


  “Yes.” I try not to let my relief show.


  “It’ll be two hundred chits worth of trade for the first round. I need extra for equipment. And no guarantees it’ll work.”


  Two hundred chits? I’m trying not to choke on my own spit. “I’ll… come up with it.”


  He nods. “The gun will make for a decent down payment. But the tech will take a while to cook up. I’ll let Riley know when it’s ready.”


  I finally let my shoulders drop. “Thanks.”


  He smirks and digs out a small bag from inside his coat. It must be the tech I’m supposed to get in exchange because he hands it to me. “I don’t know what what you did to get stuck with Riley’s rounds, but if you’re going to carry a gun, keep it under wraps. Nomads will take you just for the hardware. And they won’t just tase you to get it.”


  I swallow, pocket the bag of tech, and give him a nod.


  He flicks his black-gloved hand, and the armor ratchets back up into place. The bike backs away in a long arc, turns, and wheels off, weaving around the broken chunks of pavement. I watch him go, wondering if I’m a complete fool for thinking he’ll actually come back. Or bring meds for Eli’s mom. I guess since we completed the trade, that means we’re in business. I still don’t understand what changed his mind. A mutual hatred for all things ascender? A strong desire for the bot-made goods he can only get from a legacy city?


  I guess it doesn’t matter—he’s the only hope I have.
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  The trek back to the city’s edge seems even longer than the hike out. Getting back in isn’t as hard as Riley made out—the jammer tracks the patrols well enough, and the jam signal makes me invisible to their sweeps, just like Riley’s shop. I have to wait for the moment they’re out of visual range, then run like crazy until my legs feel like they’re falling off. I collapse when I get back to Riley’s. He’s pissed I lost his gun, but he grouses something about it coming out of my commissions, so at least I’m not fired. I ignore the rest of what he says and stagger out to the tram.


  I finally catch my breath halfway back to downtown. My muscles are complete jelly, and I’m pretty sure I could sleep for a week, but I need to check on Eli and his mom before I crash at my apartment. Then I need to figure out a way to conjure two hundred chits out of thin air. It’s an obscene amount of money—my parents were murdered for less.


  The building bot scans me in. Fatigue weighs me down enough that I take the lift to the fifth floor. Eli’s programmed his household bot to accept me, so I don’t knock, just scan in.


  I freeze at the threshold of the door.


  Eli’s sprawled out on the floor, unconscious and covered in something that looks like blue blood. I stagger over and drop to his side.


  Oh my God, no.


  “Eli!” I shout as I shake his shoulders. His arms are covered in the blue muck, and it’s smeared all over his face, too. “Eli, God, please wake up!”


  He squints, eyes still closed, and moans a little, resisting my hold. I relax back on my heels, relief making all my muscles go weak at once. As my panic steps down, I realize the blue gunk is paint. I drag my gaze up to the canvas on the easel next to him… and my mouth drops open.


  Eli’s painting is incredible. It makes his other works look like a kid’s first sloppy art project.


  It’s a picture of a boy—a puppet on strings, really—suspended in the air. It’s almost entirely in blues, but the look of anguish and delight on the puppet-boy’s face is what’s making me stare and forget to breathe. It’s like he’s being tortured, but the upward cast of his eyes shows him seeing something that lights his face with joy—like all the torments will be worthwhile, if only he can reach that thing that lies just off the canvas. Some heavenly delight that only he can see.


  The damn thing’s making me tear up.


  Eli moans and rolls to the side, curling up like every muscle in his body is cramping. I put one hand on his shoulder, reassuring him. “I’m here, Eli. It’s okay. You’re going to be all right.”


  While I’m talking, I fish my phone out of my pocket and snap a shot of the painting. I don’t know what this could fetch on ArtNet, but I wouldn’t be surprised if two hundred chits is in the ballpark. It’s just that good.


  I stow my phone and help Eli as he struggles up to sitting. When he creaks open his eyes, he stares with horror at the painting, then at me, then at his blue-paint-soaked hands… then back to the painting.


  “Oh no,” he whispers.


  I don’t know what that’s about, but I help him up to sitting on the stool. It’s like he’s been tasered, the guy’s shaking so bad. I notice there are two holes in the wall that weren’t there before.


  “What happened?” I ask.


  “They’re going to let her die,” Eli says, the words shuddering out of him. He keeps avoiding looking at the Puppet Boy painting, so I don’t ask about that. For now.


  Besides, I have something much more important to tell him. “The ascenders might be willing to let her die. But I’m not.”


  He squints up at me, like he’s not understanding my words. He gestures with his hands, but they’re covered in blue paint, still wet. I grab a part of his arm that’s not coated and haul him out of the seat.


  “Come on, let’s get you cleaned up.” I have to hold him up on the way to the kitchen sink.


  He fumbles to help me scrub the paint off, but mostly he’s bracing his legs against the cabinet to keep from falling down. The blue sloughs off like skin—the wet parts mask the already-dried layers beneath. Jesus, Mary, and Joseph… how long has he been painting? And what is this crazy, inspired, amazing art thing he’s made? It’s like it came out of nowhere.


  I peer at him as we get most of the paint off. He seems to be pulling himself together. He edges away from me, and I let him go. Then he turns his back to the counter and struggles to hold himself up with slippery wet hands.


  “Five percent,” he says, staring at the floor of the kitchen. It’s warped with age and chipped with use.


  “She’s got a lot better odds than that.”


  “You don’t have to say that, Cy,” he says quietly, not looking at me.


  “I’m going to get the gen tech she needs.”


  He blinks, frowns at the floor, then slowly looks up at me. “What?”


  “It’s already done. It’ll take a couple weeks, maybe more, but—”


  “But it’s… Cy, it’s… that’s so illegal.”


  I smirk. “That’s my specialty. Haven’t you noticed?”


  “But you’ll be banished.” He says it like that’s the worst thing that could happen to me. I’m not so sure. But then his face goes blank. “We’ll all be banished.”


  “Only if we’re caught,” I say quietly. “I’m exceptionally good at not getting caught.”


  Then his eyes get a little wider, like he’s finally awake, finally come back from whatever thing knocked him out and left him covered in paint on the floor.


  And I know what that look means: hope.


  He barrels into me, even though only a foot separates us, grabbing me in a hug that’s as fierce as it is brief. When he rebounds away, I clamp a hand on his shoulder and look him in the eyes. He’s trying to duck away, so I won’t see the tears shining in them.


  “This isn’t going to be easy,” I say, for some reason needing to warn him. “It’s expensive, and the meds are tough to get, and it might not even work.” I glance at the Puppet Boy painting. “You just keep doing your art—you know how that makes your mom happy—and I’ll work my end with Riley and the meds. We’ll make it happen, okay?”


  He winces at the painting, like it pains him. “I don’t know, Cy.”


  I point a finger in his face. “Don’t you even do that. You are absolutely not going to give up. Do you understand me? We don’t give up.”


  He nods, rapidly, but he doesn’t look convinced.


  That’s okay.


  I know, deep in my gut, this is going to work. My grandfather would have said a thousand Hail Mary’s trying to make it work—for all I know, he prayed for a miracle before calling the priest with the meds to cut his life short. But I’m going to do better than that. I’m going to win this by refusing to play by the ascender’s rules… not this time, and really, not ever again.


  All I have to do is not get caught.
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  In the future, I believe technology will challenge us to remember what it means to be human. Even today, technology is racing ahead, integrating with our bodies via cybernetic limbs and our minds via the ever-present web. Humans are a tool-using species, but our tools are so quickly expanding our reach—both physically and mentally—that the day when we bring that technology inside our bodies for simple convenience and enhanced performance is not far off.


  This may, in fact, be the only hope we have of staying ahead of the machine intelligences we are so eagerly trying to build. Either the robot overlords will take over… or we’ll beat them to the punch by becoming full-fledged cyborgs ourselves. Either way, some of the most compelling stories for SF writers today are found in this technology-immersed future where we are the machines—or at least are engaged in a bare-knuckled fight for survival against them. And I’m not talking a Terminator-style battle, but rather something far more disturbing: that we may create machines that are simply better than us. At everything.


  Our time at the top of the evolutionary food chain may be reaching its end. As some futurists say, strong artificial intelligence may be our last invention. In a way, science fiction holds our arsenal of thought-experiments, girding us for the fight and helping us prevent those possibilities from becoming reality. This is why I’m writing the Singularity series—to hopefully stir the minds of my readers and get them thinking about technology’s effect on our mind-body-soul connection before it becomes a fact of everyday life.
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  Before we get to the fourth Story of Singularity, one that dives into exactly what it means to be an "augmented" human...


  



  ... a bonus story! This is just a short flash fiction outtake from the first novel, The Legacy Human, following a young girl with a satchel of paintbrushes. Eli had a brief encounter with her on the tram, buying gray market brushes from her with the largess he'd recently acquired from his patron, Lenora. It's a just a vignette in the novel, expanded here to give a deeper look at the legacy humans who've made their life under the shadow of ascenders in Seattle... 



  



  



  Defiance was originally published in the Future Chronicles Anthology
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  Amazon
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  Risha hurried through the entrance of the market, grasping her satchel of paintbrushes in one hand and pushing aside the rough canvas flaps of the tent with the other. The thick smell of human-made foods and human-type stink reassured her. After her encounter on the tram, barely being saved from the virtual reality addict by a handsome boy several years older than her, it was good to be back where the dangers were more familiar. And less likely to end up with her dead.


  Plus she was a whole chit richer than when she left!


  She had no idea why the boy bought her gray-market brushes for a full chit—any fool could see they were worth less than half that. It left a weird feeling in her chest: kindnesses weren’t the kind of thing you traded in Seattle. The city was filled with bots and left-over humanity and the occasional ascender, with their super smart nanotech brains… humans were at the bottom of that pile, and you had to fight to even get a fair trade half the time. At least the gray market was better than the black, where a reasonable bit of bargaining could still get you dead, if you angered the wrong types.


  But the boy had given her a kindness… and now she had a whole chit riding in her account. It was a full half-chit more than her uncle would expect back for the two brushes she’d sold. Risha wound her way past heaps of clay pots and woven throw rugs, her fingers crossed. Maybe Tuval would have one of his amazing chocolate pastries in his stall today. Why… for a half chit, maybe she could even bargain him for two! But she’d have to eat them quickly. Destroy the evidence, before her uncle found out.


  “Hey Risha!” The voice stopped her dogged search for the smell of chocolate buried in human odors. It was Samuel the Orphan. His parents had been exiled by the ascenders. The bots took care of him now, but Risha only ever saw him at the market.


  “Hey Samuel.” She gave him a tight smile, but her eyes were still hungry for Tuval’s stall.


  “I found something perfect for you.” Samuel was her age, fourteen, but he acted like he’d been a grizzled trader all his life.


  “I don’t have money for shells,” she said, absently, still peering through the bustling commerce for Tuval’s stall. Samuel haunted the beaches where the ascenders won’t go, scavenging seashells then trying to sell them. It’s not much of a business—although she’d seen a few of the girls use them to decorate their hair.


  “Not for sale,” Samuel said as he dug through his bags. He had dozens of them, small and large, all carrying his worthless bounty from the sea. “This one’s special.”


  Risha frowned. Not for sale? Was this some kind of new trade gimmick? Samuel’s face lit up as he found his prize: he pulled an unbroken shell the size of Risha’s thumb from his weathered paper bag. It caught the dim light of the market and gleamed blue.


  He held it out to her. “It’s perfect. Not a scratch. And the pearling on it is blue. Very rare.”


  She took it, just to be polite, and turned it over, admiring it. “It is pretty, Samuel. You should be able to find a buyer for this one.”


  He looks disappointed. “No, it’s for you.”


  She tried to hand it back to him. “I told you—I don’t have chits for shells.” Although a twinge in her chest nagged at her: she was dying to spend a half chit on a pastry that wouldn’t last the next five minutes. The boy on the tram hadn’t hesitated to help her when she needed it… and now she was hoarding her windfall like it belonged just to her.


  Samuel took her hand but just folded her fingers over the shell. “And I told you—this one’s for you. I knew it as soon as I saw it. It’s pretty and different. Unique.” He dropped her hand, his gaze suddenly intense on the bags before him.


  Risha’s face heated as she stared at her fingers closed around the shell. Another kindness. “Thank you.”


  He nodded but kept his head down.


  She wished she hadn’t been so adamant about not having chits for shells… but now it was too late for that. “Are you hungry?” she asked.


  Samuel peeked up. His gaunt cheeks spoke of an ascender-allowance-only diet—the kind that barely kept you moving. She had never noticed it before. The heat in her cheeks grew stronger.


  “Come on.” Risha held out her hand, the one not holding the shell.


  Samuel shuffled around his barricade of sacks, and she towed him toward Tuval’s stall. If he was still open, she reckoned a kindness would taste even better than his famed chocolate pastry.
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  The floor is freshly swept from the last fight round. The blood’s gone, and the new gouges in the concrete blend with the old. My opponent is in his corner, and I’m in mine, with the ref holding up his hands to quiet the crowd. The competition matrix quickly winnowed to the two of us, but this month’s prize is mine for the losing. At least, that’s what I’m telling myself. And I haven’t even taken my dose of Resilience yet—I’m just trying to psyche myself up the old-fashioned way with positive talk and bravado. Because I really need to win this one. The prize is a shiny-new Resurrection mod, fresh from the shops, and that’s no standard augmentation. Winning it is key to my plans. My chances of survival are slim, even with the augment—but they’re zero without it.


  “Miriam Levine,” the referee intones.


  I nod to let him know I’m ready.


  “Zachary Haddock.” The ref lifts his chin to my opponent, who also gives the go-ahead.


  Zach was my sparring partner last week, which just means he’s seen all my latest moves. Not that he doesn’t already know my head inside and out. He’s three years older than me and acts like he’s my big brother. Which is cool most of the time, but in the ring? It’s a liability.


  And I know Zach wants this mod as badly as I do.


  The ref raises his hands again, keeping us in our corners until his signal. “Blood draws are allowed, but only flesh-on-flesh.” It’s the standard rule recitation. Mostly for the kids in the crowd. “If you draw blood with your augment, you’re immediately disqualified with a standard suspension from competition.”


  Six months. It’s not that long to wait. It’s more the shame that goes with the suspension. The lack of trust from your fellow warriors. Plus, the next time you step in the ring… it’s not good.


  “Standard drug enhancers only,” he continues. “At the start bell. Early dosing will result in immediate disqualification.”


  Only fools dose early. It’s not like that ten-second edge buys you anything in the fight.


  The ref lowers both hands, gesturing to our leg augments—we both have a full set—and Zach’s arm. The rest of our mods are internal. “Off-book augment use is authorized in the final round, but standard foul rules still apply.”


  That means we can get creative with our augments. Which I fully plan to do.


  “Points awarded for augment use. Pin for the win. Ready?”


  The crowd tenses. Zach and I drop into our fight poses but stay in our corners.


  “Fight!” A bell tones. I snap my tongue to activate my dose of Resilience, and I feel it even before I leave my corner. Sharper eyesight. Reduced anxiety. Higher tolerance for pain. The dull aches from the previous, unenhanced bouts quickly fade. I’m primed, ready for anything from extended combat to a long-duration march, all without being slowed down by the need for sleep or food or any normal human fatigue, mental or physical. In fact, I won’t be sleeping for a good twenty-four hours, no matter how inconvenient that might be.


  It’ll be worth it.


  Zach and I slowly circle each other, sticking to the edge of the ring. He knows I don’t like to make the first move, but that goes both ways. I know he’s got forty pounds of solid muscle on me, but being smaller means I’m more agile. I’m only eighteen, with two years of training to his five, but I’ve been a jiv from age seven, the day I came to the camp and joined the Makers. Most kids born in-house have to wait until the minimum age of seventeen. Which means Zach’s been cruising on his augment legs for four years, but I’ve been on mine for eleven. And I don’t care what the older jivs say—being born without legs means I don’t have any subconscious memories of walking pre-mod to slow me down. I’ve been running on augments from my very first steps, and that makes a difference. For reflexes. For confidence.


  For kicking Zach’s ass and winning the right to claim the shop’s shiny new mod.


  I wink to activate the NuView mod I won last year. It’s the only augment I have besides my legs, whereas Zach’s got an arm prosthesis—the nice kind, too, with a built-in Eel—on top of his augmented legs, plus an overclock mod somewhere inside his gut. I started competing the nanosec I was eligible, but it takes time to come up in the rosters. Not to mention training well enough to win. Zach outclasses me in mods, but it’s possible I could win on points. NuView is hard to demonstrate, but devastatingly clever if you do.


  Best strategy is to go for the pin, regardless.


  We’re still circling and eyeing each other. The NuView lets me see his pulse, but more importantly—he’s already charged his Eel. Which means any full-flesh contact with his arm mod and I’m going to be fried like last night’s dinner. But I’m not a complete idiot—I knew Zach was a likely top contender this month. So my all-body suit has a mod of its own—the soft, top-grade leather from the free rangers in Colorado has an added rubber lining. I stayed up half of last night to stitch it in, and it’s making me sweat like crazy, but it should provide some insulation. The true secret is in the thin metal wires sandwiched between—I’m trusting those to reroute the bulk of the Eel charge to my augments, where it’ll do less damage.


  Zach finally makes the first move.


  He leads with a jab, which I easily dodge, but I know it’s just a feint—like I expect, he follows it with a swipe of his leg against mine. I spin out of the knock, then dance away from him, hugging the edge of the ring. His best strategy is to take me down to the floor or bring me close in a grapple—that’s where he’ll win with the Eel, which is half electrified knife, half taser. Avoiding that is the whole fight for me… at least, until I’m ready for it. But first, I need to make him think I’m going for the pin the normal way.


  I dance for a second or two, my back to the crowd. Their stares are hot on my neck, but the dose of Resilience helps me tune that out and focus on Zach’s light-footed steps. He’s shifting weight, scanning me, just like I’m raking his body with my gaze, looking for a tell while also using the NuView to find his overclock mod.


  There it is.


  Lower abdomen, deep in his core, but slightly closer to the front. Optimal position for cooling down his body temp by chilling his abdominal aorta. In my NuView, the artery it’s connected to pulses in his midsection like a beacon. The overclock mod’s also wired into his nervous system, and I can just make out the EM field that follows the circuit all the way up his spine. He has a failsafe trigger somewhere. I just have to find it. But I’m taking too long—gotta move first, set him up, buy some time for the scan.


  I rock on my augments, back and forth, then dance forward until I’m just out of his strike range. I lead with a front kick—my foot to his right knee—but it’s just a feint as well. I use the momentum to spin a back-fisted glove to his face. He blocks, but I’m ready for that too, following with the other fist and landing this time square on his jaw. His head snaps back—I think as much in surprise as anything. He has to wonder why I’m bringing this to close-combat already. I dance back before he swings his Eel arm around to swipe at me. I’m back at the periphery of the ring, hopping foot to foot, watching him. Letting him think the flesh-on-flesh attack was a mistake.


  He studies my stance for a few seconds, which is all the time I need to scan for the trigger—it’s at the top of his neck, behind his left ear. He probably has it code-protected, maybe a series of taps to active it, so he can’t be hacked. But I don’t think it will matter.


  Zach makes a lunge toward me, and I expect him to lead with his modded arm, but instead he takes an augmented leap that has him sailing through the air, spin-kicking toward my head. He’s got to be aiming for my augments, but if he lands that kick… I rotate into him, arm blocking the Eel mod that’s suddenly in my face and jabbing an uppercut to his chin before I spin away. He lands hard on the ground, gouging the concrete and nearly skidding out of the ring. But he twists fast, facing me again, and this time the leg swipe takes me down.


  I land on my back, air forced out of my lungs. Zach springs up with augment speed. He makes a run at me, but I get my legs in the air and jabber-kick at him, one-two-one-two, keeping him off balance while I dodge his Eel. I can’t breathe, but I can do without oxygen for a short stretch—the Resilience will carry me through. Zach lunges through an opening between my kicks, leading with his flesh hand, but the Eel’s not far behind. I whip my head to the side, just barely avoiding the punch, then follow it up with a dangerous roll that leaves my back exposed for a split second. He grabs for me, but my leather’s too slick, and he can’t get hold and goes down.


  I get a foot under me and spring up again. He skitters away before I can take advantage of being up while he’s down. He’s back on his feet a quarter second later.


  That was too close. Enough messing around. I know what I need to do now, I just need to get into the right position to execute.


  We’re circling again. I need him to attack first, so he’s off guard. But I can’t just lead him into it. I jab a front kick to one leg—he blocks. Then the other—he spins a back kick that nearly takes me down. I stumble and recover, retreating to the edge of the ring. I dance there a moment.


  My lungs start working again in one gasping breath. I flex my hands, rock a little on my augments, let him think I’m still pondering my next move. Then I slap my gloved hands together, sliding one against the other, and then charge toward him before he can notice that I’ve dislodged the tip of one finger of the glove. It takes me three steps to cross the ring. By the third, I’m sailing through the air, arms up for the grab. Just before I reach him, I make a knife with one hand and a claw with the other. He pulls back for a jab, but I get there too soon, and his punch doesn’t have any power. I let it whip my head to the side, because I already know where my hands have to go—one at his neck with a thumb behind his ear, the other plowed as deep into his gut as I can make it. I grapple hard and heave my legs up around his waist, locking them tight. His eyes fly wide as he stumbles backwards, my momentum forcing us, but that’s not what’s surprising him—it’s that I’m practically begging him to shock me with his arm.


  And I am. Only now I’m too close, and I don’t want him to overthink this, so I ram the stiff fingers of my hand again and again into his gut. He cringes with the blows and tries to shove me off with his flesh hand—his augment arm is clamped at my waist—but he’s holding back, not shocking me.


  Come on, Zach… I continue to pound his gut, keeping my other hand locked on the back of his neck, but that’s not what’s keeping me close. I squeeze my augmented legs tighter around his middle. There’s no way he’s getting me off without a zap from his Eel, which should send me flying. He tries to get a lock on my head, but the angle’s all wrong.


  He snaps his teeth shut, and I know it’s coming—he’s preparing himself for the blowback. I manage to dig my hand deep into his gut just before the charge lets loose.


  The pain lights up my brain, but the Resilience makes it feel like fireworks in the distance. My hand on his neck grips harder as we both convulse. The fall to the concrete jars me loose, and the shock finally throws me clear.


  I’m gasping for air, crawling on the ground away from him, just in case it hasn’t worked.


  But it has.


  I can tell by the wide-eyed look, the way he’s staring at the ceiling. And the fact that he’s not moving.


  I scramble to my feet, hesitate for half a second, then slowly stroll over. He’s prone, limbs inert, lips tinged blue. I know he’s not dead, but the crowd’s holding their breath, telling me they’re not so sure. I rest my mechanical foot on top of one of his motionless legs, just to make the pin official.


  The ref hustles to my side and raises my arm.


  I won.


  I hold back the smile, because it’s going to look far too creepy until everyone in the crowd realizes what’s happened. Zach’s support team swarms over him, and they quickly figure it out—he shorted out his own overclock mod. Under normal conditions, overclock is supposed to cool you down or warm you up from the inside out. If you’re overheated, it’ll chill that aortal bloodstream until your muscles rejuvenate like you’re some kind of Hercules on steroids. Alternatively, it can warm you up if you’ve fallen in a frozen river and are about to die of hypothermia. By routing Zach’s own Eel shock through my suit and straight to his gut with the open finger of my glove, I sent his overclock mod into reboot mode. Normally, that would just put him into a default check for emergency conditions. But simultaneously zapping his trigger point? That locked the overclock into cool-down. Basically, I used all his mods against him to send him spiraling into hypothermia on the floor of the ring.


  Zach moans and sits up in the middle of his support team huddle.


  The crowd cheers.


  I let my grin loose and throw up my other hand in victory.


  I hardly even notice the leftover tremors from the shock as I’m carried from the ring in a triumphant lap around the underground parking garage that serves as the Makers’ competition center. In less than an hour, the police bots will do their regular sweep through the heart of Old Portland, and everyone will have to clear out. Above ground, downtown looks like every other post-Singularity city in the world that hasn’t been taking over by the ascenders. In other words, a wasteland. If we want to keep the Makers’ far-flung network intact, we’ve got to keep up that appearance. The audience gathered for the competition will have to stay out of sight as much as possible when they return to their shops and homes and schools. They each have a vital contribution to give to the Maker’s bustling enterprise. We’re humanity’s one true hope for the future—the only chance to take the world back from the ascenders—and everyone’s role is important to that mission.


  But for a few minutes—before we go back to the serious business of reclaiming the world and before I face what winning the Resurrection mod really means—I let them hold me up and parade me around the echoing underground cavern in celebration. It’s a small triumph, a tiny step toward the victory we’ll all be able to claim one day.


  For real.
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  The crowd has dispersed, and I’m back in the prep room with the other jivs.


  Most are already patched up, attended to by medics or wrapping each other’s bruised joints. I’m working on peeling off my leather suit, which I’m just now noticing is still smoking in some spots. Must have busted a few wires during the prior bouts and caused a bunch of internal shorts. Lucky I didn’t get burned. I give my exposed skin a careful look-over—the Resilience might not let me feel the scorching.


  “What the hell’s in that thing?” Zach asks from the bench where he’s still huddled under his blanket. He’s not mad. I think.


  “It’s not against regs,” I say. “And it’s not a foul to protect yourself.”


  “Hey!” A set of fingers appear from beneath the blanket, up in surrender, then disappear back inside. “I’m not complaining, Mir. You won the mod, fair and square. I’m just wondering if you’ve become a maker or if someone else is crafting your gear now. I mean, that looks like something the shops would want a peek at.”


  I scrunch up my face. “Well, it only kind of works.” Getting assigned to the shops isn’t on my agenda.


  Zach snorted a laugh. “Like anything out of the shops works more than kind of.”


  I shrug. “They do the best they can.”


  “Show them the suit, Mir.” He trots out his big brother voice for that one.


  I grin. “Yes, sir.”


  He shakes his head, but there’s a smile under it. I guess I’m forgiven for winning.


  I pick at the smoking remnants of my suit lining. There’s only so much the shops can do, reinventing everything from scratch. During the Singularity, most of humanity ascended into hyper-intelligent human/robot hybrids, and the ascenders basically took over the world. The few dissenters who didn’t like the idea of losing their souls in a quest for immortality had other things to do besides preserve the great knowledge stores of humanity—like staying alive during the religious purges that came after. It was a dark time, and a lot of knowledge was lost. Plus, the ascenders constructed special cities for their favored human pets, and they didn’t want them to get too curious about life before. Might make it difficult to keep them in their gilded cage. I should know—I was born legacy, and I get exactly how little the ascenders care about humans, even the ones they keep for their “genetic diversity.” I’m convinced the ascenders were happy to see the rest of humanity devolve into violent religious sects and anarchy.


  But the Makers are different.


  Someone in Old Portland managed to save the library. Somehow, by some miracle, they were able to squirrel away the paper books and electronic discs and all kinds of old-style maker-tech media, hiding all that pre-Singularity information in the Portland Underground. That dank network of tunnels along the waterfront used to be notorious for kidnapping sailors or something, but they were close enough to the water to keep the ascenders away… and they quickly became a sanctuary for the first post-Singularity knowledge-seekers and craftsmen and technologists. Those early Makers had to hide their treasure trove of information and quietly rebuild. But in the hundred years since, they’ve steadily grown. And they’re not just preserving pre-Singularity knowledge. They’ve scrabbled and tinkered and crafted their way to better and better technology… as well as a society to support it.


  Even so, the tech is still sometimes pretty spotty. There are brilliant people in the shops, but the supply chain for goods is still underground, unreliable, and poor quality. Petroleum products from Wyoming. Rare earth metals from Idaho. Scavenged materials from the decaying city infrastructure around us. We smuggle some bot-made goods out of Seattle and outright steal tech from the ascenders to reverse engineer. Half the missions jivs train for are raids on New Portland, and we almost always lose someone to the police bots when we make a run. It’s necessary to keep the shops well-supplied, but no matter how much they innovate, they’ll never catch up to the ascenders. With their hyper intelligence and virtual immortality, they’re light years ahead… and always will be.


  Unless something changes.


  I’m determined to make something change.


  I’m finally in civvies again, although I could use a good shower. Not that the whole prep room doesn’t stink of sweat and grease and slightly-singed rubber. I’m stowing my suit in my bag when someone charges through the door at my back. I don’t turn, because I’m pretty sure I know who it is.


  “You. Are. Insane!”


  Yup. Definitely directed at me, and very much the voice of Mateo, the shop apprentice who wants to be my second.


  I turn to him, hiking my duffle over my shoulder. “If that’s your idea of a compliment, you need to up your game.” But I am a little relieved he wasn’t here to see the smoke coming off my suit. He’d just worry.


  Mateo presses his lips together in that little disapproving face he makes whenever I do something normal for a jiv—like go on a mission or compete or get banged up in any way. He’s half cute and half annoying when he does it. Cute because… well, he’s always cute. Dark eyes, messy hair, and that soft brown skin from his Hispanic heritage. If I had time for a second, he’d be at the top of my list of candidates who are Definitely Hot Enough to Kiss. But he’s still annoying because he thinks, for some reason, that just because he’s concerned, that means I’m doing something I shouldn’t. But I know exactly what I’m doing. And I know Mateo’s going to hate what’s coming next even more.


  He’s looking me over, like a medic checking for wounds. “Are you okay?”


  “I’m fine.” I brush past him toward the door. I’m not sleeping tonight anyway, due to the lingering Resilience, so I might as well cram in some extra studying. I’m going to need it.


  He’s following me, which makes me smile a little. Once we’re out in the hall, away from the curious eyes and ears of the other jivs, he tags me on the elbow.


  “Mir, hang on.”


  I let him stop me in the dusty hall. My apartment with my dad is miles away, but there’s a transport waiting for the jivs. We’ve got some cloud cover today, so the normal satellites won’t be tracking us. Hard to say when the ascenders’ infrared sats will be watching, but a lone sun truck trundling around Old Portland shouldn’t draw too much scrutiny. But we’re not leaving until everyone’s ready to go, so there’s really no reason for me to rush off to the transport.


  “Congratulations.” Mateo says it like he thinks he should, but he doesn’t really want to. Then he frowns. “You know they’re going to want you to test this mod, right?”


  I huff a small laugh. “Yeah, I’m pretty sure that’s part of the terms and conditions, Teo.”


  He shakes his head like he thinks I’m crazy again. “Why are you doing this? You know you’re going to give your dad a heart attack with this.”


  The smile drops off my face. “He’ll be okay.” I don’t like talk of my dad hurting. My mom never made it out of Seattle—her heart disease was the kind the ascenders refused to cure, even though they could. But Mateo doesn’t know that. Most people don’t. The Makers just took me and my dad in after we left the legacy life behind and searched for somewhere else to call home.


  “Your father’s not okay, Mir.” His frown is serious now. “He’s sitting back at your place, right now, reading that old book again.”


  “The Torah?” I ask with a raised eyebrow. Mateo knows my dad is deep into his faith.


  “No,” he says with sigh. “Old Man and the Sea.”


  “Oh.” That draws my face down as well. That’s not a good sign. My dad only hauls that one out when… well, when he’s stuck in the past, not the future. It was my mom’s favorite.


  “Yeah.” He gives me a knowing look. And he’s right—when my dad drops into these funks, he has a hard time shaking them.


  “Okay.” I suck in a breath. What I’m going to say next is just going to make things worse. “You can’t tell him this, Teo. Promise me.”


  “Tell him what?” He hikes up one dark eyebrow.


  “Promise.” I jab the air near his face.


  He leans back. “Okay, okay. What is it?”


  “I’m applying for the Offering.”


  “What?” His mouth drops open, and he looks at me like I’ve gone mad. “What is wrong with you, Miriam?”


  I groan and turn to stride toward the transport. This is not how I envisioned telling him. I don’t know how I expected it to go, not really. Maybe something along the lines of proclaiming my fealty to the Maker cause. Or practicing my speech with him, the one I’ll have to give for my application. I may have had some stupid fantasy of that moment being our first kiss. Some grand, romantic gesture before I marched off to my almost-certain doom… God, I’m an idiot.


  Mateo is sputtering as he trots next to me, his inarticulate outrage apparently threatening to choke him to death.


  “Stop!” he finally says, grabbing my arm and yanking me to a stop.


  My Resilience-pumped reflexes make me twist out of his grasp and bunch the front of his homespun shirt in my fist before I know what I’m doing. I heave two breaths into his face before I come to my senses. I let him go and smooth down his shirt.


  His eyes are as wide as saucers.


  “It’s the drugs, Teo,” I say, my breath speeding up more as I talk. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to—” I screw up my face to keep the tears in. “You know better than to tap a jiv when she’s pumped. Come on.”


  His hands are up—not in terror of my rabid warrior reflexes, but in reassurance—and the panic is gone from his face. “You would never hurt me, Mir. I know that.”


  I nod, too quickly. Still, I take a step back.


  “But you can’t be the Offering,” he says, a determined fire in his dark eyes. “You’re a jiv.”


  But, of course, I can. All I have to do is pass the tests and get chosen. Never mind that no jiv has ever applied before. Because we’re supposed to be defending the Makers, not trying to become their prophet.


  “I probably won’t pass the psych eval,” I say with a strained smile.


  “Well, you certainly shouldn’t. Not with the way you’re constantly—” He cuts himself off and runs a hand through his hair, the panic bright in his eyes again.


  “Constantly what?” I ask, but I already know what he’s going to say. Constantly taking risks I shouldn’t. Constantly pushing the limits. But he doesn’t understand… that’s why I’m here. It’s what I’m supposed to do.


  “Constantly trying to get back at the ascenders for what happened to your mom.”


  I just blink and stare at him. Once. Twice. Then I turn and hurry toward the transport again. He’s not right. He’s wrong. I tell myself this again and again in my head, and the Resilience makes me sure. I’m certain he’s wrong. But I’m having a harder time getting a breath than when Zach side-swiped me to the ground. Because if Mateo’s right, if this is all just my vendetta against the ascenders, I’m not going to pass the psych eval. And even if I pass, the council will never select me if they think I’m out for vengeance. Because even though the most likely outcome of the Offering is my sudden and painful death, it’s possible I’ll live. And if that happens, they can’t have a hyper-intelligent maniac on their hands.


  What the Makers need is a leader.


  And I have no chance of that if they think I’m already a gear short of a full load.


  I reach the transport and close the door in Mateo’s face.
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  It’s been three days since the surgery, and the scar still itches.


  I trace the red line between my ribs, feeling the raised flesh that’s sealed back around where they implanted the Resurrection mod. The med tech explained the details to me, but I only understood about half. Basically the mod is supposed to kick in when I’m near death—it doses my lungs with a gas that lowers my metabolism and triggers a hibernation state. Heart rate, breathing, brain function—all of it is supposed to basically stop. The idea is that when a jiv is injured traumatically in the field, and they don’t have a med tech nearby, the Resurrection mod will shut them down until we can get them back to the Maker’s camp. Once the jiv is back in the shop and all patched up, then the med tech can authorize the resurrection sequence and the process will reverse itself.


  They’ve tested it on mice. So far, the mice haven’t complained.


  I’m the first human to get it—which means they plan to shut me down and start me up again to give it a good shake-out test. And, honestly, I prefer that to testing it in the field with a life-threatening injury.


  Although a field trial is exactly what I’m planning with the Offering.


  Mateo is the only person I’ve told I’m applying. I didn’t want the shop guys to have any second thoughts until the mod was safely installed inside my body. But since then, I’ve put my name in for this year’s Offering, and I’ve already taken all the standard tests—intelligence, general knowledge, the full psychological battery. All that’s left is the Persuasion Test tomorrow. It’s really just an interview, but the idea is that you’re supposed to show off your social skills. See if you have what it takes to lead. And it makes sense that the person most able to persuade the council that they can lead the Makers forward is exactly the right person to be given the chance.


  I’ve gone back and forth on whether to tell my dad. If I tell him beforehand, he’ll try to talk me out of it. Which might mean a hit to my self-confidence. Which I will definitely need to have any chance of passing the test. But once they make the selection, there’s no backing out. I’ll still have a chance to say goodbye to my dad… but he won’t have a chance to try to stop me.


  All of which is moot if I’m not selected. But I will be. If not this time, then the next. And as many times as I have to offer myself up. I already know I will—right up until I’m too old for the procedure. It only gives me a few years, since the upper limit is twenty-one due to medical complications. This is the first time I’m eligible, but I’ve been thinking about this seriously ever since I heard they were working on the Resurrection mod in the shop.


  Now that I have it, it’s time to give my last full measure to the cause.


  The only question is whether I tell my father first.


  That’s why I’m standing in a bombed-out synagogue with my father’s prayer book in front of my face. I have no idea what the prayers mean, but this is how my father prays when he stands in the corner of our apartment and recites in that quiet, calm voice of his. I never learned my father’s religion—my mother didn’t share it, and besides it was illegal to practice it when we were in Seattle. Once she died and we left the city, I thought he would use our new religious freedom to teach me the language and the rituals. But he never did. And I was too immersed in having new legs and access to the vast wells of knowledge the Makers possessed to think much about it. Then I was swept up in becoming a jiv and a warrior for the cause.


  My father’s quiet faith seemed irrelevant.


  Only now I’m standing here unable to pray because I don’t know how.


  I close the prayer book and hold it to my face the way I’ve seen my father do. I imagine behind closed eyes what this temple must have looked like before the Singularity, filled with a hundred faithful just like my father, whispering and singing their prayers. Their faith supported them through thousands of years of persecution and displacement from their homes. Not unlike what all of humanity has been reduced to now with the ascenders. I can easily see my father here, in that long-ago time, bowing and reciting. Praying for guidance from his God.


  My faith is of a different kind. I believe in the desperate need for humanity to have a future better than what they have now. But we can’t wait around for anyone’s God to make it happen. We’ll have to bootstrap ourselves into that future by the power of our minds and our bodies—and without losing our souls, our humanity, as the ascenders have.


  I still wish I knew how to talk to the God of my father… if only to ask what to do with the one person I love enough to worry about leaving behind.


  “God of my father.” My words are swallowed up in the cavernous wreck of a holy place. I open my eyes and look up. The ceiling is more hole than plaster, and the bright sun of Old Portland’s morning shines through. I don’t know where this God is that I’m speaking to. The words feel awkward in my mouth, so I close my eyes again and drop my voice to a whisper. “My father’s people have always been your people. But now the Makers need someone to lead them. Someone who can give them a chance. I don’t know if I’m that person, or if I’m just the next in a long line of experiments to create the prophet. I suspect you know. I don’t need you to tell me. I just need you to watch over your faithful son, my father, if I’m not here to do it myself. He’s suffered enough already. He doesn’t need to suffer any more. But the Offering is something I have to do. Because I can… and I think I’m the only one who has a chance of making it work.”


  My words dissipate into the emptiness of overturned benches and rotting walls. The soft sound of birds in the dark rafters is all the response I get. Not that I was expecting any. I just hope I did it right—that my father’s God heard me and will look out for him. And in a way, I have an answer to my question, even though I didn’t ask it. I’m not going to tell my father until this year’s Offering is chosen. If it’s not me, then he doesn’t need to know. If it is, he will have less time to worry before the event itself.


  It’s the best I can do—to spare him as much pain as possible.


  It’s a two-mile walk to meet with the council. Normally, they convene in an abandoned control center in the rail yards, but the Offering tests are always conducted in the Japanese gardens on the hill. It takes me longer than I expect because the sunshine keeps me winding through abandoned buildings and staying under awnings as much as possible. The ascenders don’t care what humans do, as long as there’s not too many of us in one place at one time. Or possessing too much technology. Or obviously putting off some kind of energy signature that would indicate major industrial activity. That’s why everything the Makers do is carefully kept concealed, underground, routed out of view. The ascenders’ satellite scans probably wouldn’t register anything odd about one human girl heading up into the gardens, but it’s instinct at this point to stay out of sight.


  I pause when I reach the covered entrance. The view is spectacular. A crisp morning breeze off the river. Mt. Hood in the distance. The blue of the sky dazzles my eyes, and I wink on my NuView just to take a few pictures and revel in the full spectrum of wavelengths I can see dancing across Old Portland’s downtown.


  Most of the garden is completely overgrown—probably a bit more wild than the meticulously tended pre-Singularity era. The paths are kept clear enough to be navigable but not so maintained as to draw suspicion. The trees are thick, and the branches provide cover from both the sun and the satellites. There’s even some now-wild koi that have managed to survive past their caretakers. When I arrive at the tea garden, the council members are already in the teahouse, talking amongst themselves. The previous applicant is nowhere to be seen, which is just as well. They don’t release the names of those who apply, just the one selected. That way everyone knows who’s giving their lives for the rest of us. Their family members are treated with the utmost dignity, not only before the Offering procedure, but for the rest of their lives. Families of the Offered will never be in need. Just like we protect children and the infirm, the loved ones the Offered leave behind will always be cared for, as long as any Maker survives. In that sense, I know my father will be watched over, even if his God doesn’t listen to my prayers.


  The council members have nothing but smiles for me. Five altogether, currently two men and three women. I recognize most of them. Two are Master Makers from the shops. One is a Head Librarian from the original archives down by the wharf. I’m not sure about the other two, but they’re all elected for their skills and their wisdom. I have no doubts about their competence. My only concern is whether I’ll measure up to what they’re looking for.


  A dose of Resilience would be nice, but I know a drug-dependent jiv isn’t in their top twenty desirable leadership types. Nor is someone bent on bloody, personal revenge.


  I take a deep breath and return their smiles.


  “Miriam Levine.” The dark-haired woman gestures for me to stand on a woven mat. It’s positioned in front of the slightly elevated slate flooring they are gathered upon. The frame of the tea house is still standing, but the thin walls have long since crumbled away.


  “Good morning, reverend council members,” I reply with the standard protocol listed in the application. I give them a salute before I remember the council is civilian, not military. The jivs serve the council, of course, but they’re not part of our protocols. A few smirks dance around the faces of the council members. I try not to let that throw me.


  “I am Master Maker Elora Hawkins,” the dark-haired woman says, “and I’ll be guiding your time with us. The other council members may have questions for you as well, but please be at ease, Miriam. And know that we’re honored by your presence here today. Your mere willingness to offer yourself for the betterment of all Makers shows the courage of your heart, and we all have the greatest respect for that, regardless of the final choice. And this is your time, Miriam. So please, tell us why you wish to be chosen for the Offering.”


  So it begins.


  I’m actually a little unsettled by the warm tone and the gentle voice. It’s in dissonance to my jittery need to explain why this is so important to me. But I take a deep breath and launch into my rehearsed speech.


  “I believe the ascenders will never voluntarily open ascendance to humans again. I believe humans will forever be second class on this planet, even though we are the originals. We are the fount the ascenders sprung from, and our biology holds the key to unlocking even more potential than the ascenders themselves have realized. Humans are Makers by design. We are the original tinkerers, the creators, the ones who have the spark of life inside us. Machines can augment who we are, but they cannot replace what we are.”


  My words have captured their attention, but my rhetoric has to sound strange coming from a girl whose legs are metal and hydraulics. But all the physical augments are just a way to give jivs a chance against the bots. They’re not the endgame for humanity. Not even close.


  It seems like the council should be asking questions, but they’re not. I press on. “I believe the ascenders lost their souls in their brand of ascendance, because in the heady power of expanding their minds, they imagined themselves to be gods. And being gods, they could no longer be bothered with being human.” I spread my arms wide, embracing the serene beauty around me. “They are like gods in their own minds, but they have lost the one thing they could ever claim to be god-like—their immortal souls. And humanity—the only beings who are still in possession of that inalienable spark—will forever be enslaved by these false gods. Forever imprisoned to the shadows of the relics of our past by their machines and their watchful eyes. Unless… unless and until, we Make ourselves into something more. We humans have always been Makers by design. Makers by design,” I repeat, more slowly. “But who designed us? I don’t know, but I believe that freedom of religion is freedom of thought. Restrict one, and you inevitably restrict the other. The ascenders tried to stamp out the practice of religion in the purges after the Singularity, and they still squash it in the legacy cities, but wherever humans are free to think, they will each have their own beliefs. Yet it doesn’t matter what those beliefs are. Whatever God you believe in, whatever purpose you think the universe has for the conscious beings that humans are, you can see the evidence of what we actually are in everything we do—we were created to create. A hundred years ago, one of our creations managed to trigger a Singularity that almost ended us. Humanity almost lost its very soul. And for many—the ascended—they are already lost. The only way to reclaim our world is to try again. To push forward into that final frontier of the mind, remaking ourselves in the image not of gods, but of the very best that humanity can be. We cannot afford to wait for the second coming of a divine being. The ascenders are not capable of bestowing this deliverance upon us. We must craft a second Singularity ourselves. We must fight with flesh and blood and technology to claw the world back from the product of humanity’s first failed experiment. Our first attempt to Make ourselves into something better.”


  Master Elora’s eyes are wide. She opens her mouth to say something, but then closes it again. She doesn’t speak. None of them do. My speech is just my cobbled-together thoughts—the creed of the Makers, my loathing of the ascenders, and my own passion for the future, all rolled into one. It very simply is what I believe. What I’m fighting for. What I want to give my all to.


  It’s time for me to make the final pitch. The persuasion part of the test. “I am a jiv. I have already pledged to give my life to the cause of the betterment of Makers and humankind. But I’m ready to give everything I have—my mind as well as my life—to help create a leader who can be that next step forward. I carry inside me some of our newest technology—the Resurrection mod. I don’t know if that will help with the transcendence. Maybe. Maybe not. But you can use that and learn from my body’s acceptance of the procedure… or not. And if I survive, I promise you—there won’t be a day of my life that won’t be dedicated to living up to the gift you’ve bestowed on me. Every living breath will be a reminder of my purpose: to Make humanity into something better without losing our souls in the process.”


  Their mouths gape a little. I don’t know if I’ve persuaded them or completely freaked them out. They look at each other, but not a word is whispered between them. Master Elora’s calm, warming words are long gone, lost in the Japanese gardens behind me.


  I’ve said everything I can say.


  I give them a jiv salute—a strong one this time—and I turn and march away.
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  I’ve been chosen.


  The words ring in my head, even as I hear them come out of the handheld. I’m hooked into Portlink, the vast underground comm network left dormant after the ascenders abandoned the city and created New Portland to the south. The Makers’ techs have strategically hooked up some links and broken others, so it’s fairly secure. Plus we monitor it to make sure there’s no chatter from an unknown source. It connects the sprawling enterprise of Makers throughout the city and even into the countryside, allowing them to conduct trade, keep people connected, and every once in a while, make public announcements.


  Like the selection for this year’s Offering.


  The announcement starts to repeat.


  I shut it off.


  I’m going to die. The reality of that slams into my chest.


  There’s a small chance I’ll live. Not that anyone has before, but each time the tech is a little better. Each time, there’s a slightly better chance. If there wasn’t, the Makers wouldn’t keep taking Offerings. But I’m not counting on that. My only real hope is the Resurrection mod. I don’t know if that’s what sold the council on choosing me or not, and it’s still basically untested tech, but that’s what convinced me to apply. That’s why I fought so hard to get the mod. Because it would at least give me a fighting chance.


  That doesn’t keep my hand from shaking.


  I slowly set down the handheld on the bed in my room, but I stay standing, staring at the bedcover crafted for me by the Quilt Makers when I first came to the camp with nothing but the clothes on my back. They welcomed me like a long lost child… and now I was going to die for them. Or become their leader.


  I need to tell my father, but I’m frozen in place. My brain is in too much shock. I can’t make my legs move.


  A bang sounds from the front room. My mind tells me it’s the front door, and my heart seizes. Have they come for me already? Will I not have time to say goodbye?


  Before that fear can unlock my body and send me hurtling into the front room where my father is reading his book, huddled up by the afternoon sun at the window, my bedroom door flies open.


  Mateo.


  I melt with relief.


  His eyes are wild. He rushes at me. I’m so uncertain as to what he’s doing that it takes me a second to realize he’s hugging me. I finally manage to get my arms around his back, hugging him as well, and then I truly do melt into him. Every muscle under my control goes soft. Only his strong hold and my augment legs are keeping me up.


  “Miriam. Miriam.” His voice is mourning me already.


  It takes all my willpower to loosen my grip on him and pull back, just a little, so I can say the words that will reassure him. But I don’t have any.


  Instead, he kisses me.


  His hands on my cheeks. His lips pressed to mine. They move, fervent and angry, and I cling to him again, kissing him back and holding in the sob that wants to work its way out of my chest. He stops the kiss and presses his cheek to mine, holding me close, eyes squeezed tight. His tears wet my cheek. Or possibly they’re mine. I can’t tell.


  His hold on me slowly loosens, but he’s breathing hard with the same half-cry that’s coming out of me. I lean away and wipe my face.


  “I have to…” I can barely speak.


  “I’ll go with you,” he says, automatically understanding that I mean my father. That I have to tell him this terrible thing I’ve done and feel his heart break before I’m even dead. To see the disappointment in his eyes that I would leave him alone in this world.


  Mateo holds my hand in his, wiping his face with the other and leading me out of the bedroom. My father is right where I left him a half hour ago, when I retreated to my room to hear the news alone. He’s staring out the window as we approach. I didn’t think he was going to listen to the announcement… but under his slow-tapping finger is a handheld.


  He knows. And I didn’t prepare him.


  I feel it like a blind punch in the ring, sudden and jarring.


  “Mr. Levine,” Mateo says, looking back and forth between me and my father. I don’t think he’s realized my dad already knows.


  “It’s all right, Mateo,” my father says, still gazing out the window. He keeps tapping.


  I hurry to kneel next to the overstuffed chair he’s folded up in. All his limbs are crossed—arms and legs, hugging to one side of the chair like he can disappear into it.


  “I’m sorry, Papa.” My voice is a half sob.


  He stops tapping, as if he didn’t know I was there. He blinks several times, then turns to me. All his limbs unfold, and his arms wrap around me. I hug him hard. We stay that way a long time. I hear Mateo behind us, trying not to make any sounds, but failing to keep in the hard breaths.


  When my dad finally loosens his hold on me, he strokes my hair, again and again, as if that’s the only part he can focus on. Eventually, he stops.


  My eyes search his, looking for forgiveness and only finding hollowness.


  After a long stretch of painful seconds, he looks directly at me. “You were always meant for something like this,” he says softly. “I didn’t know what it would be, but from the moment you were born, your mother and I both said, this little one… this one is a gift. She belongs to God.”


  I press my lips together, but I can’t help the tears running down my cheeks.


  He smiles a little. “I had only hoped I would keep you for a little while longer.”


  Then I break down entirely, laying my head on my father’s knee and weeping. He absently pets my hair and looks out the window.


  It’s a long time before I can calm myself enough to let Mateo drag me away.


  My father doesn’t watch as we leave.
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  “You have to look after him, Teo.”


  “I will, Mir, I promise.” Mateo grips my hand as I’m lying on the gurney.


  I’ve said this to him four times already, so I pledge to myself not to say it again before the procedure starts. In all likelihood, he’s going to watch me die—I don’t need to add any more burdens on top of that. My hand’s shaking, and his isn’t much better, but he’s here with me, which is something my father isn’t even close to capable of doing.


  Mateo is as brave as any jiv I know.


  The med techs bustle around us. We’re in the medical suite of the mod shop, the same place I’ve gotten my augments. The Makers’ shops are varied and spread throughout the city, but this one specializes in building better warriors for the cause… as well as administering the procedure on the Offered. The gen tech is actually cooked up elsewhere; this is just where the application is done. There are far more techs here than I’ve ever seen before. I don’t know if they’re really necessary or if they’ve just come to witness the event.


  A couple of the med techs drag Mateo a short distance away, rapidly suiting him up with the antiseptic gowns and masks they’re also wearing. My heart is already pounding out of my chest, and not having Mateo’s hand gripping mine makes it lurch around erratically. A kind-eyed tech takes his place by my side and scoops up my shaking hand in her gloved one.


  It doesn’t really help, but it’s a nice gesture.


  “Miriam Levine, it’s an honor to be in this room with you,” she says softly.


  If they keep talking about it that way, my heart’s going to pound itself into failure before they even have a chance to start the procedure. But I can’t really get words out anymore, so I just shake my head rapidly at her.


  She seems to understand and switches her tone to something more clinical. “You’ve a right to know the details of your modification. Would you like to hear the technical specifications?”


  It’s the standard protocol for a mod. I nod in relief. It’s a shaky one, but she gets it.


  “We’re infusing you with a gen tech serum containing modified glial cells. They will integrate with your native cells, induce rapid growth, and transform their function to enhance synaptic signal transmission and retention capabilities. This will support a higher neural metabolic rate as well as neocortical cell density. The new glials are self-replicating and self-repairing, with additional processing capability. That’s the main enhancement over the previous… Offering. Do you understand?”


  I shake my head no—the tech talk is way over my head—but I give her a grim smile to show that it doesn’t matter. My heart isn’t pounding quite as hard now.


  She pats my hand, the one she’s still holding, and smiles behind her mask. “Your glial cells will be like no glial before.”


  I nod. And this time it really sinks in—they’re doing something entirely new to me, and that’s exactly the point. If the experiment doesn’t work, they’ll crack open my head and take a look inside… and they’ll learn something. Something that will help them with the next batch, the next round, the next experiment. No matter what happens inside my head, it will help the Makers move forward in the cause.


  And that’s all I’ve ever really wanted my life to count for.


  I suck in a long shaky breath and let it out slow. My throat opens up enough that I can say, “I’m ready.”


  She holds my hand a moment longer, the smile still fixed under her mask, but I think she’s tearing up, because she quickly turns away. Which is good. I don’t need to see that.


  Mateo is back by my side, gripping my hand again. This time, I can squeeze back, and even give him a smile. Well, a tortured one, and I quit it right away, because it only seems to twist up his face with pain.


  “It’s okay, Teo,” I say. “This is what I want.”


  He shakes his head, and I can almost hear the thoughts that must be going through it. Something along the lines of how much of an idiot I am. He seems to be debating which words to let out, but in the end, he just says, “I know.”


  I nod. The kind-eyed med tech is back, this time with a freakishly long-needled syringe. I know the procedure has to be done while awake—that’s the best way to monitor brain function—but I wish I didn’t have to see that thing go into my body.


  I decide I’m not going to watch. I give her a nod, then turn back to Mateo and focus on him. His dark brown eyes are so pretty, almost girl-like with those long, dark lashes. I really am an idiot for not kissing him sooner, but there’s no sense in regrets at this point. I keep my gaze trained on him as I feel the med tech’s hand gently turn my head to the side. There’s a cool swiping at the base of my skull. Antiseptic. I can smell it. Then a different pungent smell and another cool swipe—my skin goes numb at the spot. Then the press of something. I feel the pressure but no pain. Just the sense of something invading my body.


  Something new.


  Mateo’s blinking back tears, so I smile at him. It’s a real one this time, because the fear is flying away on feathered wings. It’s done now. Whatever’s going to be will be. We sit that way for a long time—tens of minutes, I think. I’m not sure. I’m getting a little sleepy, but I figure that’s just the fact that I’m lying down, holding hands with Mateo amidst a hush in the room. It’s a held breath. A sense of quiet anticipation. The calmness of it pervades me.


  Minutes continue to tick by.


  The change starts as a headache.


  Pressure behind my eyes. It’s weak at first, then stronger, then the pain flashes white across my eyes and blinds me. I gasp as my NuView pulses erratically, sending weird images skittering across my sightline. I squeeze my eyes shut, but my eyelids are twitching so badly, it keeps triggering the NuView on and off. The headache becomes a screaming pain in my temples, and I rise up from the gurney. I manage to sit momentarily, but then hands are on me, shoving me down flat. My body is convulsing, shaking the gurney. I’ve lost Mateo’s hand, I think, but I’m not really sure. There’s just the screaming and the flailing, and slowly the darkness closes in, long and black and suffocating.


  Then I can’t breathe at all. Suddenly. As if all the air in the room has been vacuumed out into the blackness of space. I’m gasping for air, but I can’t get any. It’s like I’m back in the ring, slammed down on the concrete, my lungs collapsing, the air knocked out by the brute force. Then the sense of it starts to fade along with the panic. My sense of everything—sights, sounds, feeling—diminishes. A thought struggles against the nothingness: the Resurrection mod. It’s shutting me down. That’s what this would feel like. This is what dying feels like.


  And then nothing more.
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  There are thoughts before there is breath.


  Tangled thoughts. Swimming realities. My father in his chair, reading the Torah. My mother bending down to kiss my cheek. A blow landed in the ring, sending my opponent crashing to the concrete. They are all memories that belong to me, but they’re muddled together. No… not muddled… simply being resorted. Indexed. Categorized and stored. It’s a sweeping up, a housekeeping of sorts. Thoughts and feelings and ideas—I see connections between them that I didn’t before. Those form new ideas, ones that need a special place of storage until I’m ready to think upon them some more. For now, I’m just tidying up the assortment, like a scavenger picking through scrap to see what’s good for salvage and what can safely be left behind to slowly rot away in the baking sun.


  Then breath comes rushing back. I gasp in air, my body arching up then falling back with a dull metallic thud. Fill and release, in and out; oxygen floods and enlivens my entire body.


  My mind expands in an overdrive that makes me dizzy. My eyes blink open, but too soon—the flood of information, sights and sounds and smells, is more than I can take, so I squeeze them shut again. I breathe more, suck in more, and focus only on that for a long stretch of seconds.


  There are sounds all around me: shouts, a clatter of something metallic on the stone floor, crying. I hear them but shunt that information to the side because there’s simply too much to process at the moment. Breathe in. Breath out. Smells… those aren’t too much for my hyper-sensitive mind, so I shut out the rest and focus on that. The acrid tang of antiseptic. The sweat of human bodies. Each has their own flavor—some feminine, some masculine. I can feel the uniqueness of each one. Pheromones, a recessed memory conjures the name of them. One is special… it belongs to Mateo. He’s here, in the room with me, overshadowed by the press of other scents, including my own. I cringe internally: I’m not smelling that great at the moment. I make a note to clean up when I get a chance.


  A chance.


  I’m alive. This awareness catapults me out of my shut-down state. The barrage of sensations is still overwhelming, but I fight to open my eyes anyway. I squint at the lights overhead, blink at them, then command my body to curl up off the gurney for a better vantage point. Every muscle screams in protest, but I manage it. The room is packed with gowned med techs staring at me with shocked faces. They’re keeping their distance, like they’re not sure what’s happening.


  But I know exactly what’s happening: the resurrection mod worked. And the experiment took. And the vast, vast room inside my head is only beginning to be filled.


  It worked.


  The elation of that is quickly tempered by the wildness of their eyes. They’re terrified. I can see it. Smell it. Even Mateo is gap-mouthed, staring at me like I’m an alien. But I’m not.


  I’m Miriam Levine. Only more.


  I have an urgent sense that I need to reassure them. I lift my hand and beckon the nearest med tech to my side. His eyes go even wider, but he edges over, bending his head, like he thinks I might have difficulty speaking.


  And I do. I have to clear my throat twice before I can form audible words.


  “How long have I been out?” I ask.


  He flashes an even-more-surprised look to the rest of the gathered techs, then quickly turns back to me. “A week,” he says, the smile growing broad under his mask.


  Mateo pushes forward through the crowd, but he hesitates at the foot of my bed. I smile for him. The med tech must be telling the truth, because it feels like my face hasn’t moved for at least that long. The memory of the kind-eyed med tech’s words from before come rushing back… the technical explanation for what is going on inside my cranium… only this time, I understand what she said. And a whole lot more.


  I peer up into the med tech’s jubilant expression. “I need to know precisely what you’ve done to me.”


  His face falls, a frown creasing his forehead.


  I temper my smile a little and raise an eyebrow. “So I can help you improve it.”


  Both his eyebrows fly up, and the look of shock is priceless.


  It will take them some time to understand. To put the pieces together. But eventually they’ll figure out what I’ve already leapt to, in a mere minute of being conscious with this gift they’ve given me—this precious thing that so many before me have given their lives to craft.


  We are Makers by design.


  And we’ve just taken a giant leap forward.
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    Want more of this intriguing world? 
  


  
    Susan is still actively writing in the Singularity world. 
  


  
    Start with The Legacy Human.
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    What would you give to live forever?
  


  
    Elijah Brighton wants to become an ascender—human/machine hybrid—they’re smarter, more enlightened, and achingly beautiful. But Eli’s a legacy human, preserved for his unaltered genetic code, just like the rainforest he paints. When a fugue state miraculously lands Eli a sponsor for the creative Olympics, he might win the right to ascend. But when Eli arrives at the Games, he finds the ascenders are playing games of their own. Everything he knows starts to unravel… until he’s running for his life and wondering who he truly is.

  


  
    GET The Legacy Human NOW
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  Want to know when The Illusory Prophet (Singularity #3) is available?



  Subscribe to Susan's Newsletter
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  At this point, I have to apologize—I just gave you a glimpse into the heart of the third Singularity novel with Miriam’s short story. Please erase her from your mind and sail back into the series with Eli, the painter who is the polar opposite of Miriam’s warrior in some ways and her kindred spirit in others.


  When I set out to write the Singularity Series, I knew I would be writing these short stories to accompany it—there were just too many possibilities, too many dark corners that could only be illuminated by a different point-of-view than Eli, the boy who wanted to be a machine. What I didn’t expect was to fall so intensely in love with the characters of these side stories. With these four stories (Restore, Containment, Augment, Defiance) published, plus two more already written for future anthologies (Illustrated Robot Chronicles and the CLONES anthology), and one promised (for the MARS Chronicles), the Stories of Singularity are shaping up just as I'd hoped. (Astute readers should look for the characters to show up in the novels as well...)


  Our world is zooming forward so fast—and so uncertainly—that sometimes I wonder if I’m writing fiction at all. Already we have human augmentation becoming a reality for our disabled veterans and citizens. Already our brightest minds are trying to develop Artificial Intelligence that’s truly intelligent—capable of reading emotions to comfort cancer patients or dreaming of electric sheep or simply making a salad. These are things happening now—five minutes in the future, who knows? The present is already radically different from the past, and I fully expect that exponential change to continue.



  I firmly believe our biggest challenges ahead will lie in integrating technology into our lives while remembering what it means to be human. Stories have always been our way of explaining the world to ourselves and to understand what really lies inside that three pounds of meat and electricity between our ears. All my stories dabble in science, especially the science of the mind, but the Singularity series goes one step further, looking at that intersection of mind, body, and soul in a way that I hope will start some conversations… if only in my readers’ minds.


  



  


  Always know when Sue has a new book out!


  Subscribe to her newsletter


  



  When you subscribe, you get a FREE book!
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  CLICK HERE


  to get your free book


  


  More Stories from Susan Kaye Quinn...


  



  THE SINGULARITY SERIES


  young adult science fiction


  What would you give to live forever?
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  Singularity Series


  The Legacy Human (Book 1)


  The Duality Bridge (Book 2)


  The Stories of Singularity #1-4 (Novella Box Set)


  The Illusory Prophet (Book 3)... coming 2016


  



  Seventeen-year-old Elijah Brighton wants to become an ascender—a post-Singularity human/machine hybrid—after all, they’re smarter, more enlightened, more compassionate, and above all, achingly beautiful. But Eli is a legacy human, preserved and cherished for his unaltered genetic code, just like the rainforest he paints. When a fugue state possesses him and creates great art, Eli miraculously lands a sponsor for the creative Olympics. If he could just master the fugue, he could take the gold and win the right to ascend, bringing everything he’s yearned for within reach… including his beautiful ascender patron. But once Eli arrives at the Games, he finds the ascenders are playing games of their own. Everything he knows about the ascenders and the legacies they keep starts to unravel… until he’s running for his life and wondering who he truly is.


  



  The Legacy Human is the first in Susan Kaye Quinn’s new young adult science fiction series that explores the intersection of mind, body, and soul in a post-Singularity world… and how technology will challenge us to remember what it means to be human. 


  



  ~*~


  THE MINDJACK SAGA


  young adult science fiction


  When everyone reads minds, a secret is a dangerous thing to keep.
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  Mindjack Saga



  Open Minds (Book 1)


  Closed Hearts (Book 2)


  Free Souls (Book 3)


  Mindjack Short Story Collection (Novella Box Set)


  (Audiobooks)


  



  


  Sixteen-year-old Kira Moore is a zero, someone who can't read thoughts or be read by others. Zeros are outcasts who can't be trusted, leaving her no chance with Raf, a regular mindreader and the best friend she secretly loves. When she accidentally controls Raf's mind and nearly kills him, Kira tries to hide her frightening new ability from her family and an increasingly suspicious Raf. But lies tangle around her, and she's dragged deep into a hidden underworld of mindjackers, where having to mind control everyone she loves is just the beginning of the deadly choices before her. 


  



  There are three novels in the original Mindjack trilogy (Open Minds, Closed Hearts, Free Souls), as well as five novellas that accompany the series... and plans for another trilogy in the works (see Susan’s latest novella, The Locksmith, for a peek at a new Mindjack character for the coming trilogy).


  



  [image: mindjack_trailer_still_promo_200V]



  watch the live-action trailer


  



  ~*~


  THE ROYALS OF DHARIA


  sweet royal romance


  Romance, sword fights, and skyships
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  Royals of Dharia


  Third Daughter (Book 1)


  Second Daughter (Book 2)


  First Daughter (Book 3)


  Aniri is the Third Daughter of the Queen of Dharia—and she has zero royal duties. She’s just the backup daughter, in case her older sisters’ arranged marriages don’t quite work out. But then the impossible happens—a marriage proposal. From a barbarian prince in the north, no less. And if Aniri refuses, the threat of their new flying weapon might bring war. So she agrees, only to discover the prince has his own secrets… and that saving her country may end up breaking her heart. 


  



  This Bollywood-style royal romance takes you to an alternate East Indian world filled with skyships, saber duels, and lots of royal intrigue.


  



  ~*~


  THE DEBT COLLECTOR


  sexy, gritty future-noir


  What's your life worth on the open market?
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  Debt Collector


  Season One


  Season Two


  (audiobook)


  



  In this sexy, gritty future-noir, debt collectors take your life energy and give it to someone more "worthy"... all while paying the price with black marks on their souls. Intended for ages 17+.
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  Watch the Debt Collector trailer on YouTube.



  



  ~*~



  CHECK OUT SUE'S SHINY NEW WEBSITE


  for all her books
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  Susan Kaye Quinn is a rocket scientist turned speculative fiction author who now uses her PhD to invent cool stuff in books. Her works range from young adult science fiction to adult future-noir, with side trips into royal fantasy romance and middle grade. Her bestselling novels and short stories have been optioned for Virtual Reality, translated into German, and featured in several anthologies.


   


  She writes full-time from Chicago, inventing mind powers and dreaming of the Singularity.


   


  Susan loves to connect with readers online! Chat with her about our coming robot overlords in her Facebook group, like her Facebook Page, or check out her website to learn about all her books.
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