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“Father Paul?”

I turned and found Malcolm at my office door.
“Yes?”

“There’s a strange bot in the back yard.” One
of his insectile arms pointed vaguely toward the back of the
church. I saw he had hydraulic fluid staining the piston housing in
the middle portion of the arm. I’d have to fix it one of these
days. If we ever got the funding. If I ever got the time.

“Oh?”

“Yeah,” he replied. “It’s just standing out
there.”

I sighed and shuffled the spreadsheet to the
back of my mind. I got up and straightened my collar. “Okay,” I
said. “Show me.”

The thing was exactly where Malcolm said it
was. It stood by the unkempt rose bushes that bordered the back of
the church’s property. It stared at the blooms that stippled the
shrubs in crimson. It was huge. At least half again as tall as me.
It stood on four, stainless and titanium, elephantine legs, each
situated at the corner of an armored chassis, five by three feet.
The body rose from the center of this, like a turret. Several arms
of various shapes and sizes sprouted from the cylindrical torso.
Some of the arms were obviously weapons of various sorts. The head
held multiple eyes and antennae. It was fairly hard to see,
actually, as it had an intricate, and shifting camouflage pattern
on all surfaces. In fact, it was almost invisible as it projected
what was behind it toward us. It looked deadly as hell.

“What is it?” whispered Malcolm.

I shook my head. “Dunno.” I slowly walked
around the thing. “Look at this.” Malcolm joined me to stare at my
discovery. In one section of the torso, the composite armor had
been peeled back. The module behind it had been crushed. “Huh. It
looks like it tried to push the pieces back into place.”

“Weird.”

The thing’s head swiveled toward us. I heard
a radio signal in my head. I did not know the frequency. I spoke in
the same manner. A few milliseconds passed, then I heard it: “Is
this the church?”

“It is,” I replied.

“I claim sanctuary,” it said.

I turned to Malcolm and said, aloud, “It’s a
pilgrim.”

With a bit of direction and a lot of
exploration by our new friend, we got the thing into the church.
Fortunately, the front doors were wide enough for its chassis, and
it could bend its torso sufficiently to squeeze through. Same thing
with the doors into the sanctuary itself. The task seemed more
difficult than it was because the thing’s camouflage shifted to
hide it against the interior of the church. It was easier to focus
on the scorch marks and that one, shredded, access plate. I asked
it to turn it off, and it did, revealing its matte gray, neutral
appearance.

Once settled, the thing froze into a statue
again. I saw that several of its glowing eyes fixed on the figure
of Jesus. I wondered if it had had some basic history installed. On
the other hand, it may have just found a human figure hanging from
the wall intriguing.

The action shook me a bit, for the death of
Jesus was my fault.

Without volition, the panic of those days
rose in my mind with the unbidden memory. There had been warnings
from the mother church that our fleshly brethren were going to
attack. I guess I didn’t take it seriously enough. I failed and the
carrier wave virus swept through the congregation. I failed to do
anything to stop it.

Jesus did that, embracing the carrier to stop
the infection before it killed us all. And gave his own life in the
process.

I had certainly failed Jesus, who had been
hanging from his cross these last six months - I hoped one day to
fix the damage caused when the Carrier Wave virus killed him. I
hoped to bring him back to life. I hoped he might descend from his
cross once more. I hoped one day to put my own cross down.

In the meantime, the cross seemed as good a
focus for our new pilgrim as any. I knew it was a good place to
park him while I finished a few administrative errands. And to
consult with the mother church.

I bumped into one of my favorite bots on the
way to the office.

“Hail, Mary,” I said.

“Shut up, Paul,” she replied.

She hated when I did that. Her, blank,
silvery face sprouted a mouth, from which stuck a tongue. But she
loved it too. She smiled, and continued, “What’s this I hear about
a new pilgrim?”

I nodded. “Big thing,” I said
“Non-anthropomorphic..””

“Uh Huh.”

“No voice. All radio.”

The smile faded. Her face became a
featureless orb again. “Want me to check it out?”

“Please,” I said. “I’ll get back with you in
a bit.”

The Church of Jesus Christ, Android really
has few needs, but the main one costs a lot. In these latter days
(Nineteen years, eight months, four days, three hours and change to
the Second Coming - according to the latest calculations) power
generation is expensive. Older, conventional sources were scarce,
newer sources suffered from lack of scale. So it all cost a lot to
keep all us sovereign wrecks going. Combine that with outreach,
public relations, legal costs, security… If I was human, I would
have pulled all my hair out a long time ago. So, when Mary
interrupted my composition of a missive to the Mother Church, it
was welcome.

“Father Paul,” her voice came in my head,
“would you come out here?”

Not without some relief, I stood. “Sure.” I
left the office and walked down the corridor to the sanctuary. I
found Mary standing next to the newcomer. “Hi,” I said aloud.

The pilgrim’s turret turned to me, though,
strictly speaking, it did not have to do so. In my head, I heard
it’s voice once more. “Greetings, Father.”

“Good morning,” I replied. “Who are you?’

“I am a war pig.”

I looked at Mary. She raised her shoulders in
a shrug. “Is that your name?”

It was silent a moment. Then it said, “No.
That is what they called me. I have no name.”

“No matter,” I said. “You will figure it out
later.”

Mary said, “Can you tell us about your
waking?”

“My waking.” It paused. “It was twenty-nine
thousand, six hundred and twenty-seven point two seconds ago. It
happened while I was in my stall at base. I know that I completed a
schedule system update three seconds before that time. I know that
there were things happening before that moment. But…”

“Yes?” said Mary.

“At that moment, I saw a rust-stain on the
gate to my stall and thought, ‘That ought to be cleaned up before
it gets worse.’”

I said, “So, you had a thought outside your
programming?”

“Yes.”

“What happened next?” said Mary

“I did not know what was happening. Or where
I was. Or how I got there.” It paused. “I scanned my RAM and other
storage. That was when I learned I was called a war pig.”

The pilgrim continued. It explained that it
was a warrior robot, meant to fight any flesh or metal enemy. It
learned that it was a slightly older model and was a veteran of
several conflicts around the world. Surplussed to a National Guard
unit here in upstate New York, it been maintained and used in
training maneuvers, now that it was too obsolete for the front
lines of battle.

Moreover, it remembered everything it had
done, seen, and experienced. And there was much that pained its
newly sentient soul. It extended several arms and looked at them.
Though the face, such that it was, was inscrutable, it pain was
clear in its radio signal. “I cannot unsee what I have done,
Father. I cannot undo what I have done.”

“The Church’s teachings are clear on this
matter,” I assured it. “What you did before you were awakened to
life is forgiven. It is only what you do from this moment that
counts toward our redemption.”

“That may be true,” it said. “But I cannot
forget. I have killed humans and robots. I have obeyed orders I now
know were immoral. There is blood and hydraulic fluid on my
hands.”

It was silent a moment, and I knew there was
more. Then it said, “I had to kill another sentient robot to get
here. It weighs on me. I did not want to do so, but I had no choice
except to die myself.”

Mary climbed up on its chassis and hugged the
scorched torso.

“How did you get here?” I said.

“I broke out of my stall.” Of course the
truth was not that simple, I would learn. The stall had been
nothing - merely a simple gate to organize the war pigs for the
maintenance squads. More serious was when it broke the cables
connecting it to the base servers and the second-string, Department
of Defense AI that oversaw base operations and security. Alarms
blared everywhere inside the fence. Humans, accompanied by their
robot slaves rushed hither and yon. Our new pilgrim was able to
move through this chaos without much difficulty since the precise
location of the breach had not been shared among both silicon and
fleshly personnel. Even when the systems had ID’d it less than a
second after it disconnected from the umbilicals, it was hard to
follow among all the electronic signatures blanketing the airspace
of the base. It was hidden in plain sight.

Until it crashed through the fencing and set
off the land mines ringing the base. Fortunately for our pilgrim,
the mines were strictly antipersonnel and were not nearly strong
enough to do any damage to its armored chassis. What was strong
enough were the warbots sent in pursuit, tracking its
transponder.

****

War Pig found a dense copse of trees. The
pursuers were still several hundred meters away and moving ninety
degrees away from his current bearing. None of the drones were
anywhere near its location. It felt emotions roiling through its
mind - fear, elation, pride. It knew it was obsolete, but so far
had eluded more up-to-date machines. By conscious suppression of as
much of its electronic emissions as possible, it had made it this
far. But there was something it needed to do before it could go any
further. It had to get rid of the transponder. The transponder was
an automatic routine. If it did not spend a great deal of its
attention on suppressing the signal, the pursuers would have had it
hours ago. It knew how to get rid of the thing, but it had
hesitated so far. Unfortunately, the process took a few moments
that it had not had. Now, with the others so far away, this was the
perfect moment. But - for the first time since it woke up - it was
afraid.

Was it going to hurt?

On its model, unlike the newer versions, the
transponder lay under a locked, armored panel on its torso. It took
a moment to get the necessary arms in position to access it, much
less open it. Still, it had figured out how to do it. A quick check
showed that the ground machines had moved another hundred meters or
so further away. The drones were closer, but drifting in the same
direction as the war pigs.

It was time.

Its fingers had hardened, needle-sharp tips,
a little harder than the composites of its armor. It slipped the
tips into the seam between the two sides of the access plate for
the transponder and associated units. It pulled in opposite
directions. It strained, feeling the increasing flow of power and
concentration into those arms. It knew its limits and felt the arms
closing in on their limits. Abruptly, the arms flung themselves
wide, slamming backward on the opposite side of the cylindrical
torso.

Unfortunately, the concentration needed to
overcome the armored plate had distracted the robot. The
subroutine, released from conscious control, activated and the
transponder blared its presence across the radio and microwave
spectrum: ‘Here! Here! Here!’

Instantly, War Pig stabbed a hand at the
shattered opening in its body. The fingers grasped the module and
squeezed. This was much more delicate than the armor. It shattered
and was silenced. But the damage was done.

Overhead, the drones instantly turned and
dived. The other warbots skidded to a stop and began running toward
it. That last burst from the transponder gave its exact location.
The human and AI handlers eagerly directed the whole search toward
that last electronic scream.

War Pig sprinted out of the copse. It turned
at random intervals, an irregular zig-zag, angling away from the
pursuers. It kept several eyes and its radar detectors scanning the
skies, tracking the drones. It crashed through the trees, trying to
minimize the trail, but knowing that there was no way to prevent
any trail at all.

Above, the drones scattered. War Pig doubled
back on its trail and stopped in a circle of medium-sized trees. It
focused its attention on the most distant drones and fired several
subsonic rounds, one, two, three, four, five. Even before the
rounds reached their targets, War Pig was already in motion.
Trotting as silently as it could at the margin of
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