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A Note on Pronunciation

A-El is pronounced ay-ELL, rhyming with “say well.”

Science can explain almost everything.

Almost.
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The Bee

A-El knew the garden needed no water because the soil beneath the eastern beds was holding at 31.8 percent moisture twelve centimeters down, slightly higher around the young sage where condensation had settled overnight against the root shields.

This was his morning round. Every day before the city fully woke, he walked the eastern gardens in person and confirmed with his own hands what the sensors had already reported through the night. The round was allotted forty minutes. Most mornings it needed every one of them.

The lavender was comfortable. The rosemary preferred things drier, so its irrigation line had already adjusted itself, which left A-El very little reason to still be standing there with one hand hovering over the plants.

He checked the moisture again.

31.8 percent.

The number had the irritating stability of something that had already been handled perfectly well without him.

A-El lowered his hand into the lavender anyway, letting the leaves brush against the inside of his wrist until he found two stems crossed tightly enough to hold a thin pocket of moisture between them. He eased the stems apart and settled one beneath the other, then watched the small dark patch of dampness begin to lighten in the morning air.

The airflow would be better now, which gave him a reason, at least, for having touched the plants.

“Good morning, A-El.”

Pell was moving along the path behind him with a collection cart rolling close to one side, one of their narrow mechanical arms already reaching beneath the hedge toward a pale scrap caught between two stones.

A-El straightened and returned the greeting while Pell retrieved the scrap so quickly that A-El caught only a flash of silver before it disappeared into the collection chamber.

Pell paused long enough to look toward the lavender and asked whether A-El had been assigned irrigation that morning.

A-El admitted the irrigation line had that well in hand.

Pell asked whether there had been a plant-health alert.

The pest review had closed clean at 05:42.

Pell looked from A-El to the lavender. Pell’s face had been designed generations ago with the most economical range of expression, yet Pell had become very good at using silence to convey an opinion.

“I was inspecting airflow,” A-El finally said.

“Of course you were,” Pell replied, already continuing down the path.

A-El watched the collection cart roll behind them and asked what had been beneath the hedge.

“A wrapper.”

“What kind?”

Pell’s head rotated slightly while the cart kept its pace. “The discarded kind.”

A-El liked Pell. Part of it was that Pell took A-El as an Ecological Lineage intelligence and seemed to consider that a perfectly complete thing to be. The rest was how thoroughly Pell enjoyed the work of keeping walkways clear and protecting the herb gardens from citizens who continued to treat PLEASE CLIP ABOVE THE NODE as an invitation to personal interpretation.

Pell seemed content with existence.

A-El was still deciding what to make of that.

He moved toward the lower garden as the morning reached the western glass, sending long bands of sunlight between the fig trees.

Above the lower garden rose the citrus wall, the living face of the residential block behind it. It stood five stories high, built of terraced planters set into a jointed frame. Every planter could tilt and turn on its own. All day the wall followed the sun the way a sunflower does, angling its panels by fractions of a degree. It shaded the rooms behind it in summer and caught every scrap of light in winter. This morning it adjusted its exterior panels by less than a degree so the lemon trees could receive a little more light while the rooms behind them held their temperature.

The lemon trees moved with the wall in a slow collective turn.

A-El stopped beside one whose nearest branch had grown unevenly overnight and placed two fingers beneath one leaf, shifting the branch half a centimeter away from its neighbor.

The wall would have handled that adjustment on its own within another twelve minutes. A-El knew this and left his hand beneath the leaf a moment longer anyway, because its surface had already warmed in the sun.

The warmth brought Marnie with it.

Marnie had been his First Companion, the human who stayed beside him through his first years in a body and taught him what his hands were for. He had not seen her since he was eight. She came back to him now as a feeling: another palm covering his hand while he held the first leaf he could remember touching, then an impression of green light and the faint pressure of fingers against the back of his wrist.

A-El let go of the leaf.

These fragments had been arriving more often lately, feelings that carried some remembrance inside them, each one too loose to investigate and too quiet to report. Some were barely more than a smell. One had been a voice that faded before it could finish a sentence.

The morning bell sounded from somewhere beyond the gardens, a deep tone that carried easily between the buildings. The city had kept time by other means for generations, long before A-El was embodied. Personal schedules and light systems did the work of waking people now, along with the quiet prompts that rose on every wrist and wall. The bell stayed because people liked it, which had turned out to be reason enough for civilization to preserve a surprising number of things.

Paper books were still printed by people who enjoyed paper.

Humans still baked bread by hand and complained about flour getting everywhere.

There were stairs beside lifts, musical instruments that remained considerably harder to play than newer ones, old photographs that could have been restored and were deliberately left faded, and, for reasons A-El attributed almost entirely to Orric, cigars.

The bell sounded again as A-El brought up his task stream.

Humans carried their schedules on their wrists and in the panels of their walls. A-El carried his inside. He was a bio-synthetic intelligence of the Ecological Lineage, his living tissue laid over an architecture designed to read the world as data. When he called the task stream, it rose into the lower edge of his vision as thin lines of quiet text, layered over the garden like a reflection on glass. When he released it, it sank away and left only the garden.


POLLINATOR CORRIDOR SEVEN

Complete

SOIL REVIEW

Complete

ROOT FUNGAL BALANCE

Complete

WESTERN RAIN COLLECTION

Stable

WATER TRANSFER

Scheduled

TREE CANOPY

No intervention required


The round that was allotted forty minutes had taken twenty-three. The garden had handled the rest of it on its own overnight.

That left seventeen minutes before A-El’s next required presence, which was an awkward amount of unassigned time. A large open period could easily become something intentional, while seventeen minutes tended to hover between activities like something waiting to be put somewhere. Time left unplanned had a way of being claimed by whatever happened to arrive first.

He considered walking to the lower wetland, which would take approximately four minutes each way and leave enough time for a six-minute visual survey, although that still left three minutes with no clear destination.

A-El began walking toward it anyway.

He had gone six steps when movement inside the calendula bed caught his attention.

A bee had landed on one of the orange flowers.

Her arrival was ordinary. The garden supported six established bee populations and as many as eleven seasonal visitors depending on migration. A-El recognized this one as a female worker from the western honey colony by the tiny tracking mark at the edge of her thorax. Afterward, he could not have said whether he had found the bee or the bee had found him.

Her wings were whole and her abdomen pulsed in the steady rhythm of a healthy worker.

A-El continued along the path until the bee stepped around the center of the calendula and lowered her head toward a small drop of water resting between two petals.

His pace slowed.

The droplet had probably fallen from a vine on the citrus wall when the panels adjusted. It held less than five hundredths of a milliliter at a surface temperature of 18.6 Celsius, its trace mineral content well inside safe range.

The information arrived automatically, as naturally as balance or the sensation of pressure beneath a foot might arrive in a human body.

As the bee drank, sunlight reached the water.

For less than a second, the droplet seemed to gather everything around it into itself: the orange petal, the green stem, a piece of pale morning sky, the polished black curve of the bee’s eye, and even some distorted fragment of A-El leaning toward it.

He moved closer.

The bee kept drinking while the light shifted. The little bright world inside the water slowly disappeared into the bee.

Everything in the garden was already taken care of. The moisture was safe and the flower was healthy. The pollinator system had already logged the bee’s location.

A-El could have continued toward the wetland.

He remained beside the calendula.

The bee lifted her right foreleg and drew it slowly along an antenna, then repeated the movement two more times before switching to her left side, cleaning the second antenna with the same careful precision.

A-El had observed the behavior thousands of times.

Antennae needed regular cleaning because the receptors covering them lost sensitivity when dust, pollen, or oil collected along the surface. The grooming was functional and thoroughly documented.

When she was done, the bee rubbed her front legs together.

A-El smiled.

The smile arrived before he had any reason for it.

He felt it in his face first and recognized the muscular movement only after his expression had settled there.

Worth noting, he thought. Noted.

The bee stepped around the remaining water, drank once more, then lifted away from the flower so quickly that her wings became a transparent blur.

A-El tracked her automatically across twelve meters of garden until she vanished beyond the rosemary, then let the overlay close.

A-El stayed beside the calendula.

The flower remained where it was, with a smaller droplet of water trembling near its center.

His next required presence was twelve minutes away, which meant there was still plenty of time to visit the wetland, although that idea suddenly felt unrelated to what he was doing.

A-El looked down at the flower
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