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Chapter One

From deep within the dust-choked haze, the reaching shadows, a beat-up gas-burner juddered and thumped over a makeshift road, belching fumes that only thickened the sludgy air. The vehicle’s cab was rusted, pitted, and mostly open, with driver and engine shielded from the elements only by cracked panes of glass. The bed of the truck was wider open still, consisting of two wooden bench seats and several dozen people crammed together atop them.

On most days, the sounds of conversation shouted over the grind of the engine, of comment and complaint about the mission just completed, even occasionally of laughter, would have spilled from that small crowd to leave a trail as blatant as the exhaust. On most, but not today.

On most days, every one of the passengers would have been alive.

Keeping pace with the vehicle, some twenty feet above, were multiple devices perhaps the length of a tall man’s arm. Held aloft by spinning rotors, they aimed a variety of lenses down at the truck, and flew far too steadily, too smoothly, to be guided by any human hand.

Magdalena’s feet were already on the concrete before Jonas finished his call of “Everybody out!”

Men and women—boys and girls, really, or so they’d have been considered in eras past—poured from the open bed, frayed boots and worn soles slapping the ground.

Frayed and worn like the rest of the denims, the leathers, the wools, and the cottons. And like the bulk of the youths wearing them.

Two of them, however, were far slower, more deliberate, in their departure. Between them, under the careful gaze of all the others, they carried the body.

Rio and Cassie moved to join the first pair, taking up part of the burden. The rest of the detachment gathered around them, a shifting, undulating clump. Then, disorganized as they appeared, they moved as one.

They all knew where they were going. It might have been a while, but it was a walk they’d all taken before.

Magdalena worked her way to the front of her team, eager to escape the large patch of crumbling cement that was the vehicle pool, to get this task, this day, over with. And it was still her job to lead them.

Behind her, the small hovering escorts peeled off to assume other duties, while a larger, more humanoid machine—a tall, gaunt, headless thing of dull metal and polymer, with quadruple-jointed digits—assumed Jonas’s place behind the wheel to park, store, and secure the old truck. Just as they’d done uncountable times before, whenever Detachment 13936 returned from assignment.

It should be different today. What happened should matter!

Except she’d known, from the moment he’d been wounded, that it wouldn’t.

She’d always assumed the encampment must have an official designation in the computer records somewhere—Biological Habitat Some-Number-or-Other, maybe—but to her, and to all the others, it was just “the camp” or, if they were feeling particularly generous, “home.”

Built on (and with) the ruins of one of the smaller towns that used to thrive alongside the now cracked and pitted interstate, the camp was some distance from the Scatters, and thus from the dust, smog, and other effluvia belched out by that hive of inhuman industry. That didn’t make the air particularly crisp and clear—the skies remained choked with overcast both natural and other, and the camp’s rickety generators spewed exhaust nearly thick enough to climb—but compared to the Scatters, it was downright sunny.

Mags was fine with grimy air, particularly today. It gave her good reason for the reddened, squinting eyes she wouldn’t otherwise have wanted her people to see.

Volunteer duty. A simple, straightforward mission. Not easy, but nothing they hadn’t done a dozen times, nothing to surprise them during their briefing. The voice of the machine still reverberated in her head—somewhat feminine, even vaguely pleasant, but wrong. Flat, inflectionless at times. Soulless. Inhuman.

<Proceed with this unit to quarry designated Seven-Southwest. Excavation and Mining Detachment Four-Four-Zero-Three-Five has located signs of prior human occupation. >

A model Magdalena’s dealt with many times, it still makes her flesh crawl. Perhaps the height and length of an average beef cow, albeit substantially wider, it skitters along on six segmented legs in unnatural mockery of some vile beetle. They pound into the earth at every step, sinking deep, though one—glistening with what might be leaking oils—lands less heavily than the others. An eighth pair of limbs, spindly and ending in wiry digits, protrudes from a rotating turret atop the front end, and an array of lenses circle the mechanism’s body, allowing it to observe all directions at once.

Magdalena straightens her shoulders, as does everyone around her, and stares straight ahead. You never know who might be watching from behind those lenses. It’s probably just the machine itself, running autonomously.

But it might, just might, be one of the Eyes.

<One corrosive chemical defense system encountered. Additional systems unknown, extent of occupation unknown. Detachment One-Three-Nine-Three-Six will render safe for additional biological and mechanical exploration and exploitation.>

Occupation. Mags bit the inside of her cheek to keep from scowling. She’d lived in this world all her life, was resigned to it, for the most part. But it always struck her how much the machines managed to make “occupation” sound like “infestation.”

Her distaste aside, though, she’d been so damn proud of herself as the mission progressed. Proud of herself for leading her people around a handful of so-called Charlies, primitive traps such as weighted spears and spike-laden pits, protecting the mine’s interior. For recognizing the old heap of auto parts and scrap metal as the bait it was, left over from Pacification. For finding the control box that operated the more intricate trap: nozzles that would have sprayed her entire detachment with the chemicals, corrosive to metal and flesh both, that had been one of humanity’s primary weapons back when they were still deluded enough to think weapons mattered. Rendering the old bases and stockpiles safe for the machines to scavenge was what she did—what the 13936 did, what all the Recognizance and Disposal detachments did—and she was damn good at it.

And then she starts to open the panel. Feels the sharp pain in her scalp and her neck as Rio yanks her aside by her hair, feels the hot ache in her ears as the concealed shotgun discharges, hears the scream as the blast that should have struck her hits home elsewhere…

Unwilling to drag her friends and their burden through the thick of the camp, Magdalena chose a longer course around the outermost of its “structures”—not even proper tents, these, but threadbare canvas draped over tall poles, rudimentary shelter from the elements. The bulk were freestanding, but a few incorporated a bit of old crumbling wall or solid concrete surface here, part of an old cellar there. The fabric ceilings rippled, rustling in the faintest breeze, a constant flapping that everyone had long since learned to tune out. Most of the camp was like that, including Mags’s own meager living space. Only a rare few buildings were solid, constructed of materials salvaged from the old ruins, and these were reserved for equipment storage, “rest areas” and repair bays for inactive robots, water or food processing centers, slightly nicer sleeping quarters for the detachment overseers, or—in emergencies only—cramped and claustrophobic shelters against inclement weather.

Even here, at the camp’s edge, workers from other teams busied themselves with this task or that, following whatever orders the machines had handed down. Every one of them paused in their duties to step aside, allowing the 13936 to pass. They knew what a march in this direction meant, even before they saw the body.

They, too, had all walked this path before, more than once.

Just like that, after what felt like a single heartbeat and the passing of years, they arrived. Detachment 13936 stood before a freestanding structure, part wood and part salvaged stone, set aside from the rest of camp. Stained, moisture-warped boards formed narrow gaps in the walls, through which escaped the hideous scents of cleansers mixed with rot.

“Processing.” Mags felt a brief, irrational surge of fury at whichever team manned the equipment inside today.

Rio, Cassie, and the others laid Carter down on the chipped and brittle conveyor. Most backed away in silence. Rio kicked the support post, shaking the mechanism, and the glare he turned on the nearest machine fell just short of punishable defiance. Nestor, easily the largest and strongest member of the detachment, hunched over and turned the crank, while the others watched their friend slowly, fitfully disappear into the structure.

No, Mags corrected herself. Not our friend. Yesterday, or even just a few hours ago, Carter had been their friend.

Now? Now he was just…

Protein.

When she heard the mechanisms within clatter to life, when she heard them begin to chew, she knew she had to walk away.

“Wasn’t your fault, Mags.”

She’d heard Ian catch up to her, announced by the rapid crunch of boots on scattered gravel. She hadn’t said anything then, and didn’t for a moment more, concentrating on stepping over a veritable garden of old, half-buried bricks without turning an ankle or stumbling into nearby tent-poles. “Didn’t say it was,” she told him finally.

“Well… good.”

More steps in silence, until they’d just about reached the makeshift tent in which Magdalena’s cot waited. Then a hand closed on hers. As if it took some effort even to recognize what it was, she squinted through stinging eyes at skin far paler than her own deep-copper complexion; then up, to an intense blue gaze beneath an unruly, sandy mop of hair.

Unruly and very soft, unless one’s fingers happened to get snagged in the tangles…

“He was my friend, too,” Ian told her softly. “And a good worker. We’ll all miss him.”

“I know that!” It emerged somewhere between a snap and a snarl.

The young man recoiled, spun hard enough to leave a divot in the dirt, began to stomp away.

“Ian?”

He halted but didn’t turn back.

Cassie and Marty, both crouch beside Carter. His chest rising in ragged gasps, his face pale enough to blend with the whites of his eyes. Despite the pressure of Cassie’s hands on his thigh, a steady rivulet of blood seeping into the leg of his pants.

A wound he could have—should have—survived. Except they’d all known, from the first moment, that he wouldn’t.

“Ian, I’m sorry. I just…” She swallowed once, blinked until her vision was briefly clear of both moisture and remembered images. “I pushed Jonas to volunteer for this one, and for what? A few extra privilege points? A nicer meal, a hot shower?”

“Someone had to volunteer, Mags.” He still hadn’t turned. “They’d just have assigned a team if nobody stepped up, you know that.”

“Might not have been us, though. Either way, I was in charge. And I’m the idiot who didn’t check if the panel was wired. I should have seen the shotgun. It… it is my fault.”

“I couldn’t save either of you,” he said softly.

“What? I’m fine. What’re you…? Oh.” She felt herself trying to smile and scowl at once and wondered briefly if it was possible to sprain one’s lips. “You’re bummed it was Rio who pulled me clear, aren’t you?”

Magdalena knew him well enough. Even from behind, by the set of his shoulders and the angle of his head, she could all but see the embarrassed grin. “Kind of dumb, huh?”

“You’re impossible.” Her arms snaked around him, clasping tight, and her cheek settled against his back, smearing the thin layers of dirt that clung to them both. “I’ve told you before, stupid,” she said, her voice softer, affectionate. “You got nothing to prove to me.”

“I know I don’t have to. I just… want to. I mean, everyone already knows you can kick my ass. I gotta be good at something.”

“Dumbass.” She squeezed him once, hard. “I’m wiped, Ian. You want to protect me? Come help me not dream about Carter.”

Ian finally turned, sliding in the circle of her arms to take her in his own.

“I think I can do that,” he whispered.

Except, hard as he’d tried, Ian couldn’t do that.

She dreams, first, not of Carter but of the Scatters, where so many of her assignments drag her. The outskirts of what had been a sprawling, bustling city, before Pacification. Before the machines.

Great shells rise from the earth and gape open to the sky, the corpses and carapaces of once-mighty structures. Only a few are recognizable as buildings any longer; most are mere fingers of cracked concrete, rotted wood, or broken glass, frozen in their final, desperate grasp at salvation that never comes. Rubble chokes what used to be thoroughfares, heaps of debris abandoned where they’d fallen. Mags knows from experience that rodents and other vermin now make their homes in the nooks and crannies, though the rough song of the truck has scared them into hiding.

Here and there, only just visible through the dusty miasma, shreds and streamers flutter in the moaning breeze, waving their despairing loneliness at all who happen by. Those twisting wraiths appear, for the most part, to be strips of old flags and banners, or the ripped facades of larger roadside signs.

For the most part. On occasion, the tattered fragments poking from beneath this bit of rubble or that crumbled window are smaller. Of duller hues.

And some have sleeves.

Magdalena softly touches her fingertips to her forehead, her stomach, her left and right shoulder. She has no idea what the gesture actually means, only that, in her childhood, she’d watched her parents perform it time and again. One of the few memories she has of them, she finds it comforting. It helps to drive the lingering rags—and their implications—from her mind.

Everything is brutal, jagged, dust-choked; the fossilized remains of a living society. And this is where the city has suffered nothing more acute than the ravages of time and the elements. Elsewhere? Where the bombs landed during Pacification, where open battle raged? Naught but mountains of fragmented rock, cracked sheets of stone or plains of glass, and blackened craters nearly as large as the quarries.

Those, even the vermin avoid.

Not a sliver or glint of metal remains. From the deepest craters to the tallest ruins, every scrap has long since been salvaged by the machines—or, if not every scrap, then those that remain are buried in rubble so thoroughly and deeply that the effort required to reclaim them would be… inefficient.

Still the harvesters swarm over the remnants, some searching for any ore that might have somehow been missed, the rest gathering stone or plastics instead. Tiny skittering things with cutting torches; great lumbering mechanical beasts hefting entire walls; autonomous vehicles designed to crawl through the detritus-choked streets while hauling their loads of cargo… They move and work in quantities sufficient to bring the faint illusion of life back to a city long dead.

With the maddened logic of dreams, it is only then—after fully setting a stage of which she hardly needed to be reminded—that the imagery returns to Magdalena’s fallen friend. She stands outside the deep quarry at the Scatters’ edge, teetering on an emotional precipice far more precarious than any of the mines she’s “rendered safe” for her steel masters.

<Dalton, Carter.> It’s not even the logic of the dream that forces her to turn, however hard she fights against it, toward the voice of the machine. It happened exactly that way before and will again every time she remembers. A lifetime of training allows for nothing less; when a machine speaks, the workers listen. No matter what. <Injury detected and logged. You will display your injury for examination.>

“It… it’s not that bad, really. I just need—”

<You will display your injury for examination.>

With a soft, resigned sigh, he bends to tear open the hole in his pants and unwinds the haphazard bandage.

Please… Mags isn’t sure if she’s just thinking or whispering aloud. Please, please, it’s not that bad, he can recover… Please…

The faint whirr of a zooming camera sounds from within the insectile form. <Long-term debilitating,> it announces, a soulless judge pronouncing merciless sentence. <Recovery uncertain and resource intensive. Maintenance of Dalton, Carter, no longer efficient.>

A single gunshot…

When Mags bolted awake, her hands already moved, seemingly of their own accord, repeating that strange gesture: forehead, belly, left shoulder, then right. It should have comforted her. It usually comforted her.

But not tonight. Not with the terrible grinding of the processor still echoing in her head.

She was grateful to see that Ian remained fast asleep beside her. It meant she had no need to swallow her tears.

It was a cot. Just like a hundred others. Just like her own.

She sat cross-legged on the cold stone beside it, one hand resting on the threadbare fabric, so worn it was practically cobweb.

This can’t be comfortable. Maybe Carter should have used his privilege points for a replacement.

Mags had no recollection of deciding to leave her own tent, unwinding herself from Ian’s arm and getting half-dressed. She’d only realized she was coming here when she found herself carefully stepping around Carter’s neighbors. Nor did she have any real sense of how long she’d sat here, only that at some point, when she wasn’t looking, the sun had risen.

Shining down, as brightly as the clouds would permit, on an empty cot.

“You’re going to be late for muster,” Ian warned gently from behind.

She didn’t even ask how long he’d been there. “Are they looking for me already?”

“One unit was. I told it I thought I’d seen you near the mess tent.”

“Ian!” Now she was up and facing him. “Are you crazy? If they find out I wasn’t there…”

“Then they’ll assume I was mistaken. Maybe I’ll lose a few points. You needed time here.”

No point in arguing; it was done. With a final glance back at Carter’s cot, Mags nodded and stepped from beneath the canvas, Ian at her side, moving to join the rest of the detachment for today’s assignments.

“Any idea what you’re gonna do with your new privilege points?” she asked after a few steps, mostly because she felt she ought to say something. “Still saving them up, or will you spend them on—?”

“I traded them to Rio and Cassie.”

“You what?!” The surprise, as well as a brief but intense flash of jealousy, nearly set her stumbling.

“They were closer to Carter than any of us, Mags. I thought… Well, it felt like the right call.”

Jealousy now washed away by a tide of pride and no small amount of affection, Mags said nothing more, but she found her fingers entwined with his for the rest of the walk to muster.


Chapter Two

Covered only in a thin film of gritty, lye-heavy soap, their feet squelching loudly in the mud, half a dozen members of Detachment 13936 stood before an old concrete wall. Every one of them tensed, bracing for what was about to happen.

“Here comes the fun part.”

Magdalena snorted and glanced sidelong at Rio before squeezing her eyes shut. “Yeah, Cassie might want you to cover your fun part before it’s—”

The blast of water hit like a thousand tiny stones. Skin turned various raw shades of red or brown beneath the liquid barrage, and several “bathers” hissed or grunted as particularly sensitive areas registered their extreme displeasure.

“Turn.” The order came from the bored attendant—some bald, heavy-browed guy from whichever team had hose duty today. He barely looked up to ensure they’d complied, simply swinging the massive nozzle back across the wall in the usual, monotonous pattern.

Mags could have avoided this. Between the points she’d already stockpiled and those the 13936 had earned on their last assignment, she could’ve taken a hot, private shower and enjoyed a meal of real beef. She’d never before had enough privilege to do both at the same time.

She also hadn’t yet been able to bring herself to spend any of them, not so soon after Carter. Certainly not after her lover’s show of generosity with his own.

Still, Mags grumbled internally, as much to keep her mind off the veritable jackhammer of water now pounding into her back, would’ve been nice if I could’ve at least showered with Ian.

He, alas, had been part of the previous group called up for their weekly cleansing.

“Cleansing.” Scouring’d be more accurate.

Prevailing theory around the camp had it that the soap was little more than a formality; the machines were quite content with simply blasting the worst of the grime and parasites from their bipedal beasts of burden.

Why else design the pumping mechanism so only the robots could adjust the pressure?

“Time!” the attendant called, shutting the hose down. “Out of the way! Group four, two minutes!”

Mags shuffled aside with the others, grabbing a handful of semi-clean rags from the nearest pile to towel off, then a rough, undyed, pullover shirt and heavy trousers from the communal collection. That standard “uniform” was common throughout the camp, punctuated only occasionally by more colorful clothes where someone had decided this was a good day to wear one of their few personal outfits.

Tugging the shirt to unstick the fabric from still-damp skin, Mags made her way toward the mess tent. The grief over Carter’s death just yesterday was already beginning to dull, so accustomed was she to loss; ever since her vigil at his cot, it had shrunk to a vague, low-hovering melancholy. She’d be largely over it—and probably ready to spend those privilege points—by tomorrow, and found herself idly wondering which, of the many people she saw bustling this way and that, might be absent by then.

She halted as a small passel of children dashed past, shouting and giggling, ratty pouches of newly harvested grains slung over their shoulders. Like everyone else in the camp, the children worked, or at least those who were old enough did—the machines would tolerate nothing less. So the kids made games of their chores. The young woman tried to recall what it’d been like to laugh that way, then gave it up as unimportant. The sound grated a bit, considering her mood, but what the hell. Let them be; it wouldn’t be long until they understood too much to be so carefree.

Assuming they survived that long. Given the machines’ unwillingness to provide more than rudimentary hygienic and medical resources, not a lot of infants made it to adolescence, and not a lot of adolescents reached adulthood.

More or less the same reason her overseer, Jonas, at four decades or so, was one of the community’s eldest.

A train of thought which brought Magdalena to Oded, another camp elder, who happened to be one of the cooks—and that, in turn, sent all somber contemplation scattering from her mind in a sharp reminder that she was damn hungry. She hadn’t eaten last night, not with her friend’s loss—with the sights and the sounds of his processing, the knowledge that he would contribute to the next few meals—still so fresh.

Now, however, the ache was fading, and Mags found herself ready to get back to normal life.

Stomach growling, she quickened her steps. The mess tent was in view, the scents of simple grains baking and processed meats roasting had just begun tickling her nose, when a short, sharp siren yanked everything in the camp to an abrupt halt.

The voice of the encampment’s central processor reverberated from the scattered loudspeakers. It boasted the standard artificial inflection of the machines, though the pitch was rather more masculine than the multi-legged guide back at the quarry.

<Recognizance and Disposal Detachment One-Three-Nine-Three-Six to assemble at staging area B. Message repeats. Recognizance and Disposal Detachment One-Three-Nine-Three-Six to assemble at staging area B. Message repeats. Recognizance…>

“What the hell?!” Magdalena, jaw agape but fists clenched, didn’t even realize she’d spoken aloud. “We just got back!”

Well, screw it. She wouldn’t disobey, of course. But it’d be some minutes before everyone on the team roused themselves from whatever they were doing and made their way to the staging area; the machines would anticipate some measure of delay. She should have just enough time to dart in and get something from Oded to quiet her stomach, without anyone knowing she hadn’t jumped instantly at the computer’s—

She nearly collided with a machine that had trundled into her path while she was distracted. An older-generation model, perhaps even pre-Pacification: a bulky chassis, the size of a calf, with thick treads and ungainly, poorly articulated pincers. Such models were responsible for simple menial labor in the modern age.

It was, for all that, still a machine.

<Suarez, Magdalena. Detachment One-Three-Nine-Three-Six. You will report to staging area B.>

“Look,” she argued, arms waving, tongue loosened by fatigue, hunger, and grief. “I haven’t even had a chance to eat yet this morning, and we only got back yesterday! I just need a minute, so I can—”

<You will report to staging area B.>

Mags allowed herself an inarticulate “Gaaah!”—or something to that effect—but only after she had very blatantly turned away and begun to march. Further argument might prove far worse than just a waste of breath.

The machines rarely repeated their orders more than once.

Staging area B was an old slab of marble, spider-webbed with countless cracks and fissures. Once the floor of some small building’s lobby, it was now, other than the ubiquitous scattering of broken bricks, the only remaining trace of said building. A few rickety lengths of old chain link fence segregated it from the surrounding areas, less to keep people in or out than to keep the area very clearly defined.

Most of her team had already assembled, milling about, grumbling, casting resentful glares at robots who couldn’t possibly have cared less, and generally behaving as irritated as Mags herself. Jonas stood before a headless, human-shaped thing—perhaps the same one that had secured the truck yesterday; the young woman couldn’t tell—and was “explaining” in a tone that, from anyone not yet as trusted as an overseer, might have been considered insubordinate.

“…difficult assignment yesterday!” he was saying as Mags moved closer, making this particular point for what was clearly not the first time. Jonas always appeared exhausted, thanks to face and hair gone grayer than they should have been, but rarely was that weariness so obvious in his posture or his voice. “They lost a teammate. They’re tired! They haven’t had anywhere near their normal allotment of—”

<Detachment One-Three-Nine-Three-Six is required.>

“We’re supposed to have at least four days of camp duty between field assignments!” Magdalena protested. No, she wasn’t especially looking forward to farming, equipment repair, or whatever she might’ve been assigned this week, but she sure as hell preferred it to another excursion. “We haven’t even had time to clean our damn work clothes, do checks and maintenance on our tools, any of it!”

<These facts have been analyzed and deemed irrelevant. Detachment One-Three-Nine-Three-Six is required. Lang, Jonas and Suarez, Magdalena will assemble with the others and cease occupying this unit with redundant input.>

Defeated, they stepped away.

“Jonas…”

“I know.” He sighed, idly resting a hand on her shoulder. “Let’s just hope it’s something quick and easy.”

“Right, because that happens so often.”

“Well, then, we’re due, aren’t we?”

The young woman peered at her elder. “I see you learned logic from another person, and not the machines.”

The overseer puffed up in feigned offense. “And what’s wrong with my reasoning skills?”

“The ‘reasoning’ part.”

Jonas chuckled, reaching over to rustle the young woman’s hair. “I think you’ll find—”

“Does the team look bigger to you?” she interrupted. A small assembly had gathered at the edge of staging area B, one consisting of people who were very much not members of 13936.

“Can you tell who they are?”

“Need to mingle with us common folk more, supervisor. That’s John Fielding, from the 13944. And that bald girl, her name’s… uh, Natalie Something-or-other.” A pause, followed by an angry breath. “If they’re trying to stick us with newbies for a field mission…”

It turned out, much to Mags’s relief, that “they” were doing no such thing. The members of 13944, escorted by the same squat robot she’d recently spoken to, were handing out clothing and equipment. In fact, they were handing out the team’s own clothing and equipment, gathered from living quarters and cots. Magdalena scowled as she got an armful of yesterday’s heavy wool and denim—still filthy, and more than a little ripe.

They’re not even going to wait for us go back and collect our own crap before we deploy! What the hell was so damn urgent?

<Construction and Restoration Detachment One-Three-Nine-Four-Four will depart the staging area.>

It was again the human-shaped robot who spoke.

<Any lingering human presence not associated with Detachment One-Three-Nine-Three-Six will be deemed in violation and insubordinate in sixty seconds. Fifty-nine… fifty-eight… fifty-seven…>

It was perhaps unsurprising that Magdalena’s team found themselves alone well before the countdown neared zero.

<Detachment One-Three-Nine-Three-Six will board the vehicle.> It aimed one disturbingly long finger toward the vehicle pool, at the same truck in which they’d ridden yesterday.

“Where am I to take them?” Jonas asked as the team shuffled forward.

The thing didn’t have a head, but damn if Mags didn’t somehow get the impression it sneered down at the older man.

<All of Detachment One-Three-Nine-Three-Six will board the vehicle.>

Magdalena and Jonas traded worried, incredulous stares. The last time the overseer had been stuck in back with the others, rather than driving…

Actually, to her best recollection, he’d never been stuck in the back rather than driving!

The machine itself clambered into the cab, pressing a finger into the ignition. An almost solid puff of black belched from the exhaust—extruded might have been more apt—and the vehicle lurched into motion the millisecond the last team-member settled in the bed.

By the time the rumbling jalopy had cleared the camp, it had picked up an escort. A trio of miniature drones swept through complex patterns overhead, the downdraft of their rotors sending swirls of dust into unhappy faces.

When the truck stopped briefly so the drones could move ahead and drop lower, stirring up ever more ambient grit, it became very clear that the stinging, obscuring clouds were intentional. Dark trickles of smoke began to spread from the drones, mixing with the dust to transform the air into a thick, choking soup.

Simple, but effective. Between tearing, blinking eyes, coughing fits, and the haze itself, Magdalena and the others quickly lost track of where they were. That they hadn’t traveled too far from camp was clear—the truck was incapable of any great speed—but when the drones finally rose, when the air cleared enough that visibility was no longer measured in inches, they found themselves on a cracked and overgrown road none of them recognized. They drove between jagged “hills” of rock, some perhaps natural, others the result of bombs dropped during Pacification. They drove through the ruins of a small town they’d never seen, consisting entirely of the skeletons of old buildings that had long since been scavenged to within an inch of collapse.

And then, a far-off rumble. It was scarcely audible over the growl of the truck’s engine, and when she did finally notice, Mags initially took it to be a distant storm. Until she realized that the sound was constant, not the brief roar of thunder, and was growing steadily louder.

Steadily closer.

The truck emerged from between slab-sided outcroppings, some skittish creature nosing out of its den, and then jerked to a halt. The machine that drove the machine gave no order, made no move to step from the cab. Mags, Ian, Jonas, and the others traded puzzled blinks, but otherwise sat motionless beneath the gray and looming skies.

And the rumbling neared.

“Hell with this!”

“Mags! Don’t even think—!”

But the young woman was vaulting over the side before Jonas could complete his order.

Ian, though his face paled and his gaze flickered constantly to their robotic driver, followed her.

She had not, in fact, utterly lost her mind, though she couldn’t entirely blame the guys for thinking so. Even as the dirt puffed up in small clouds beneath her soles, she kept very careful watch on their mechanical leader. If the machine had shown the slightest reaction to her disembarking, she’d have been back aboard so fast that her memories might’ve had to run to catch up. The Eyes and their servitors were cold, not vindictive; if she reacted swiftly enough to any hint of displeasure, they wouldn’t feel the need to penalize her.

Probably.

It did nothing of the sort, however, apparently unconcerned with her desire to range ahead. With one hand at her tool belt and a quick smile over her shoulder at the sounds of Ian’s approach, Magdalena started forward.

She saw them almost immediately. Twin lengths of iron, dyed and perfumed in rust older than she was, slicing through the barren landscape to vanish, in both directions, behind the many rocky knolls.

Railtracks! Or something like that, anyway.

Mags knew what trains were, or had been. She’d seen wrecked cars and even the remains of a station or two in the outskirts of the Scatters, but those twisted heaps were more hole than metal, long since salvaged for scrap. It had never even occurred to her that any might remain in operation. She’d only the vaguest sense of what such a thing was supposed to look like, how it might move.

When that thing came roaring around the bend, bursting into view from behind the jagged stone, the answer proved to be “Nothing at all like she ever expected.”


Chapter Three

It was beautiful in its efficiency—simple, economical, sleek. Rounded corners and gently bubbled slopes slipped beneath the wind as though the fiercest gust was a flap of a sickly crow’s wings. An array of small, individually articulated wheels gripped the tracks, propelled by a constant electromagnetic charge.

It was beautiful in its efficiency, and repulsive—even nightmarish—in every other way.

The train appeared to have been dragged from the innermost dreams of a lunatic lacking the faintest conception of aesthetics. (And given the nature of the machines, some might argue that it had been.) The frame was forged of steel that, like so much of the Eyes’ new world, had been salvaged from uncountable separate sources. Melted down only just enough for reshaping, it now bore an array of uneven streaks, leprous splotches, and a random spectrum of browns to grays to shades that were somehow both and neither at once.

A plague-ridden athlete, this train: sculpted to perfection, yet hideously sick.

Scarce as steel was, only the frame, the wheels, and certain structural hard points were made of the metal. The rest consisted of slabs and sheets of polymer. These, too, had been salvaged from a broken landscape and presented a riot of dull, scratchy hues. Except for a few, which were instead dully, scratchily transparent.

The machines cared nothing, one way or the other, but the result was a handful of windows permitting the train’s new human passengers to view the world at speeds to make the bravest of them queasy.

Only a handful of Detachment 13936 bothered to look. Most sat huddled on the floor, legs tucked in and hands desperately clinging to any of a dozen protrusions jutting from walls and floor. These, apparently, were intended as anchor points for tying down cargo. Not a chair, not a bench, not even a comfortable handhold. Not in this train that had never been designed for human convenience.

So those humans sat and hunched, clinging for their lives, teeth gritted against the skull-shaking rumble and occasional banshee shriek of wheels on rail. All save a few, driven by fascination—or, in one case, a sense of responsibility to see everything her team might face—who balanced as best they could on wavering legs, peering through those obscuring windows and working to hold one another steady against the rocking of the train.

“Mags! Yo, Mags!”

Magdalena sighed and tore her gaze from the blurring landscape, unable to pretend any longer that she couldn’t hear him over the roar of the train. “What?”

Rio opened his mouth, staggered as the train jolted around a curve, then desperately caught Ian who’d been utterly knocked from his feet. (Mags couldn’t help but smirk at how snow-pale Ian looked in contrast against Rio’s complexion, even more so than he usually did against her own.) Only then, when everyone was more or less stable again, did Rio finally get back around to his question.

“You and Jonas volunteer us for this shitshow?”

“I wouldn’t do that, not so soon. They didn’t ask for volunteers, just… I don’t know. Decided we were best for whatever this is.”

“Uh-huh. And ain’t you at all bothered that the ’bot didn’t join us?”

Indeed, the headless thing that had driven them as far as the tracks had—after ordering them aboard the gargantuan vehicle that screamed to a stop with the voices of dying thousands—remained by the truck as the train’s doors had hissed shut and the wheels had begun rumbling once more.

And yes, any travel without obvious machine escort of one sort or another was unheard of. But…

“Rio, how fast you think we’re going?”

“Uh… very?”

Mags nodded. “Yeah. Maybe even faster than that. Even if you could slide that door open, you planning to hop out and go for a stroll?”

“Uh…”

“Or maybe you want to hijack the train? Take it somewhere else?”

The hotheaded young man scowled openly now. “You know this thing can’t leave the railtracks!”

“Yeah, I know. Just making sure you did. So tell me, ass-goggle, why would they bother watching over us right now? How would that be ‘efficient’?”

“Don’t gotta be a bitch about it,” Rio groused, stepping—or more accurately, staggering—away from the window and dropping to a sullen, sulking seat on the floor beside Cassie. The redhead, in turn, though she couldn’t possibly have overheard much of the conversation, glared at Mags in solidarity with her partner.

Magdalena ignored those glares—as well as the puzzled looks cast her way by Ian, just beside her, and Jonas, across the car—and turned back to the window.

“Well, uh…”

Leave it to Ian to try to fill the uncomfortable gap that followed. She adored him, but his need to dive in, make things better, save everyone from everything, could be seriously aggravating.

“Um, you see any of the quarries yet? I haven’t spotted any.”

Mags didn’t know if he was making things better now, but he certainly had the group’s attention.

“The hell are you talking about?” one of the others asked him. Marty, Mags thought, though in all the ambient rumbling, she couldn’t tell for sure.

“Those’re all on the outskirts. We’re past them by now.”

Had Magdalena been in a better mood, she’d have found Ian’s befuddlement cute.

“I figured there were a lot more nearer the city center.”

“What?” Jonas finally joined in on the conversation, half-shouting from across the car. “Why the hell would you think that?”

“Well… Didn’t you tell us the Scatters used to be called… um…?”

“Pittsburgh,” the overseer prompted. Then, “Please tell me you didn’t think that meant…?”

“But, why else would it be named after pits?!”

Jonas mumbled something that was utterly lost in the song of the train.

Mags couldn’t help but sneer, just a little. “Any other brilliant questions?”

“Oh, like you knew anything!”

This time, when the conversation stopped, nobody tried to wind it up again.

So, yeah, that had probably been uncalled for. She’d apologize to Rio and to Ian later, if she thought of it. She was just so damn tired…

For a time, the flow of the scenery rushing by nearly put the young woman to sleep on her feet. Once they’d moved deep into the Scatters, however, farther into the Pittsburgh ruin than the 13936 had ever been, no amount of fatigue would keep her from absorbing every detail she could.

It hardly seemed worth the effort. “All she could absorb” through the rough and blurry window proved nothing new; it all looked very much like those reaches of the Scatters she had seen. Like the aftermath of a child’s tantrum, if his toy box had contained all of civilization. The ruins stretched far and near, sometimes teetering just beside or even over the winding track, so close she could practically smell the rotting wood and the lingering tang of powdered rust.

Depressing. Demoralizing. Terrifying in its implications. But nothing Magdalena wasn’t used to, nothing she hadn’t experienced, even dreamed about, more times than she cared to count.

“Jonas?”

The overseer glanced up from where he had ensconced himself tightly in a corner. “Yeah?”

“Why the hell are we here?” Magdalena demanded.

“Um, because we were told to be? Pretty sure you were there when it—”

“You’re too old for sarcasm.” Then, when the furrow of his brow suggested he was less than amused, “Seriously, you ever heard of anything like this? Detachment called up early, stuck on a train nobody knew existed, and dragged all the way into the Scatters?”

“If it’s a train nobody knew existed, how could I possibly have heard of it?”

Several snickers sounded from around the car. Mags drew herself up and sniffed. “You know what I mean, dammit.”

“No, I haven’t heard of any such thing,” he muttered back. “But this is where they want us.”

For a moment, she continued watching the soul-numbing “scenery” slip by. And then, “Jonas?”

“Oh, for… What?”

“Given how far we’ve traveled already, shouldn’t there have been another camp, with another Recognizance and Disposal detachment, a lot closer than us?”

To that, the overseer had no answer.

Somehow both bored and revolted by the sight of the Scatters, Magdalena was just turning from the window, perhaps to go and offer a reconciling word to Ian or to Rio, when the train rounded another bend, shot from between a teetering ruin on one side and a heap of strewn rubble on the other, and she saw…

Actually, she wasn’t certain what she saw. Between the swift snaking of the train, the clouded window, the obscuring terrain, she caught only the faintest glimpse. She was sure only that, whatever it was, the Scatters were finally revealing something new.

It was large. It was sprawling. It was… wrong. Mags couldn’t begin to say why, didn’t have a clear enough view, but it was off. The drooping, skeletal remnants that were the outer Scatters felt more natural to her, more sane, than the impressions she received now. Phantom fingers colder than the machines traced a shudder down her back, flicking almost painfully over the edge of each vertebra.

“Mags?” Ian returned to her shoulder, whole face scrunched in concentration, sounding as puzzled as she.

“No idea,” she admitted. She squinted, found herself raising a hand to try to wipe the plastic cleaner for a better view, even though she knew it was obscured by scratches and flaws…

And then it didn’t matter how clean or clear the makeshift window might be, as something flashed past the train faster than she could process, and the entire world went dark as the inside of a gun barrel.

Magdalena hurled herself away from the window, breath catching in a gasp so ragged it sawed at the edges of her throat, before light returned—the harsh, steady glare of electrics, rather than the muted glow of the sun—and she realized what had happened.

The world hadn’t gone away. The train had pulled into a structure of some sort, a building she could never have seen coming from a side window. Her cheeks burned, but the fact that the others were also scattered throughout the car—equally wide-eyed and sucking in adrenaline-fueled gasps—kept her from flushing too badly.

Before she could do, say, or even think much of anything, Magdalena again tumbled across the car—along with everyone else not already seated and holding tight—as the train howled to an abrupt halt.

Slowly she picked herself up off the floor—close up, it smelled of old plastic and boots—and dusted her hands off on her knees, or perhaps vice-versa. Again she started to say something, and again she was interrupted. The door slid aside with a rough hiss that was all but lost in the hum of the train’s electrics, followed by a faint crackle as unseen speakers sparked to life.

<Recognizance and Disposal Detachment One-Three-Nine-Three-Six will disembark here and await further orders. Message repeats: Recognizance and Disposal Detachment One-Three-Nine-Three-Six will disembark here…>

It wasn’t coming through the open door, that voice, but originated all around them. The speakers were inside the car itself.

“No robot escort, huh?” she asked Rio as he slipped past her, idly rubbing one elbow where he’d rebounded from the wall. He muttered something unintelligible and made a rude gesture. Chuckling, she stepped out after him, her attention roaming.

She couldn’t see much—the electrics were focused on the train, forming a pool of light in a cavernous darkness—but the echoes and the weight of the shadows told her a great deal. No way were they inside one of the Scatters’ wrecks of an old building. Not a one of those was remotely large enough, to say nothing of so perfectly sealed against the light or sturdy enough to support the railtracks.

So where the hell are we?

The train hummed, screeched, and roared off back the way they’d come—revealing, as it left, that the building was not as tightly sealed against the outside as it had appeared. The entrance had been shaped, with inhuman precision, to match the dimensions of the train itself. Thus, it was only when the vehicle had departed that the dust-dimmed daylight could creep in.

Magdalena was walking before she’d even made the conscious choice to do so. She had to see.

“Mags…”

Ian, of course. She’d recognize that worry anywhere.

“I’m just going to look,” she called over her shoulder. She heard the swift footfalls of her boyfriend, and several of the others, scurrying to catch up.

“The machines said to stay here!”

“I’m looking,” she repeated, gaze rolling ceilingward. “Not leaving.”

“Hope they recognize the distinction before they start shooting,” he muttered from behind her. But he made no further objection, nor did he turn back.

The tunnel drew nearer, the light brighter. Their vantage looked to prove awkward, since only a very narrow ledge of walkway extended beyond the arch, parallel to the tracks. To allow some sort of maintenance bots to make repairs on the rails, perhaps? Whatever its intended purpose, it would allow Mags and the others to take a step or two beyond the walls—a careful step or two—to see whatever the heart of Pittsburgh might have to show them.

“Holy… shit…”

Ian, standing at her side and gripping her hand in his own—for balance, as much as comfort—could only nod in dull agreement. “Uh, guys? You should maybe… come see.”

Cassie glanced their way from the central puddle of light, her lips twisted in lingering anger, but whatever stinging comment she’d concocted on her boyfriend’s behalf died before it left her tongue. She approached, jaw hanging open, with Rio following. Then several of the others, all silent—all save Suni and Marty, the team’s smallest members, both grumbling about not being able to see—and finally even Jonas took their turn edging out over the precarious ledge to see what lay beyond.

“Holy shit…”

Mags couldn’t tell who had spoken, not over the other hushed whispers. “That’s what I said.”

Here, in what had been the center of town, the ambient grit and smoke were thinner, allowing a clearer view of Pittsburgh’s ruins than Mags had ever seen.

Except that here, Pittsburgh wasn’t a ruin.

Here, by any human measure, it wasn’t even a city.

The structures—Mags couldn’t bring herself to think of them as buildings—made the train, which still had to bow to the laws of aerodynamics, look positively artistic. Joyful. Alive. Some of those edifices were steel, occasionally offering a halfhearted glint as a tiny sunbeam snuck around behind the haze’s back. Others boasted only skeletons of metal, with “flesh” of repurposed polymers and glass. The result was a slapdash array of muted, murkily blended hues utterly at odds with the structures’ geometric precision.

And “precision” was indeed the word for it. Many were plain cubes or cuboids, from as small as an old house to larger than a city block. Others were pyramidal, hexagonal, or oval, but nearly all were a single, simple shape. The rare exception either consisted of multiple structures stacked atop one another, or else were built around the city’s surviving geological features.

In no case could the slightest touch of aesthetics, individualization, or humanity be found. Other than sporadic random slabs of repurposed glass or plastic that remained transparent, not a single window pockmarked the smooth faces of those structures. No sculpture, no adornment. They might as well have been machine parts rather than buildings. Perhaps, for that matter, they were.

Which wasn’t to say that they were featureless. Spindly broadcasting and scanning towers poked like malignant growths or an iron maiden’s spines from walls, roofs, wherever mathematics suggested optimal placement. Narrow bridges interlinked structure to structure dozens or hundreds of feet above the earth, none boasting a single railing or other nod toward basic safety. Beyond the bridges stretched a vast network of wires and tubes of steel or plastic; from the city’s center, looking up, it must have appeared as some monstrous cobweb, or perhaps cracks in the sky itself. Those tubes, Jonas would explain later, contained and protected power conduits running from the city’s many plants—wind-driven, coal-burning, and nuclear.

The amount of power carried along those conduits must have been astronomical. Even from this distance, Mags could smell the tang of ozone, and she swore she heard a faint electrical hum, previously masked by the rattling train.

Roads of packed earth ran between those buildings, forming—again, save where geography wouldn’t permit it—an uneven grid. Mags had once seen the insides of an old machine, damaged when it toppled from a quarry slope. The patterns on its circuit boards, as Jonas had called them, weren’t so terribly different from the network of roads she saw now.

Pittsburgh had suffered horribly during Pacification and the subsequent years, so that many ravines ran throughout, and whole districts of the city sat in the depths of broad depressions. These were linked to the system of streets by an array of ramps.

Meticulously sloped for maximum efficiency, no doubt.

Through it all—along the roads, across the bridges, soaring through the murky air, even skittering up the sides of buildings—were the machines. Some legged, some wheeled; some several times the size of the detachment’s truck, some smaller than Magdalena’s equipment pack. Whether hauling loads of raw materials, welding this device to that structure, or doing nothing the humans could comprehend, they all worked to accomplish some specific task. They must have; wouldn’t have been wasting time or power otherwise.

What some of those tasks might be, Mags couldn’t guess. There sure were a lot of them, though. Swarms. The whole damn place was…

“It’s like a hive,” Cassie whispered.

“I was gonna go with ‘anthill,’” Mags said, “but that works.”

“We should go back,” Jonas told them. “I really don’t want one of them to wander in here and find us all congregating at the—”

“Guys, guys!” The shout came from one of the few who had remained in the chamber’s center: Nestor Panagakis, whose overall cheerful demeanor belied a bulk that was almost as imposing as some of the machines. For him to sound worried was, to say the least, attention-grabbing. “There’s something—!”

<Lang, Jonas. Recognizance and Disposal Detachment One-Three-Nine-Three-Six.>

“…exit,” Jonas finished, all but deflating before forcibly drawing himself up. “Yes,” he answered.

The machine emerging from the shadows very much resembled the insectoid model that had accompanied them yesterday—at first. As it skittered into the light, however, Mags couldn’t help but note that it was larger, that an even more intricate array of lenses glimmered around and across its body. That the digits on its manipulator arms were thicker and far longer.

And that, along with those arms, an array of brutal steel barrels bristled from the rotating turret.

Two of which had now snapped into position, aimed directly at the gathered workers. The combined gasps of the entire team nearly pulled a vacuum across the massive chamber.

<Explain why Detachment One-Three-Nine-Three-Six is attempting unauthorized departure from this facility.>

Magdalena pretended not to feel the angry glares now burrowing into her back.

“Nobody’s departing,” Jonas explained, voice calm, hands half raised, as though trying to soothe a snapping animal. “Just looking. We wanted to see the city. The team’s never been this deep inside Pittsburgh before.”

A few dozen lungs froze, the team holding its collective breath. Faint whirring sounds drifted from within the innards of the steel taskmaster. Had it been human, Mags was certain it would have been cocking its head to one side, lost in thought.

Of course, had it been human, it would’ve had a head.

The turret shifted a hair, imperceptible had the team not been looking directly at it, which meant the guns were no longer trained on them in perfect, computer-targeted precision. For a machine, it was the equivalent of holstering its weapons. The almost explosive sighs of relief from behind actually ruffled Magdalena’s hair.

And that, apparently and unsurprisingly, was the only acknowledgement that they’d been believed.

<Detachment One-Three-Nine-Three-Six will assemble before this unit.>

“Is it story time?” Mags muttered, adrenaline having loosened her tongue perhaps more than was healthy. Rio snickered; most of the others, Jonas included, glared.

They all, of course, obeyed.

<Stand by,> the machine commanded once they’d gathered. <Connection established.>

“Connection?” Ian repeated. Mags shrugged—and then felt her stomach drop at the sight of Jonas’s face going mushroom-pale.

“Jonas, what—?”

<Unit 13936. Jonas Lang, commanding.> It was the same vocalizer, the same artificially feminine voice, but the inflection was wrong.

Mostly in that, unlike every other machine—or even this one, until just now—it had genuine inflection.

Mags couldn’t decide whether to cross herself, drop to her knees, or run screaming. Instead, she stood perfectly, rigidly still and tried to calm the pounding in her chest and the rushing in her temples.

She’d never seen it before, never heard it described. But she knew what it was.

This wasn’t just a machine speaking, not anymore. They were addressed by one of the Eyes. The heart of the machine empire, overlords of the surviving world, masters of the dregs of humanity.

And one of them was now focused personally on Magdalena and her team.

This cannot be good.

“Indeed,” Jonas affirmed, even though the inhuman intelligence clearly required no such confirmation. “We are honored that you would—”

<An anomalistic event has transpired at the outskirts of the conformed regions where they meet the remnants of prior occupation.>

“The Scatters,” Magdalena hissed in response to a few puzzled whispers. The Eye apparently didn’t notice or—more likely—didn’t care and continued addressing Jonas.

<Nature of the anomaly unknown, purpose unknown, extent unknown. Multiple construction units, repair units, and combat units rendered nonfunctional.>

Mags was frankly tired of gasping, but she couldn’t help it. She almost felt dizzy. Normally the machines summoned their expendable human lackeys if even a couple of them were damaged. What the hell had taken out so many of them?! And why hadn’t they called on an R&D detachment before this? And for that matter…

“Why us?” She’d blurted the question before she could stop herself. Somehow, though it moved not at all, she knew she’d finally gotten the robot’s attention.

<Do you question your assignment, Magdalena Suarez?>

“No, uh… sir.”

How the fuck do you address the Eyes, anyway?!

“Not at all. Not a bit. No. I’m just… curious. I’d think that calling on a closer team would’ve been more, um, efficient.”

A pause; brief but, given the processing speed of the machines, notable. Jonas’s lips parted, but the reply came before he could speak.

<You are correct. More proximate camps provided the required skillset. 13936 is the second Recognizance and Disposal detachment assigned to identify and render safe the anomaly.>

One particularly severe winter, several years back, the warming unit on the water pump had failed just as Magdalena was being hosed down. She could still recall the frigid, pinching, almost burning sensation as tiny crystals of ice spread across her dripping skin before the next blast washed them away.

The chill she felt now was worse.

“What—what happened to them?” That was Nestor, from the rear of the assembly.

<Detachment 22574 also rendered nonfunctional.>

Had the train
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