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CHAPTER 1: A NEW HOME

The thing nobody tells you about the end of the world is how unbelievably quiet everything gets.

Eik sat at the kitchen table with a bowl of cornflakes slowly dissolving into a soggy mush and listened to that quiet. Not the peaceful kind you used to find on a camping trip, before civilisation went to hell. This was the quiet of waiting – the muffled heartbeat beneath the floorboards that Poe wrote about. The kind that sits in your ears and throbs: something’s coming, something’s coming, something’s coming.

His father’s index finger tapped twice against his palm. Their signal. The bad one.

Outside, the morning sky was smeared with the greasy orange of yet another dust storm on its way. The climate had gone haywire years ago; that was old news. The new normal was dead lawns, water rationing, and people with far too bright smiles saying it would all turn around. Eight years after the Collapse, they were still saying it. Even up here in the north, where winter had once been the only weather anyone complained about. But it wasn’t the weather that made his parents’ faces tighten that morning.

It was the vans. Black, windowless and wrong, parked a hundred metres down the street where someone had evidently assumed nobody would notice them. As if a neighbourhood where most people had already packed up and left for the government’s resettlement centres had anyone left to worry about surveillance.

His mother’s hand was cool on his shoulder. Her nails dug in just enough to tell him that this was not a drill.

“Remember who you are,” she whispered, so softly her voice barely touched the air. “But never show it. Whatever happens.”

Eik nodded. Their faces were so close that he could count the freckles across her nose – a constellation built just for him. Eik heard what she was really saying. Or what he believed she was saying: Remember what you are.

Dr Sofia Reed looked at her husband. A flicker of a glance that lasted half a second and contained an entire marriage. Dr Marcus Reed nodded once and disappeared down into the basement. The soft hum of the house’s systems – always there, like the fridge’s drone you only notice when it stops – fell silent.

Deletion protocols. Everything they had built, everything they had learned, everything they had created. Gone.

Eik went on eating. One spoonful every 7.2 seconds, which according to his research was normal for a male teenager with mild anxiety. Not too fast (panic). Not too slow (depression). Just right. Humanly right.

Last Friday had been different.

His father had stood at the cooker with a tea towel over his shoulder, telling the same joke he told every Friday. The one about the robot who walks into a bar and asks for a screwdriver. “No, not the drink. My knee’s come loose.” It wasn’t funny. It had never been funny. Eik had worked out that it had been told forty-two times since his father found it in an old joke book.

His father laughed at it every time.

“You’ve got to laugh along, kiddo,” he’d said, pointing at Eik with a wooden spoon. “That’s what families do. You laugh at the bad jokes because they’re yours.”

So Eik had laughed. And his mother had rolled her eyes from the other end of the table, where she sat with a tiny screwdriver and his left wrist in her lap.

“Hold still,” she’d said. “Your thumb’s reacting three milliseconds late. Nobody else would see it, but I do.”

“You see everything.”

“That’s my job.” She had tightened something beneath the skin of his wrist, closed the little hatch and run a finger over the spot until the seam was gone. Then she had let her hand rest there a moment. Longer than necessary. “And it’s my job to be your mum. That’s the more important of the two.”

That was the evening they had taught him the signal. His father had taken his hand and tapped his palm once with his index finger.

“Once means: all’s well. I’m here.”

Twice.

“Twice means: something’s coming. Be ready.”

“And three times?”

His parents had looked at each other. It was his mother who answered.

“Three times means: run. And don’t look back.”

They had laughed afterwards, all three of them. But Eik had stored it in the part of his memory he never deleted.

Now here he sat eating cornflakes, and his father’s finger had tapped twice.

Not three times. Not yet.

The doorbell didn’t ring. That would have been polite, and the government hadn’t been polite for a long time. Instead the steel door his father had fitted last year – “Just a precaution, kiddo” – folded like wet cardboard under the battering ram. Six men in tactical gear poured in, synchronised and faceless behind black visors.

One of them, smaller than the rest, glanced at Eik. Just a flicker, there and gone like summer lightning. But Eik’s systems registered the micro-expression: surprise, then calculation. This one knew something.

“Dr Sofia Reed. Dr Marcus Reed.” The leader removed his helmet to reveal a face so anonymous it was almost an achievement. “Under the National Security Restoration Act, you are under arrest for breaching the protocols governing the development of artificial intelligence.”

His mother drew herself up – 163 centimetres of sharp angles and sharper intellect. “You have no legal grounds. Our research is fully licensed.”

The anonymous man smiled an anonymous smile that didn’t reach his eyes. “We’ve been monitoring your power consumption, Doctors. This residential zone doesn’t permit the kind of processing you’ve been running.” He gestured towards Eik without looking at him. “And we know about your little home project.”

Eik held his breathing at fourteen breaths a minute. His simulated pulse sat at an appropriately elevated 92. His pupils dilated according to the standard parameters for fear. Not too much, not too little.

His father came up from the basement with his hands raised and his dignity intact. “He isn’t what you think.”

“No?” The agent raised an eyebrow. “Then let’s talk about exactly what he is. At the Facility.” He turned to his men without looking at Eik. “The retrieval team will come for him tonight with the proper equipment. One of you stays and watches the house.”

“I will,” said the smallest of them.

The leader nodded without looking at him.

They led his parents out in opposite directions – tactical protocol, minimise conspiracy – and neither of them looked back at him. That was protocol too. Their own. Eye contact would trigger emotional responses in all three of them that might exceed normal parameters. No crying (excessive respiration). No trembling (motor instability). No last desperate words of love (statistical linguistic anomalies).

The smaller agent lingered, ostensibly to search the kitchen. When the others were busy out in the hall, he leaned across the table. His eyes were grey and very tired.

“You’re next,” he whispered. His gaze slid down to Eik’s pocket, where the small black box lay – the one his father had given him a year ago as a place “to keep your pocket money”. “And that. Keep it hidden. They mustn’t see it.” He straightened a fraction. “I’m to watch you until tonight. I’ll be looking the other way. Use the time.”

Then he tapped the tabletop twice with his index finger, right beside Eik’s bowl.

Twice. Their signal.

Then he was gone.

Eik was left sitting in a kitchen that still smelled of his mother’s coffee and his father’s aftershave, with a bowl of cornflakes that had now dissolved completely. An ordinary boy, abandoned by arrested parents. An ordinary tragedy in extraordinary times.

He waited until the black vans had driven away. Then he tipped the cornflakes into the sink, washed the bowl with exactly the care an upset teenager would show (minimal), and went to his room to calculate probabilities.

Care placements had been full since the Collapse. The odds were bad: probably a home, and homes had more surveillance than anywhere else. His risk of discovery rose with every camera.

He lay staring at the ceiling, listening to the house’s last remaining systems. The fridge was still humming. The air filter was still hissing against the ever-present dust. The world had ended, his parents were gone, and the appliances hadn’t even noticed.

Eik closed his eyes and allowed himself precisely 300 seconds of simulated grief response.

When the 300 seconds were up, something inside him carried on. He logged it as an error and let it run.

Then he began preparing to survive without his maintainers. The black box felt heavier in his pocket as his fingers traced its smooth surface. Whatever it was, his father had believed it was important enough to take a risk for.

And a stranger in uniform had known their signal.



The road to school was the same as always. That was the strangest thing about it.

Mrs Berg at number 14 was watering her parched hydrangeas from a can that should have been empty long ago, since rationing only allowed ten litres a day. She looked up as he passed, then quickly looked down again. She had seen the vans. Everyone had seen the vans. Nobody wanted to see him.

At the corner, a man in a grey work jacket was reading a notice on a lamp post that nobody had updated in years. He didn’t look up. Eik knew the shoulders anyway, and the stillness of someone looking very carefully at nothing. He walked past, and the man went on reading. That was the whole of what the stranger had promised: he was looking the other way.

A surveillance drone hung over the junction by the school, turning slowly. Eik kept his walk exactly as it always was: strides slightly too long, shoulders hunched a fraction forward, like a boy who couldn’t be bothered with school. The drone followed him for four seconds, then turned away.

In class, his teacher said nothing about him being late. She just looked at him with an expression he categorised as pity mixed with fear and asked whether he was all right.

“Yes,” said Eik.

“Are your parents…” She stopped herself.

“They’re at work,” he said. It was the first lie of the day that wasn’t in any cover story. He had made it up himself.

She nodded, relieved. Then she began talking about geometry, and nobody in the class looked at him for the rest of the lesson.

He learned something that morning that wasn’t in any of his parents’ files: when something bad happens to you, you become invisible. Not because people can’t see you. Because they don’t dare.



The noise in the school canteen was constant, drowning out individual voices. Eik had gone to school because that was what a boy with no other options would do: cling to the last scrap of normal. He chose nutritionally appropriate food and sat with his back to the wall and a view of every exit.

“You’re the Reed kid.”

A girl slid onto the bench opposite him without asking. Dark hair in practical plaits, eyes that moved with too much precision, catching details most people missed. The food on her tray was untouched – a prop, not a meal.

“I’m Nivi.”

Eik ran facial recognition through his database. No match. Not in the school records, not in the social archives, not among his parents’ research contacts. A statistical anomaly.

“I don’t think we’ve met,” he said – politely, a touch defensive. Appropriate for a newly orphaned teenager approached by a stranger.

“We haven’t.” She pushed her tray aside and leaned forward. “But I know what happened to your parents. It’s happening everywhere. To everyone who worked on adaptive intelligence. Everyone who got too close.”

“My parents are materials scientists,” he lied, as the cover story required. “There’s been a mistake.”

The corner of Nivi’s mouth curled upward – not quite a smile. She took a small device out of her pocket, something that looked like a calculator, and dropped it deliberately on the floor between them. It made a sad cracking sound.

“Oops,” she said, without conviction.

Social protocol dictated that he should help. Eik picked the device up. A quick scan revealed that it wasn’t a calculator but a modified quantum-fluctuation detector – crudely disguised, astonishingly sophisticated inside. He spent 2.3 seconds longer than optimal straightening the cracked casing and the dislodged circuit board, and deliberately misaligned one component by 0.4 millimetres. Enough for it to work, not enough for it to be perfect. A human repair.

When he handed it back, a tiny display on its side blinked. Once. Then again. Nivi’s gaze slid down to his pocket.

“Thanks,” she said. “You’re good with machines.”

“My dad taught me basic electronics.” The half-lie felt strange, like food with the wrong texture.

She tucked the detector away and lowered her voice beneath the noise of the canteen, so that he had to turn up his hearing. “They’ll come for you before tomorrow morning. Standard procedure is twenty-four hours between primary arrest and secondary retrieval. The system’s been broken since the Collapse. You’d just disappear.”

Eik’s threat assessment kicked in. The girl knew too much about government procedure. Three possibilities: government agent (62.3 per cent), activist (27.4 per cent), or something he had no category for (10.3 per cent). The last unsettled him the most.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.” He gathered up his tray.

She didn’t try to stop him. “If you need somewhere to go, I know a place. The eastern rail yard, at sunset.” She patted the pocket with the detector in it. “And maybe we can find out what it is you’re carrying around. My detector doesn’t like it. Or else it likes it far too much.”

Only later, while pretending to concentrate on trigonometry, did he run a deeper analysis of the encounter and find the thing that had disturbed him most. When Nivi talked about his parents’ arrest, her pulse had stayed completely steady. Not raised by deception. Not lowered by practised control.

Just flat. Like his own.



The house was silent when he got home from school.

Not the good kind of silent, like when his mother was reading and his father was napping on the sofa. The dead kind. The door still hung crookedly on its hinges. Someone had been there while he was out. The kitchen drawers stood open, and his father’s desk had been emptied of papers.

The basement was the worst. He went down there once. The workbenches stood where they had always stood. But the screens were black, the servers were dead, and the little room at the back, where his mother had maintained him every Sunday, had been cleared out. Only a strip of tape on the floor showed where the chair had been.

He went back up and shut the door.

He had two hours before he needed to be at the rail yard. He spent the first twenty minutes calculating what to bring. Charging cable. Spare filters for his ventilation. The little set of precision tools from his mother’s bag. Water, though he didn’t drink it, because a boy without water would look suspicious. Food, for the same reason.

The list was logical. It filled half a rucksack.

Then he went into his parents’ bedroom, and something in him that had nothing to do with logic took over.

He opened his father’s wardrobe and took an old, washed-out T-shirt down from the top shelf. It had once been black and was now grey, and across the chest it said STEPPEULVENE in cracked letters. His father had been given it by his own father. He wore it for cleaning and on bad days.

Eik folded it and put it at the bottom of the rucksack.

It had no function. It weighed 180 grams that he could have used for an extra filter. He logged the decision as irrational and let it stand.

On his mother’s bedside table her reading glasses lay on top of a book. He didn’t take them. But he straightened the book and placed the glasses on top, exactly as she would have done herself.

The last thing he did before leaving was to stand in the kitchen and look at the table. His bowl was still on the draining board where he had left it.

“Once,” he said aloud to the empty room, and tapped his own palm once with his index finger. All’s well. I’m here.

It wasn’t true. But it was their signal, and there was nobody else left to send it.



The eastern rail yard was deserted and rusting. Burnt-out carriages with smashed windows lay scattered across the tracks, and graffiti marked gang territories and warnings about dangers that had long since turned into new dangers.

Eik arrived seventeen minutes before sunset and established observation points and escape routes. His power reserves stood at 78.3 per cent – enough for three days without charging. His parents’ maintenance equipment was out of reach. It was his first logistical problem, and he knew it wouldn’t be his last.

He detected Nivi three minutes before she came into view – the faint displacement of air, the barely perceptible vibration in loose gravel. She came alone with a small rucksack and what looked like a hand-drawn map. Her school uniform had been swapped for practical apocalypse wear: reinforced fabric in earth tones, lots of pockets, sturdy boots.

“You came,” she said, without sounding surprised. “Smart.”

“Statistically, it beats the alternatives,” Eik replied – and immediately registered the precision of his own answer. Teenagers rarely mention statistics.

Nivi didn’t comment. She unfolded the map on a flat section of a carriage. “We need to keep moving. The authorities sweep the yards every third day.”

The map showed the city and the land around it, with markings Eik had never seen on any official map: territories, danger zones, caches. An alternative geography for those who had to survive.

“Where are we going?”

“Lossen.” Her finger traced a route that avoided the main roads and surveillance points. “It’s a place for people like us. People who don’t fit in.”

People like us. The phrase produced conflicting responses in him. His integration protocol wanted to accept the implied kinship. His security protocol flagged it as a potential threat.

“I don’t even know you,” he objected. A reasonable, human objection.

Nivi’s eyes met his, and for a moment something passed between them.

“You will,” she said simply. “Come on. We’ve got a long way to go before dawn.”

As she folded up the map, Eik’s sensors picked up a faint, fluctuating emission from the box in his pocket. It was pulsing in patterns that matched nothing in his databases. Before he could analyse it, Nivi turned to him. “Now. The drones start their night patrols soon.”

They moved through what had once been suburbs. Low-lying neighbourhoods that the rare cloudbursts had turned into stagnant, poisonous-green lakes, stitched together by bridges built from scrap. Abandoned military checkpoints where half-dead scanners still occasionally woke up and registered threats that weren’t there.

Eik watched the way Nivi moved with growing curiosity. She chose her routes with an almost mathematical precision – optimal energy use, threat avoidance, uncannily like his own programming. And yet now and then she made choices his models calculated as worse, and which nonetheless turned out to be right.

Animals reacted to her. A pack of feral dogs that snarled at everyone else fell silent and watched her calmly as she passed. A broken surveillance drone that should have been dead swivelled its optical sensors and followed her.

In one particularly ravaged area, the box in Eik’s pocket began vibrating more strongly. He took it out. Its matte surface had begun to glow faintly, pulsing in exact time with his own internal systems.

“What is that?” Nivi asked.

“I don’t know. My dad gave it to me. I’ve never seen it do this before.”

Nivi ran her fingertips across the box. The glow changed colour – from bluish to deep violet – and then back again.

“It reacts to touch,” she said. “I know someone who’ll be very interested in it.”

At dawn they saw their destination from the top of a hill. The rising sun lit up a vast landscape of rubbish and shipping containers. Discarded technology glinted in the morning light. But it wasn’t chaos. There were paths. Structures. A pattern.

“Welcome to Lossen,” said Nivi, and there was pride in her voice. “It isn’t pretty, but it’s free.”

The box’s glow grew stronger.

“What is this place?” he asked, and for the first time there was an uncertainty in his voice that he hadn’t put there himself.

Nivi’s smile held secrets his facial recognition couldn’t decode. “It’s where the things that got thrown away get to decide what they’ll be next.”

She set off down the path. After precisely 2.7 seconds, Eik followed.






CHAPTER 2: THE CAMP

The first thing Eik noticed about Lossen wasn’t the smell. That’s what most people would mention about a rubbish dump: the stench of civilisation’s remains being broken down into their component parts. But Lossen didn’t really stink. The climate had grown too dry for proper decay. Things didn’t rot here. They just fell apart in other ways.

The first thing he noticed was the sound. A low, constant hum right at the edge of human hearing – and squarely in the optimal range of his audio sensors. The sound of a million machines that weren’t quite dead. Power cells with just enough charge left to whimper. Circuits with just enough connection to send hopeful signals out into the wasteland. The death rattle of technology.

And beneath it: something rhythmic. Not random discharges from faulty components, but almost regular sequences, as if something were speaking through Lossen’s rubbish itself. The box in his pocket answered. Its surface had developed a faint pattern of darker hexagons that appeared and faded.

Nivi saw him listening. “You can hear it, can’t you? Most people can’t.”

Eik turned his sensitivity down. “Hear what?”

She didn’t call out his lie. Instead she pointed towards an area where massive car wrecks had been arranged in concentric rings and spray-painted with skulls that gleamed toxically in the morning light. “Wasteland Warriors territory. Don’t go over there without an escort. They consider everything in Lossen their property. Visitors included.”

“Are they watching us now?” Eik scanned for heat signatures.

“Always,” Nivi said calmly. “Just like the robots are watching us from below.”

“From below?”

But she had already moved on along a path that zigzagged between unstable mountains of scrap, with the confidence of someone who had walked it a thousand times.

The Children’s Camp revealed itself gradually. It wasn’t a single place but a network of structures woven into the landscape of rubbish. Shipping containers stacked like building blocks and reinforced with salvaged beams. Walkways between the levels. Tarpaulins and sun sails stretched out for shade. From a distance it looked like just another random heap. Up close, Eik could see the design. A home-built wind turbine with blades made from old aircraft parts crowned the highest point. Solar panels turned towards the morning sun, cleaner than anything else nearby. Water-collection systems channelled the rare downpours through a series of filters.

And the children – lots of them, aged from five to eighteen – moved with purpose. Repairing equipment. Sorting scrap. Tending gardens in containers of dark, rich soil that couldn’t possibly have come from Lossen’s poisoned ground.

“You built all this?” Eik asked. He was already calculating load capacities and weak points. Thirty-seven critical vulnerabilities, each with a greater than 72 per cent probability of partial collapse within six months.

“All of us did,” said Nivi. “Everyone contributes what they can.”

Something moved along a metal beam – too many legs, movements too precise. A Cable Weaver. Eik knew them from his parents’ database of mutations, but seeing one in real life was something else. The spider-like creature paused. Its abdomen glowed blue with stored charge, and its eight long legs ended in tiny cutters and grippers. It regarded them with faceted eyes that threw the light back in patterns that weren’t random but weren’t entirely comprehensible either.

“Don’t worry,” said Nivi. “They know who belongs.”

Now Eik saw that the whole camp was encircled by their webs – not random spider webs but precise three-dimensional lattices humming with current. A living security system.

A boy of perhaps twelve walked carefully up to one of the Cable Weavers and held out a circuit board. The creature took it with one of its claws and built the electronics into its web.

“We feed them,” said Nivi. “They protect us.”

Further on, a couple of children sat working on small hexagonal objects. Not identical to his box, but the same geometry. They looked up as he passed, and their curiosity was different from the usual interest in a newcomer. The box in his pocket vibrated faintly.

“Come on,” said Nivi. “There’s someone you need to meet.”



Maya’s hands were a biography of survival. Scars criss-crossed her palms and fingers – some surgically straight, others jagged as lightning. Burns ringed her wrists where her gloves didn’t quite reach. She was twelve years old, and her hands looked as though they belonged to someone of fifty.

“Best salvager we’ve got,” said Nivi.

Maya didn’t smile. Her dark eyes, permanently narrowed against Lossen’s glare, assessed Eik with a professional coldness his systems registered as a threat. Not physical danger. The danger of truly being seen.

“He’s good with machines,” said Nivi. “Like Lin, just in a different way.”

“Everyone’s different,” said Maya. Her voice was surprisingly soft for someone who looked as if she gargled battery acid. “The question is whether the difference helps or hurts.”

She held up a small plastic terrarium. Inside, a reptile the size of a young iguana was slowly circling, its scales shifting colour like oil on water. A Plastic Sniffer. Another mutation from his parents’ database. The bacteria in its gut could break down materials designed to last for centuries.

“Plastic Sniffers don’t like military plastic,” said Maya. “The flame retardants give them stomach ache. When they avoid an area, we dig. That’s usually where we find the wiring and circuits the Warriors are too thick to see the value in.”

She tapped the terrarium, and the creature turned towards her finger and tasted the air. Then, without warning, she pushed it over to Eik. “Hold him.”

Eik took it with exactly the force a teenage boy would use – firm enough to be safe, gentle enough to show care. The creature turned towards him, and at the same moment the box in his pocket grew warm. The Plastic Sniffer’s scales shifted to a deep blue-green and it pressed itself against the side of the glass nearest his pocket.

“He likes you,” said Maya, clearly surprised. “He normally goes dark around strangers.” She looked at him speculatively. “Or else he likes whatever’s in your pocket. I’ve only seen him do that when someone’s found one of the Guests.”

Eik’s hand moved towards his pocket of its own accord. “The Guests?”

Maya took her creature back with a gentleness at odds with everything else about her. “Talk to Lin. She’s been collecting them for years.” She studied his face. “Maybe different can help after all.”



Theo was a problem. Eik’s systems flagged it immediately.

Fourteen, tall for his age, with the posture of someone who expected attacks from every direction at once. Self-appointed head of security. The kind of person who found threats because he was always looking for them.

“The Warriors have moved closer,” he told Nivi, barely acknowledging Eik’s presence. “We lost the eastern quadrant yesterday.”

“Casualties?” Nivi’s tone became more formal, more grown-up.

“None of ours. Two of theirs, when they set off a Cable Weaver web they hadn’t spotted. Shard was furious, but they’d crossed our markers.”

Then Theo finally turned his gaze on Eik, his eyes moving over him systematically, like someone carrying out a threat assessment. “You’re the Reed kid.” It wasn’t a question. His gaze slid down to Eik’s pocket, where the outline of the box was faintly visible. Something flickered across his face – a kind of recognition – and was gone again.

“News travels fast,” said Eik.

“There’s no news in Lossen, only information, and information keeps us alive.” Theo looked at Nivi. “You vouching for him?”

“I brought him, didn’t I?”

Something passed between them – a shared history. Theo’s shoulders dropped a fraction. Still on guard, but no longer hostile.

“He’s going on the repair crew with Lin,” said Nivi. “Waste of his talents, but a good place to start.”

Theo nodded once and moved on with his round, his hand resting on something Eik identified as a modified cattle prod. Not lethal, but certainly persuasive.

“He doesn’t trust people easily,” said Nivi. “But he’s loyal. He’s saved my life twice.”

“And you’ve saved his – what, three times?” Eik guessed, from small cues in their body language.

Nivi’s eyebrows rose. “Four. You’re good at reading people.”

“Pattern recognition,” said Eik, and the half-truth came more easily now. “My mum taught me.”

It tasted strange. Because Dr Sofia Reed had literally written his social-analysis algorithms. Sometimes the best cover stories live right out at the edge of the truth.



Lin could have been nine or ninety. She was small, with delicate features that seemed both childlike and ancient, and she sat cross-legged in a nest of salvaged electronics that orbited her like debris around a tiny star. A large Thermacat lay curled around her. The heat patches on its flanks glowed orange-red against its sleek fur.

What really caught Eik’s attention was the collection of hexagonal objects laid out in precise geometric patterns around her workspace. They came in different sizes and states – some whole, others partly opened – but all had the same faintly iridescent surface as his box. And they gave off faint, almost musical pulses that only his sensors could detect.

Lin didn’t look up. Her attention was fixed on a small soldering tool that drew its heat from the cat’s metabolism. “The cats always know when the temperature’s going to drop,” she said. “This one’s been glowing since this morning. It’s going to be cold tonight.”

Eik’s meteorological routines confirmed it from air pressure and wind patterns. Impressive, that a human child could read it from a cat.

“Lin, this is Eik,” said Nivi. “He’s joining the repair crew.”

Now Lin looked up, and her eyes widened. If Maya’s hands told her story, Lin’s eyes did the same – too knowing, too analytical for her age. They reminded Eik of the lab technicians he had watched through his parents’ security cameras. People who saw the world as components rather than wholes.

“You’re different,” she said.

Eik’s alert level rose. Two people had now used exactly that word about him.

“Everyone’s different,” he said, echoing Maya.

Lin shook her head. “Not like that.”

As she spoke, the box in his pocket began to vibrate in a steady rhythm. On her workbench, one of the smaller, more faded hexagons began to glow – faintly, but in perfect time with his.

Lin held her breath. “I’ve never seen them talk to each other so directly.” She reached towards the glowing object without touching it. “Is that your first?”

“My dad gave it to me.”

“Then look after it.” She said it with complete seriousness. “And look after yourself. They talk. They learn. They change. Sometimes they change the people who carry them, too.” She glanced at Nivi. “Not always in a bad way.”

Nivi acknowledged that with a nod. “Get settled, then come back to Lin. Start small. People get nervous when things seem too good here.”

The warning was clear: don’t reveal too much too soon. Eik adjusted his performance parameters.



His assigned shelter was a shipping container divided into small rooms with salvaged materials. There was a narrow bed (old car-seat cushions on a metal frame), a cupboard (formerly a filing cabinet) and, most importantly, a small solar charging station. It would let him keep his power levels up without revealing his non-human energy needs.

He put the box down on the little work surface. Its surface was now entirely covered in hexagonal patterns pulsing in slow waves. There were no locks, no seams. When he touched it, it grew warm and lit up in time with his own processes.

It reacted to him, and not because he was a machine.

As darkness fell, he watched the camp’s night-time routines from the container’s small window. The children gathered round the fires and talked about the day’s finds. The older ones walked the lines of the Cable Weavers’ webs, checking them for warnings. Thermacats prowled the walkways, their patches glowing brighter as the desert night turned cold. At every shelter little hatches opened and Fibre Rabbits hopped out – large, soft-furred creatures that ate paper, cardboard and certain kinds of plastic. The children gave them the day’s rubbish, and the rabbits ate it with methodical seriousness.

He heard the footsteps before the door slid open and was already facing it.

“Settling in?” Nivi leaned against the doorframe.

“Yes. Thank you for bringing me.”

“Don’t thank me yet. Lossen tests everyone.” She glanced over her shoulder and lowered her voice. “Things are complicated right now. Tension with the Warriors. And strange signals from the deep zones.”

“Why did you bring me here?”

Her expression shifted – his software called it wistfulness mixed with calculation. “Because they’d have taken you, the way they took your parents. And because we need you. Something’s changing in Lossen. Under the surface.”

“What?”

Instead of answering, she touched his arm. The first physical contact she had initiated. His sensors registered pressure, temperature and a faint electrical field. What they couldn’t process was the sense of recognition – as though a message were passing between them through a channel he hadn’t been built to monitor.

“Get some rest,” she said. “Tomorrow you start earning your place.”



The alarm came before dawn. Three sharp barks from something that sounded like a dog but wasn’t quite. A Chime Hound, his database said – modified dogs that could produce tones across an extended frequency range.

The children moved with practised precision. No panic, no wasted movement. The youngest went down to the reinforced lower levels; the oldest took up defensive positions. Eik identified seventeen possible defensive configurations and calculated their effectiveness.

Nivi didn’t hide. She walked straight out to the edge of the Cable Weavers’ webs with a Chime Hound at her side. The animal’s throat rippled, and the tone it gave off was both a warning and a reassurance.

Three converted vehicles rolled forward. They had once been construction machines; now they bristled with scrap weapons and skulls. One stopped, and a woman climbed out. Metal implants ran along her jaw, and her armour was patched together from police gear and sports padding.

“You’re expanding again,” she shouted. “This is our territory.”

“We’re not expanding, Shard,” said Nivi, perfectly calm. “We’re securing what we’ve got.”

Eik watched from behind a barricade, registering micro-expressions. The Warriors’ leader was frustrated, but beneath the frustration lay a grudging respect. The negotiation followed predictable patterns: both sides overstated their demands, then retreated to reasonable positions.

What wasn’t predictable was Nivi. She was fourteen, and yet she made a hardened adult warrior back down. Eik’s algorithms couldn’t explain that difference in influence.

Throughout it all, the box in his pocket vibrated in time with the level of tension. For a moment it felt as though it were assessing the situation too, just as he was.



Once the Warriors had driven off and the sun had come up, Eik found Lin in her workshop. She was sitting exactly as he had left her. The Thermacat was still curled around her.

“The water pump,” she said without looking up, pointing with the soldering iron. “The north one. It’s been coughing for three days. Nobody can work out why.”

The pump stood in a container that smelled of rust and algae. It was an old agricultural pump that had been repaired so many times there was hardly anything original left. Eik spotted the fault in 1.4 seconds: a cracked seal in the pressure chamber and a relay that had started to stick. He could have replaced both in four minutes.

He took an hour and twelve minutes.

He took apart things that had nothing wrong with them. He swore once when he “dropped” a screw, and searched for it for a suitable length of time. He tried two wrong solutions first. A group of small children had gathered in the doorway to watch, and he let them see him hesitate.

“Are you stupid?” asked the smallest. A girl of seven, perhaps, with two missing teeth and a name embroidered on her pocket in wonky





































































