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Dedication




  We shared very few things in common—we didn’t even choose each other—but we both loved my mom. Besides that one great unifying factor, my stepfather and I shared stories—sci-fi and action movies, like Star Wars and Aliens, but also a few books; The Dark Tower series by Stephen King and a handful from Louis L’amour, of which Hondo stands out in my memory. In a story where sci-fi tech and alien monsters battle it out across the lonesome hills and expansive skies of the high desert, it seemed only fitting that I dedicate this one to him. Thank you, Tony, for finding something we could share together and, in so doing, unleashing an imagination and inspiring still more stories in the process.


  







  Chapter 1


  PHANTOM LIMB


  A wad of stringy, brown spittle splashed across Bodie Nine’s metallic hand. That hand still formed a protective shield around what was left of a tiny sapling that’d been smashed upon the floorboards of the Sever cabin.


  “Haven’t you had enough, boy?” a man in dusty cowboy boots asked, exasperation heavy in his gravelly drawl. He spat again.


  “No. I have not,” Bodie responded, curling his hand more tightly around the biology experiment. The sapling had belonged to the youngest of the Sever family, Justine. Bodie had promised to protect it.


  The man turned and strode away. Bodie watched from floor level, idly noticing that one of the points was missing from his spurs. Outside, he could hear the clatter of men on horses and the crackle of fire. This was getting out of hand.


  Moments later, the man returned just as an axe handle swung down in a looping golf stroke of an arc. It struck Bodie on the side of the head with a crack that echoed loudly off the stacked log walls.


  Static buzzed in Bodie’s circuits before his sleep mode forcibly engaged. A lower level of his operating system attempted a feeble override, but his master processor was incapable of parsing the avalanche of garbled sensory data and glitched on a circular piece of code. Hardware fail-safes took over. A sideways view from the floor of the abandoned cabin was the last thing stored in his conscious memory files.


  <001020xx1213?a00…001020xx1213?a00x110100…001020xx121_a00x110100xxbxx01111>


  The startup sequence scrolled across Bodie Nine’s ocular circuits before the background resolved from darkness to a dim, monochrome, night vision-filtered image of his surroundings.


  <Cabin floor>


  <Occupants: Absent>


  <Significant physical trauma. More on that in … 4.178s>


  <Subject of interest … unsalvageable>


  Bodie’s ocular circuits focused on the crushed sapling as facts aggregated into his OS consciousness level. This was where more complicated arguments were processed. Where conflicting arguments sought resolution.


  Here was one: his Primary Directive was missing. Still.


  In spite of that fact, Bodie’s startup protocol was allowed to initiate. And he had no programming that told him how to replace a missing directive. He was quite certain it had never been done. He should not, under any circumstances, have been allowed to start up without one.


  Yet here he was. This was hour 73,489 of autonomous operation without one. What was worse, Bodie hadn’t the vaguest idea how to find a primary directive.


  What was his purpose? Did he just accept any command offered by a human? There were numerous recent commands to choose from:


  “Go to hell, iron-ass.”


  “Get bent, toaster.”


  Or just yesterday, “Stay down and don’t get up.”


  That last had been offered while scoundrels smelling of liquor, stale sweat, and testosterone were harming other members of their species. Bodie didn’t have specific programming about how to interact with humans, so he processed information while he sought a directive within the flurry of activity. A woman in a white bonnet and light blue dress carrying a handmade satchel was struck across the face when she’d protested the agitators’ actions. She lost two teeth for her troubles. Bodie had tried to retrieve them for her and received exactly three lead slugs to the torso and another to the face.


  The blow to the head by the .44 caliber ball had caused a forced power cycle and reboot. Thirty-seven seconds later, when that process was completed, he’d relieved the four male humans of their firearms, as well as several teeth of their own and the ability to walk without a severe limp. Broken femurs, according to Bodie’s declarative and semantic memory files, were particularly painful. This appeared to be the case, as the men were wholly distracted from their previous endeavors after receiving such injuries. Kung fu was a thing, and it was quite effective. However, he had made modifications to the patterns of movement since being dug up in that Chinese labor camp some miles south.


  Bodie rolled onto his back and was dismayed that his right leg did not roll with him. He reached through radio waves and found that his leg was attached to a rope that was attached to his horse and that his horse was running north, along with the pack of outlaws who’d fallen upon him here at the abandoned cabin—the former Sever residence.


  <The cabin is on fire>


  This observation percolated into his awareness as well as another.


  <Right leg missing>


  That seemed a long 4.178 seconds.


  Other information aggregated. Most of it pertained to his physical well-being. Most of it wasn’t good. Bodie sat up and was greeted by a significant number of alarms, one of which pertained to low-pressure levels within some of his internal hydraulics. He found himself relieved that hydraulic fluid was, for the most part, non-flammable. Flames didn’t bother him much but still, having one’s inner liquids set afire was unsettling, no matter who you were. And it’d be hard to replace his favored Batterson Boss cowboy hat.


  The robot Bodie Nine stood up and instantly fell over, breaking the cabin’s lone table on the way down. Apparently, that leg was more important than he’d realized in the moment.


  “Well, Sheeyit,” Bodie drawled his favorite expletive authentically.


  He got back up and retrieved his trampled Batterson and the ax handle that’d been put to such effective use upon him earlier. He then further demolished the table and picked through its scraps. Grabbing a clothes iron from its resting place atop the potbelly stove, he pummeled an already worse-for-wear teakettle into a couple of socket-shaped objects and then whipped all the articles into a rather effective crutch with a hand-spooled bundle of used baling wire. He’d found that last bit resting upon the low wall of mortared river rock backing the stove. The rocks were for re-radiating heat and for protecting the wood framing, he surmised. Smart. Functional. The crutch, too, was functional, and he wasn’t falling over anymore. That was a little better, at least.


  Searching under his poncho, he found the pistols he’d commandeered the day prior still magnetically attached to his torso. Two nine-inch-barreled Walker Colts, a Bergman Simplex semi-auto, and another semi-auto whose manufacture he was unfamiliar with. Probably something I-talian. It looked like a cross between something you’d find in a physician’s kit and something on a cobbler’s bench. Utterly horrific. The filigree was nice, but otherwise, its design would be a justifiably truncated appendix to the flow of technology, he was sure.


  Personally, he was a fan of the Walker platform. Five pounds of deadly accuracy at fighting distance and quite a ways beyond. Bodie fancied himself somewhat of a marksman but found suffering punishment until the offending human had worn themselves out was just as effective most times and built up less bad blood besides. And Bodie worried about karma.


  He didn’t worry about much else. Sure, his directive problem was a nuisance, but the concept of karma weighed on him something fierce. A system of credit based on actions that lacked a clear-cut definition for every possible interaction, but which had the potential to impact one’s very existence in this and possibly even the next life…? The implications were daunting.


  For instance, the altercation the day before. Did he incur good karma, bad karma, or both? Did they cancel each other out? Did the amount of good he did outweigh the harm he’d caused, and did it matter if the men he’d harmed were bad? He recognized that a bad human was a subjective qualification anyway… Humans were not wholly good or wholly bad, but they were, largely, of no help in sorting all this out and seemed to understand it even less than he did.


  Bodie extinguished a flaming corner of his poncho between metallic thumb and forefinger as he hobbled through the threshold and away from the now fully engulfed cabin. Orange and yellow tongues of fire flicked up into the sparse canopy of pines. No worry about them catching fire, as there was still a smattering of late-spring snow clinging to their needles. Smoke roiled heavenward. Timbers crackled and popped. Bodie considered coming back to rebuild the Sever cabin, but the Universe seemed to be prodding him northward again. It was a pattern with no constituents, no framework, just outcomes. It was as relentless as a glacier. He would go. His leg, after all, had already started north without him.


  Frozen snow crunched under his boot and improvised crutch. Bodie stopped and turned to gaze upon the cabin and the valley invisible through the trees beyond. It was midnight on a moonless, high prairie night. He tried his night vision filtering but found it impossible to tune in the distant valley with the flames in the foreground, bathing the entire area in a dancing miasma of orange-white light. Just as well. There was nothing much to see. He was just feeling a bit moody and sentimental, was all.


  Was that a thing? He was certainly experiencing what he considered to be feelings. He wasn’t sure if they truly qualified according to human standards, but he quietly offered his respects to the Sever family’s home, regardless.


  Justine, the daughter of Josiah and Merrideth had given him the sapling before the three of them had high-tailed it off their claim just that morning. It had been her biological sciences project, and she had entrusted him with it. Patting him on the head as he sat holding the small plant, she had called him “nice” and “enigmatic.” Bodie considered the odd comment and then logged the day’s activities into his karmic ledger. Again, this was all subjective, but at least when he finally met the “Great Fabricator,” he’d be able to provide an accurate account.


  The Severs had been warned of the men’s approach by neighbors, the Montalvos, one valley over. They had sent their youngest boy on far too lively a mare at great risk to themselves. Sometimes humans could be decent, Bodie acknowledged.


  The Sever girl, Justine, had a bit of the magick in her. Bodie had sensed it, though he wasn’t sure by which of his sensory systems that information was gleaned. The girl didn’t have as much magick as the men believed, but that wouldn’t stop them. They would still take her from Josie and Merr. That’s what he’d been instructed to call them, Josie and Merr, rather than Josiah and Merrideth. They, for whatever reason, had taken a shine to Bodie and offered their home after the incident the day prior. Apparently, they knew the toothless lady in the bonnet.


  Bodie’s fear was that the men would take young Justine back to one of the mining camps he had seen. Or one like it. There was a mining boom going on; for coldbright. The appearance of this new mineral breathed life into the idea of manifest destiny—the obligation to conquer the land, subdue or subjugate its inhabitants, and liberate its lucre. The children, apparently, were the key to unlocking this reservoir of riches. The details on that were unclear to Bodie. He just knew that coldbright was near impossible to mine without magicks and magicks were in the kids.


  What was clear was that only children that were born here in the Alta Estranyazie had it. He supposed adults could have it, too, but people had only just started to settle this region in the last decade or so. Other than that, there were no people here at all. Not like the lowlands, peppered with savage nations as they were.


  Bodie sighed. He didn’t know if the Severs had gotten away or not, but there was some good news. His disembodied leg was waiting for him to catch up. Bodie guessed that the rope had finally frayed and the pack of desperadoes hadn’t noticed when it’d flung off into the bushes, tumbled down a slope, and finally came to rest at the bottom of a river gorge.


  Joy of joys, he had a leg … but no horse. Carole had been a particularly good horse. A pinto Appaloosa. Her coloring was ink-splatter on wet parchment; a curious arrangement of charcoal on bone. She didn’t have magick, but she sure could fly. Bodie loved Carole. The feeling seemed mutual. He hoped to get her back. To Bodie’s sense of justice, karmic or otherwise, stealing a man’s horse—even if that man was a robot—was low. Definitely a femur-snapping offense.


  <Kung fu> Bodie’s tertiary level OS, where procedural memory resided, provided eagerly.


  Yes, very helpful, he acknowledged patiently as if speaking to a child.


  His fourth or quaternary level OS, where Episodic and Semantic memories were processed, not wishing to be outdone, provided a montage of instances where kung fu had been used to effective resolution. In spite of being quite lengthy and focusing, perhaps gratuitously, on the more gruesome details, it took only fractions of a second to observe. A helpful reminder.


  Again … thank you, he provided in a near constant stream of inner dialogue between the various levels of his main consciousness levels of OS and the two devoted to memory. Though his persona was supposedly just a composite of several such layers of programming, he found that, somehow, in an inexplicable way, his “self” seemed to float above the bits and bytes in an ephemeral fog of data and actions directed in response to it. That was the extent of his existential reasoning. He was an automaton, a robot, and yet in some strange way … a person.


  That thought process operated concurrently with hundreds of others. Meanwhile, Bodie had stopped to address the leaking fluid from his abdomen—a problem that was slowly being rectified by his self-regenerating systems anyway—when something rustled in the darkness off the trail. There was a weak flutter. A dark spot bobbed in the snow beneath a mid-sized pine. It fluttered again.


  Bodie veered off the trail and found a small bird in a spherical depression it’d beaten into the snow. A downy woodpecker, he thought, though it was young, which made it hard to tell from other varieties. This one was either injured or had fallen from its nest and not been able to fly back up. He scooped up the snow beneath it and let it crumble away so that just the creature remained.


  It fluttered some more but seemed short on energy and before long settled into an internal pocket of Bodie’s poncho. His vest was too tight fitting to accommodate the bird’s fragile body. Bodie’s own metal body produced some heat, but not much. The location on his torso was as likely as anywhere on his body to provide the bird the warmth it needed, but it would still be insufficient.


  Bodie drew the Walker and fired straight overhead. It cracked viciously in the stillness of the night, a bright flash like a photographer’s tray brought the forest scene around him into high contrast. The bird jumped but settled again, its tiny heart beating impossibly fast. Bodie returned the long, blued-steel wheel gun to the magnetized resting place on his torso where its warmth would keep the bird comfortable through to the morning, at least.


  Bodie Nine returned to the path, his boot and crutch crunching on the gravel and frozen patches of snow. If he continued through the night, he’d find his leg by morning light. He was sure he could track the men after that. But weather was always an issue in the Estranyazie. If you didn’t like it, wait five minutes, people said. It was an exaggeration, but not far off, really.


  A soft plunk issued from a snow patch a few paces ahead of him, and he kneeled down and retrieved the .44 caliber bullet head he’d just fired into the air, which had landed as intended, only yards away. He inspected it casually.


  <Undamaged>


  He’d have expected a typical lead ball to be so, but this was a dragoon bullet, shaped like a pointed dome. He found them to be more accurate. He’d be able to reload it. The rectangular cluster of light tubes on Bodie’s face—his visual emotive indicator panel—configured into the approximation of a smirk and he continued on.


  Dawn did not break as such. Dark clouds hung low over the hills and thick snowflakes glided softly down as if cast from some celestial pillow fight. Bodie looked up and a quarter-sized flake landed on his nose and then on his eye, and then another on his cheek. He vocalized a thought in his cowhand drawl. It was a Haiku:


  Quiet its approach


  Justice, constant as snowflakes


  Bodie catches them


  He nodded in solemn appreciation of his own work. Why not? No one else was around. Except the woodpecker, and they weren’t known for their artistic appreciation.


  Bodie didn’t produce enough heat to melt the flakes on his face, so he had to wipe them away with one leather-gauntleted hand. The index finger was cut away like some of the Texas kids, the quickdraws, liked to do. He looked down. Crumbling red sandstone tumbled down to the river at the bottom of a two-hundred-foot embankment. That embankment was quickly becoming covered with a thick layer of white. This was going to take some doing.


  He made his way down with his one good leg and his crutch and managed to do it without landing on his iron ass. It was actually not iron, but he never bothered to correct anyone who called it such. After shedding his clothes and hat and carefully tucking Downy away—that’s what he’d named his new bird companion—Bodie walked out on the loose rock shoal deposited at the outer bank of a bend in the swift-flowing river.


  Jaybird naked, he hobbled in and was overhead within yards and leaning hard against the current to stay upright. His radio connection assured him that his leg was only a few yards farther on when he was struck by something large. It was dark, heavy, and dragging him quickly downstream. Bodie twisted in the water and before long was grappling with the semi-submerged timber. In the process, one end of it jammed against the bottom of the river and the whole thing cantilevered up and over, launching him out of the water another dozen yards. He splashed down just in time for the timber to find him again and further drag him away from his prize.


  He struggled mightily to right himself, but missing a leg was really beginning to cramp his style. After a minute or two of being battered by yet more of the displaced timbers, he was able to work his way to the water’s edge and onto a worn, smooth red rock ledge.


  Just in time, he realized. The river gorge narrowed significantly, the water moving treacherously fast and then pitching over a sizable drop. Lucky. Here in the narrows, there was nothing but smooth walls, where further up there’d been at least a little slip of sand. He guessed that he was maybe a quarter-mile from where he’d started and where his kit and the adolescent woodpecker lay unprotected.


  More and more of the timbers flooded in from upstream and many were lodging here, creating a goodly pile. Given long enough, it would turn into quite the logjam and probably raise the waters significantly. His thoughts went to the bird. Downy should be safe for now.


  One good thing though—his leg was also heading downstream. Slowly, at least.


  Bodie reached out through the radio and commanded movement. Bending knee and ankle, he wriggled the leg remotely, freeing it of snags and letting the river bring it to him. It was an agonizingly slow process. In the meantime, the logjam was materializing, and Bodie found he had to clamber over timbers to stay on the right side of it. For Bodie, tripedal locomotion was growing tiresome.


  Twenty minutes later, he dove into the water to capture his leg but was slammed into the logjam and pinned underwater. But he had his leg! The rushing river current acting on the timber cinched him in tight, and he found he wasn’t able to maneuver much at all. He let his leg do the rest of the work as the severed bit found his hip socket and began to self-regenerate the connections. Again, not a swift process.


  An hour passed and more deconstructed logs gathered, but finally, his leg connection was complete. Bodie dug deep, unlocking seldom-used reservoirs of strength, and pressed with all his might. Making a little gap here and there, he wiggled his way up from the darkness to the water’s surface and then still further until he was able to extricate himself wholly from the convoluted mess.


  He would have been sweating if his body was equipped to do that. Of course, he’d also have drowned if his anatomy was any more human in functionality. Appearance was something else. He was vaguely human. Similar but metallic. Gray, white, or bare metal predominated. Framework and skeletal system rhymed, but musculature, not so much. For instance, he had pectoral-shaped features but not chest muscles under elastic skin. Inside, he was all gizmo and clockwork. He was hairless, but his face shared angulature of a not unhandsome, thinner man, but with lights where his mouth would be—his VEIP, or visual emotive indicator panel. He didn’t need a mouth, per se. He didn’t need to eat or drink. The energy he used came from some internal source, but he didn’t really know exactly what that was and he’d never run out of juice, so it was a bit of a non-issue. He’d just go until he couldn’t anymore. Just like humans did.


  With his newly returned appendage, trekking back to his gear was fast, even if it meant he had to venture back into the water on several occasions and risk being swept away again. But now that he had full use of his body, this presented less of an issue. He reminded himself not to allow himself to be disassembled again. It just wasn’t worth it. Boundaries, he thought. Boundaries are good.


  Bodie came upon his gear and found that sometime in his absence, his little companion had left. Apparently, the woodpecker just needed some warmth and a little rest. Good luck, little buddy, he thought, and then he saw one downy little feather resting lightly atop the snow, and then another a bit further away. And then another. And then he saw a whole pile of them near the water’s edge. Bodie’s mouth VEIP settled into a thin line of disappointment as he sighed heavily. He considered offering his favorite expletive but thought it in poor taste. He dressed in contemplative silence. Some critter, a raccoon or a river otter, had found an easy snack. Bodie couldn’t blame them, but he could certainly blame himself.


  Bodie pulled on his dark brown work pants and rawhide vest as his thoughts wandered to the girl, Justine. Best if he rejoined the trail sooner than later. He held little hope that Josie and Merr stood a chance against those men. And in Bodie’s experience, cowards loved the company of other cowards. Bodie’s eyes wandered back to the pile of feathers slowly scattering in the wind. He turned solemnly back to the hill and started climbing up to the top of the bluff.


  North it is. Bodie started jogging, the fringed edges of his poncho flapping in the increasingly urgent wind. Snow crunched rhythmically beneath his boots. He patted his Batterson down further on his head and cinched the chin strap that he ordinarily left loose except when running Carole at a full gallop. He missed that horse. And now he missed a woodpecker. He wasn’t very good at being a robot, he realized. Mucking about in Dara knots of complex emotions instead of just getting things done was a decidedly human endeavor.


  “Get yer brain in the game, iron-ass,” he scolded himself.


  Bodie knew it wouldn’t take the men long to catch up with the Severs if they were able to find them. Josie struck him as a shrewd fellow. If they’d managed to elude the men long enough for the snow to cover their tracks, there was a chance. As it was, Bodie was having to use some very sophisticated tracking methods to stay on their trail.


  Hours passed. Hints of sun behind the high gray vagueness that’d started in the east transited the entirety of the sky and Bodie hadn’t stopped. He traveled through sage-covered valleys with washout gullies and rambling hills, worn round by the actions of weather and dotted with sparse pines. And then he’d climbed a switchback hillside skirted with jagged boulders sloughed off of a cliff wall through millennia of weathering. This was an actual wagon trail put in, no doubt, to service the coldbright mines that dotted these hills. In fact, at one point, rusted rails jutted out into the air like two solitary whiskers from a great cat. He could see no other remnants of the rail that must have clung to the side of the canyon wall. Reused, most likely. What could be reached, anyway.


  Little accompanied him but the solitary cry of an eagle far above or the evaluating eyes of a large coyote, contemplating whether Bodie could be a meal or might leave the remnants of one. No on both counts.


  Bodie knew he’d never be able to overtake the party, mounted as they were.


  <21-35mi ahead>


  Thank you.


  An image appeared in his mind showing the Alta Estranyazie. It started in high resolution at the bottom and faded into cartoony, sketchy detail near the top, north of where he was currently. The reason for the sketchiness was simply that he’d never been there and there wasn’t much available lore.


  Also, thank you, he told his lower-level OS, toying with the idea of referring to it as Helga. He didn’t know why; it was just a thought he had. If he did that, he would probably refer to the sub-sub layer, as Dmitr. Again, no reason…


  He had noticed that Helga and Dmitr had a tendency to get panicky when innocents were in danger.


  However, Bodie thought this loudly for the benefit of the other two, if the men have had any trouble tracking the girl and her family, it will slow them down.


  This appeared to be prophetic, as when a faint light in the western sky yielded entirely to darkness, Bodie sensed a divergence in the tracks. It was faint, but there were definitely three sets that veered off and traced their way back to a gully about a half-mile back. “Shrewd indeed, Mr. Sever.”


  The man had led them up a runout gully made up of large rocks and boulders to obscure their footprints. The gully ran up a hillside. He, his wife, and daughter had exited that gully partway up amongst a smattering of blackbrush and juniper that had either grown up through the rabble or simply survived the original slide.


  Bodie dared not follow. He’d just leave a fresh set of tracks in the newly laid snow. The men would surely see it if they doubled back. Instead, he pressed on over a small rise and was greeted by a low ridge that cut across the path ahead. With the aid of his night vision, he could see that it was made up of thick, unevenly weathered layers of sandstone. He assumed red and white but could only make out tonal differences in the low light, not the colors themselves. Stunted trees dotted the hillside and the ridge. He didn’t need his low-light filters to pick out what he saw next: fire. Or the glow from one.


  Far to the left, in a pocket shielded by a free-standing boulder taller than a two-story building, someone had a campfire and wasn’t too concerned about who could see it.


  His audio circuits picked out a holler off in the distance. And then, closer in, the crunch of gravel.


  “Yer hands, pardner.”


  To Bodie’s ears, the word “partner,” in this instance, did not carry a very neighborly tone.


  Bodie’s hands had been tucked into his poncho and the rawhide vest beneath it.


  “Dammit. He’s a toaster,” another, gruffer voice called out. “Meanie Moe, you got a bead on him with that, Henry?”


  “Mmhmm—” a voice about twenty yards out began to reply before a .44 caliber, dome-shaped dragoon bullet interrupted him—a bullet fired twice that very same day. This time it would not be salvageable, as it had passed through approximately a quarter-inch of human bone above the man’s eye and then ricocheted off of several interior surfaces, making a frappe of brain matter in the process.


  The shot had been fired across Bodie’s chest as he’d extended his arm from just under his poncho—so as not to damage the wool. The movement had been blindingly fast, and indeed, the first two men had only begun to raise their eyebrows in surprise before Bodie had turned more fully to his left and the other Walker protruded, similarly cross-chest from the right side of this poncho.


  Both men’s heads tipped back as the high plains were illuminated by flashes of light and booms of pistol rounds fired at nearly the exact same moment. The shots echoed off the cliff wall while horses nearby neighed and stamped in fright. More hollering from far off evidenced that whoever was gathered at that campfire had heard the multiple reports.


  Bodie quickly scavenged the bodies of the three men and came away with two bandoliers and the octagon-barreled carbine. He considered the Henry a fine tool, but he was most taken by a long bowie knife. An actual Wostenholm, complete with acid-etched I*XL stamp. Likely stolen, Bodie assumed, so he wasn’t sure it warranted noting in his karmic log. He did it anyway. Along with the deaths of Dewey, Mars, Meanie Moe, and everything he’d prized from their bodies. He’d remembered their names from earlier.


  A shout from a closer hip of that same ridgeline interrupted his activities.


  “Dewey? Mars? You guys up to no good?”


  “Damn ’winder in Dewey’s bedroll. Dead now, though.” Bodie approximated from the first man’s voice.


  “Izat you, Mars? Wuza matter with yer voice?”


  Bodie didn’t respond. He was too busy hustling through blackbrush and sage, circling around the man’s position.


  “Moe? Meanie Moe?”


  A horse whinnied again, covering Bodie’s movements as he drew within twenty meters of the newcomer.


  “Dammit. That’s it,” the man cursed under his breath, making ready to return to the main camp and warn the others. Then there was a whirring of something heavy and unaerodynamic cutting through the air before he was struck in the head by a flying five-pound hunk of L-shaped iron that looked conspicuously like Bodie’s Walker Colt. The newcomer’s eyes fluttered, and he found he was looking up at a metal-faced man with lights for a mouth and a wickedly gleaming knife in his hand.


  “Nice Wost,” were his last words.


  




  Chapter 2


  BLACKIE LUNG


  Bodie agreed. The bowie knife was a nice specimen of a Wostenholm.


  But now it had tasted human blood … and it sang for more. Or that’s what Bodie thought would have made a great entry if he’d been writing his memoir. However, it was just a stupid anthropomorphism. The blade did not, in fact, sing for more human blood. It was just a hunk of steel.


  The Henry lever-action, on the other hand, was a thirsty sonofabitch.


  Shots rang out. Bullets hurled through the night, whizzing as they split the air around and overhead, splintering branches and ricocheting off rocks before spending their inertia.


  <Three or four subjects. Closing from two vectors.>


  Thank you.


  A close-in map of the hip and cliff wall, the brushy depression between them, and the large camp in the converging pocket overlaid Bodie’s ocular circuits. This was not a nuisance at all. Two well-placed shots from the Henry echoed in under a second, and Bodie vacated the location from which they’d issued, having learned that to stay put was to invite bodily harm. The two corresponding targets dropped—one spun ostentatiously while a wad of moist black tobacco leaves and spittle sprayed away in a wide arc, the other simply folded in half, crumpling to the dirt without so much as a whimper. The other two men and others besides poured forth like paper wasps from a burning nest.


  Bodie cycled and fired several more times. To his thinking, there was nearly nothing in the world as satisfying as the well-lubricated action of a lever rifle—each click announcing a new action in a chunky, crunchy expression of mechanical logic. Shik-chik. Bang. Shik-chik. Bang. It was gloriously straightforward. The amount of pure robotic glee he derived from it probably should have been noted in his karmic journal, but that would have to wait until he could apply more processing power to it. Abstracts required time to process. He was short on that luxury, and right now, there were other issues at hand.


  Bodie rabbited forward into the scrub between the trails, converging on his position. He swung out the Henry, spinning and cocking it in a fluid, one-handed blur. It swung up and came to a stop, fully loaded, and aimed at the head of a man just rounding a cluster of rocks.


  At the same moment, his other hand whipped the Walker out from under his poncho, pointing it upslope to yet another of the desperadoes sliding not-so-stealthily down the hill. Bodie timed the hair-trigger of the cocked Henry with the long double-action pull of the Walker without any trouble, and they fired simultaneously. It was an unnecessary flourish. He recognized that. Was it showing off? Maybe. Was it a tiny bit self-indulgent? Also maybe. Was it effec—


  Bodie’s feet flew up mid-thought as his body keened backward as if attached by rope to a startled express pony. Two seconds later, a crack could be heard echoing off the bluffs.
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  “Meanie Moe Sheen. Dewey Dahl. Mars… What was Mars’s last name?”


  “Favereux.”


  “Mars Fa-ver-eux. Earl Johns, whom we identified by the fact that the headless body that was found only had three fingers on the left hand, which was consistent with his living self, and a living Earl is still unaccounted for. Je-ho-sha-phat Mon-toy-ez … and Chin, who only had the one name. Identified solely by his signature bamboo hat. ’Zat it?”


  “Yeah, that’s about the long and short.”


  “Sonofabitch! Who knew these toasters could be such a nuisance? Ordinarily, they’re pretty mild in humors. What do ya think’s gone an’ made this one so froggy?”


  “Got me.”


  “Hmm…” Childers Lung finished scrawling the names of the recently fallen into the robot’s inverted torso with the bowie knife.


  “This is a nice Wost, though,” he said, admiring the acid-etched scene on the dully gleaming blade. “Hoist him up!”


  The troublesome android’s body, tied at the ankles, began sliding up the side of a very large, smoke-charred boulder.


  “Wait, wait, wait!” Lung yelled at the person on the other side of the large rock. He walked up to the bot and pulled off the poncho that’d been hanging down and obscuring his face.


  He turned around to make his point. “You gotta be able to see his face,” he said, pointing at Bodie. “When the mouth lights up, that’s when you know he’s rebooted and about to wake up. That’s when you gotta pop him again with that beastie .45-70 o’ yours.”


  “Got it.”


  “Be sure you do. You gotta give us a day’s ride. Then you tie him to a big rock and drop him in the gorge. It ought to be nice and deep now that we’ve dammed up the narrows and flooded out those rat Hooties mining down there.”


  “Got it.”


  Childers Lung turned back to his companion and then back toward the boulder.


  “Okay! Pull him up,” he hollered.


  A blink of lights fluttered across Bodie’s visual emotive display.


  “Wait, wait, wait!” Lung yelled, peeling a highly polished silver Peacemaker from his hip and placing it on Bodie’s temple. A loud crack from the pistol rocked Bodie’s head violently to the side, and the display lights faded.


  “Goddammit!” Childers holstered the pistol and his hand flashed to his face, where a crimson streak had just formed on his cheek. “Goddammit. My eye. Shit … shit.” He stood up straight, blinking as he dropped his hand. Blood streamed down the side of his face from multiple lacerations, and his eye was a gory red.


  “Shit. I can see, I think, but … shit.”


  “Ricochet?”


  “Yeah, no fucking shit, ricochet,” Lung barked and pressed his kerchief against his face. “Fuckin’ toasters.”


  “You okay?”


  “Yeah, I’m fucking peachy. Fucking toasters and their fucking metal-headed… Fuck.” He seemed to run out of curse words as he peeled his kerchief back and saw with his good eye that there was still fresh blood coming from his face. Lung pressed the kerchief back to his tortured flesh and resumed the conversation.


  “Anyway. You pop him every time he wakes up. You give us a day’s ride. After that, you dump him in the gorge, but make sure it’s in a spot we can get to. Cuz after those worthless sacks of shit Hooties clear out, we’re coming back. We blow that dam, take their claims, and fish out Mr. Iron-ass Toaster here. Then we weld him to a Coldbright cart so he can atone for his many sins by hauling ore for the rest of his ever-lovin’ days. ’Zat make sense?”


  “Sounds like a reasonable plan. As long as yer not a Hootie.”


  “Ya think?!? Well, thanks for that vote of confidence, Mr. Klamath, suh. And while we’re deliberating, maybe you can remind me to ask for yer fucking opinion on my plan the next time I wanna hear it! Which is not ever. Comprendee?”


  Klamath said nothing but stared back in mild amusement.


  “Mr. Lung?” a gravelly voice called out as a bow-legged man of barely four feet in height skipped up to where the two men were still staring each other down. He saw Childers’s gory eye and retched a little.


  “Oh, for Pete’s sake, Horntoad, I seen you turn a man into a canoe with a boot knife,” Lung said, irritatedly kicking a piece of gravel and checking his kerchief again.


  “Sure enough,” he retched again a little before swallowing it, “but I was so full of corn liquor at the time I couldn’t piss on a campfire for fear of roasting my beans and franks,” the newcomer said in a voice that was as deep as he was not tall. He said this last while looking anywhere but at Childers’s eye. “Is that your shootin’ eye?” he asked.


  “Yes, but I can see just fine.”


  “Whatever you say, boss.”


  “Never mind. What’s the—”


  Another shot rang out, clanging loudly off Bodie’s metal skull.


  “Ow! Fuck. Goddammit.” Childers’s hand flew up to his face. “My other fucking eye! Are you kidding me? Dammit. That fucking toaster’s gonna pay for this, I swear it.”


  Childers pulled his hand from his face. Horntoad took one look, stepped into the bushes, and retched for real.


  “Fucking Horntoad. What good’s a fucking henchman with a weak stomach?”


  Horntoad looked over at Childers and turned and retched again.


  “Klamath? You wanna warn me next time?” Childers asked the man holstering his own Peacemaker.


  “Shit boss. The odds…” he said with a disbelieving shrug.


  “Fuck you very much about the odds,” the bleeding man told him and then turned to the short, bow-legged Horntoad who looked at him and then turned away quickly before he had to throw up again.


  “Are you quite through?”


  “Uh-uh,” the man said, shaking his head, still facing away, hands on chaps and leaning over in the ready position.


  Hank “Klamath” Pettibone stepped forward. He was nearly half a head taller than Childers Lung and looked every inch the understated ranch hand; capable of subduing a mustang or even the hounds of hell with nothing but a stare and the patience of the very roots of the earth. Even Childers blanched a little when Klamath brought his full attention to bear. There was an unsettling hollowness in his gaunt features and gray eyes.


  “Here.” He offered Childers a black kerchief with two eyeholes cut out, perfectly folded, perfectly sized and spaced.


  Childers looked at it imperiously with his bloodshot and bleeding eyes and then looked back at the man. He paused and then grabbed the kerchief from his hands. Childers removed his black, wide-brimmed hat, tied the kerchief over his eyes, and pulled his hat back on, looking much more like the outlaw than the boss man he was.


  A peeked Horntoad turned around, squinted, and then shrugged. “Better…” he provided in his outsized, gravelly baritone.


  Childers turned to get Klamath’s impression. A tight-lipped nod was silent agreement. He turned back to the sawed-off Horntoad. “So?”


  “We found the girl ’bout a mile back.”


  “I see.”


  Klamath grimaced and turned away to keep from laughing out loud at the ironic remark.


  “How’d we miss her?” the man in the black kerchief persisted.


  “Sneaky fuckers trotted up the runout rubble to cover their tracks. We seen ’em when they was making a break the other way. Back home I’m guessin’.”


  Childers Lung nodded. Thin streams of blood leaked out from under his bandana, navigating blond stubble on a sun-darkened face. “Is everyone mounted up?”


  “Pretty much,” Horntoad provided in his ultra-low baritone, looking skeptically at Childers’s eye arrangement. “You sure you can see ’nuff to ride?”


  Childers drew on him in a flash, losing his own hat in the process and revealing greasy blond hair pressed flat across his scalp as the barrel came to rest between Horntoad’s saucer-round eyes.


  “Toad? ’Nymore questions before I make that head o’ yours a sight more hollow?” Childers asked in a strained, noticeably higher-pitched note that suggested the faintest twitch would cause that trigger to nestle back beyond the point of no return.


  Horntoad shook his head slowly.


  “Alright, then,” Childers announced, snapping back into his typical upbeat delivery. “Let’s get her back to Low Camp with the others before the wagon train from Puro Pura shows up and leaves empty-handed. That’d be all our hides.”


  He kneeled down, dusted off his black hat, and eased it back onto his head.


  “Boss,” Klamath warned, his bushy brush guard of a mustache swaying gently in the breeze. The rest of him remained motionless, causing him to appear more like a wizened old mossy oak than a man.


  “I know. I know,” Childers said as he started away toward the trail and the horse he already had prepared. His mid-length black duster flapped in the breeze as he walked. He stopped to let a steer-sized sage brush tumble past and then continued on around the corner.


  “Just wait until I’m on the other side of the boulder before you shoot him again,” he hollered over his shoulder. Horntoad looked at the robot hanging from the boulder and then to the towering Klamath.


  “Best you get, before Blackie Lung there loses his shit.”


  Horntoad looked back at the robot.


  “Did you mean that to rhyme?”


  Klamath just looked at him. Lightning bloomed amidst dark clouds way off in the distance. The wind whipped up ash from the campfire and the short man had to turn away to shield his eyes. The wind smelled of dusty sage and ozone. He looked back at Klamath, nodded, and then skipped off through the bushes to catch up.


  Hank “Klamath” Pettibone looked across the short distance to where Bodie was examining him. Their eyes were even though the robot was upside down and hanging from a boulder, slowly brushing a clean spot on the charred, towering rock that had acted as a windbreak and campsite for time immemorial.


  “Well, tin-ass? Got anything to say for yourself?” Klamath asked.


  No response.


  “Looks like my ol’ Trapdoor here caused you to spring a leak,” he said, patting the long-barreled Winchester cradled in his arms and nodding in the direction of Bodie’s abdomen, just above his right hip, where a healthy stream of gray-green metallic ooze was running down his torso and dripping onto the sand and rocks.


  Bodie finally spoke. “That was you on the cliff with that elephant gun? Nice shot. Five hundred yards. In the dark…”


  “What’re you getting at?” Klamath asked, still looking at Bodie with those dead, gray eyes.


  Again, no response.


  “Suit yourself. We got the girl,” he said, spitting a stream of gritty brown saliva into the sand below where Bodie was hanging.


  “Ya know that, right?” Klamath asked.


  Bodie nodded. His mouth was a thin row of lights.


  Klamath chuckled a bit at that. “Yer an odd one, for a toaster. Ya know Childers isn’t bluffing about welding you to a cart, right?” One eyebrow lifted questioningly. “Having to push an ore cart till yer circuits burn out… What was running through yer mind? Wading into a mess of vipers, expecting not to get bit? Thought toasters were smarter than that. Where do you all come from, anyway?”


  Bodie said nothing.


  “Whole mess o’ you up in Low Camp. A mess more up in Puro Pura where the big man’s got his place. But you toasters are just here in the Estranyazie. Nowhere else… And then the kids, with their strange magicky ways. All a bit odd, isn’t it?”


  Bodie again remained silent. Swayed gently at the behest of the increasingly urgent wind.


  The brim of Klamath’s hat flipped up on the windward side, revealing shaved, short, white-gray hair beneath a longer mop of scraggly gray that curled down into a thickly braided ponytail halfway down his back. He pressed his hat down firmly and cinched the drawstring, squinting against the scouring grit.


  “I’m gonna wander off a ways yonder,” he said, motioning with his head toward the sheltered pocket where the cliff and the nape of the low hill converged.


  “If I see you move, I’m gonna punch more holes in that pretty metal skin o’ yours.”


  Bodie’s mouth formed the same flat line, and Hank Pettibone’s dead eyes assumed an amused twinkle. He took Bodie’s silence as acceptance of his terms. He then turned and walked away into the scrub, not bothering to look back until he was positioned far up in the notch, out of the direct wind and approaching weather but with an easy shot at the strung-up tin-ass.
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  Justine Marie Sever was scooped out, dried, and hollow. Tears, long gone, were just salty streaks where fair skin peeked out from grit and grime. The wagon wallboards bucked at her with each bump in the trail, of which there were many. Her butt and hands were numb from sitting, and the dry, cold wind tore at her hands and cheeks, like haunting laughter through an abandoned mill.


  Frontier life was no easy thing, and it took a person of determination and resolve to stomach it. Thirteen-year-old girls were no exception. Born of the Alta Estranyazie, she knew how to take care of herself and just how much the high plains would take in return if she let them. Her ma and pa had known it, too. All too well.


  Despite her attempts at bravery, Justine’s facade of stoicism crumpled at the thought of them—the fresh memory of their deaths at the hands of the men who now held her freedom. She had a good idea at where they were taking her, even if just in a general sense. Kids were for mining.


  She wondered how little Pete Montalvo had got on—foolishly risking his life, and that of his family, to warn hers. She’d always suspected he was a little sweet on her, though it’d been a couple of years since they’d shared more than a handful of words together.


  They didn’t have to kill them. Her mind rabbited to that thought and just as quickly corrected itself. Yes … yes, they did. It didn’t make it right, but they most certainly couldn’t have the likes of Joseph Sever hunting them down to retrieve his daughter. And no less that of Mrs. Sever. The fate that would have befallen these men would be legendary if left in the hands of that God-fearing frontier woman.


  Despite her generally hospitable demeanor, she had a streak of the severe that’d raise its head when injustice was allowed to germinate. Unlike some kids her age, Justine had never taken to stealing that which wasn’t hers on account of never—absolutely ever—wanting to be the target of her mother’s ire.


  The image of their lifeless bodies jumped into her mind, and she pressed her palms into her eyes, squeezing fiercely to make it go away, but all she could see was blood. Blood on their clothes in big blotches. Blood on their faces. Pools of it, midnight black, under the storm-darkened sky, seeping into the sand like crude oil returning to the earth.


  She swallowed down bile raking at the back of her throat. The hollowness inside her was cavernous. It felt like she could drop a stone into it and never hear it echo back—could only imagine its depths.


  Somehow, now, her capacity for doing right or doing wrong seemed a concept just as unknowable. How would she divine the difference between them now that the evil she’d been exposed to was so vast?


  Yesterday, she might have considered killing a bug, the morality of the act, weighing it thoughtfully before execution. Today, she could not in any way consider the killing of every single man in this company with the same regard.


  In her present dark mood, she had exactly zero inhibitions about doing just that. Monsters make monsters. Is that what she was now? A monster? Justine took solace in the fact that at least monsters had teeth. At least the ones that haunted her imagination and kept her up as a small child did.


  The wagon jostled her out of her thoughts and she looked out across the snow and red dirt that stretched on into infinity beneath a swirling carbon sky. The wide-open lonesome was… Well, it was home. The emptiness that pressed in around her that felt so final, so resolute? It was home, too. It was around her. And it was her. And nothing that was left in the world could change that.


  She pulled her knees up close, tucking her dress tight around her ankles and between her knees to keep the biting wind, nipping at her exposed skin and shifting grit up into her eyes and mouth, out. And then she did something she told herself she’d never do. She reached down deep inside for that old connection. The silver strand of magick she’d pressed down so fearfully when she was young—when it first presented itself and threatened to sweep her away with its power.


  She stretched for it now. Once a shimmering, ephemeral stream, it was now a molten river. Through her mind, she descended. Through the madness, the malevolent chaos, she traveled to land firmly on its shores. Now she bared herself to the pressure waves of its crushing heat. Now she tasted sweet sulfur on her tongue. Now she could think of nothing so comforting as the image of all these men, their bodies, scattered; entrails, blood, and viscera nurturing the thirsty soil.


  Smiling a Mona Lisa smile, Justine pulled her braid over her shoulder and worried at it idly. Sandy-brown strands, dry and split, poked out of the ratty plait. Her perfect hair, meticulously looked after by her ma, was now ragged after her harrowing flight and subsequent capture. She stroked it now as she stared off over the plains and reached into that glowing, super-heated morass. Justine drew up a manageable bit and watched as a man’s horse stumbled. It righted itself quickly, shaking its head, its eyes rolling wildly before it settled and resumed its plodding pace behind the wagon. She smiled a little. Not a pleasant one at all.


  There were other kids in the wagon with her. She hadn’t spared them a second glance until now. She recognized one or two from town: Joseph Moberg, but not his sister Janicee, and then Harriet Pickfordshire, the preacher’s daughter. That was about it. They all looked as cold and miserable as she was. She assumed they’d suffered similarly. They certainly looked as wretched and lost in their thoughts as she had been. She would not be like that. Though outwardly she could appear that way, it would only be because her situation required a certain amount of discretion. She didn’t want to stand out. Not until the time was right.


  Justine thought it, and the gray, speckled mare stumbled again. This time, its cowboy sat up in his saddle, jerked out of some meandering of the mind. Snapping at the reins and clinching an ashed-out cigarette between his teeth, he trotted the horse up past the wagon, presumably to freshen up himself and his mount by stretching her legs.
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  <001020xx1213?a00…001020xx1213?a00x110100…001020xx121_a00x110100xxbxx01111>


  The alphanumerics scrolled across Bodie Nine’s ocular circuits. The background resolved from a darkness to dim, monochrome night vision.


  <Scrub brush>


  <Sand>


  <Wind>


  A ricochet somewhere close and then the crack of a large caliber gun from a distance.


  <Time between impact and audible report … 0.513s>


  The image he was seeing was inverted. He was upside down.


  Klamath, Bodie realized, recalling some of what had occurred before losing consciousness. He jerked up, grabbed the rope that bound his feet together, and heard another ricochet right where he’d been a moment before. Gripping the rope in both hands, he broke it before hearing the rifle’s report and dropped, rolling to the ground before the soot-covered wall of the boulder he’d been hanging from. Dirt kicked up near his face and he dove for cover. Another report. His foot ripped away mid-flight, causing him to land awkwardly. Two more sharp claps echoed off the cliff walls, but Bodie was around the corner and running as fast as his demolished foot would take him.


  He judged it’d take Klamath a few seconds at least to reposition so that he could get a shot off with the boulder impeding his line of sight. Bodie was unarmed, on foot, with a remarkably accurate assailant with a high-powered rifle tracking him. His lower-level OS, Helga, attempted to provide odds of survivability and he shut her down. Too, the endless stream of gruesome images provided by Dmitr.


  Appreciated … but no.


  Bodie angled left, judging that Klamath would have gone right based on the lesser slope of the hip versus the sheer face of the cliff wall. Something ripped him from his feet and spun him in the air. He landed awkwardly on his head and shoulder, grinding to a halt on the sandstone. He realized he’d been wrong about Klamath taking the easy slope. He lay there, listening intently for movement, but the wind and sand gusting through the bushes masked anything more than a few feet away. The wind was warmer, he realized. A cold front was pushing in.


  Was Klamath moving or waiting? Oddly, the smell of decomposing flesh entered Bodie’s senses like a sickening wave. He wondered if his sensory circuits were addled with all the beatings he’d taken of late, but no, it was clearly rot … decay … old, old death.


  Bodie tuned his senses in the direction of the wind and heard something moving through the night-shrouded brush.


  Long, heavy steps. The sound of sniffing, something animal, something large was in the swale with him. Bodie remained still.


  Most animals, like wolves or puma, would have nothing to do with him, but not all animals required flesh for fuel. Some of the Estranyazie’s more unusual denizens found Bodie as interesting as any warm-blooded creature. He didn’t know why this was. There was an inextricable link between the esoteric and humankind. The darkest of these creatures fed on souls, or so the lore seemed to indicate. Bodie could find no sense in why such creatures would be intrigued by his presence, him being a robot, but then he found much that didn’t seem to fit with the natural order of things here in the high plains.


  Again movement, but this time, it was from the far edge, near the cliff. A horse whinnied. “H’ya, h’ya!” He heard Klamath’s voice, an edge of terror in it, and then horse hooves as the beast pounded a retreat, racing along the cliff and out toward the main trail he’d followed just the day before. Movement close by, closer than he’d realized, and the large creature brushed the bushes within an arm’s length of him. Long, thudding strides pounded the hard-packed earth and rock, cracking branches echoed sharply in the night air as it pursued its prey.


  “H’ya!” Klamath yelled madly, reins snapping as he pushed his mount as fast as it would go in the low light. Bodie tracked the increasingly reckless noises of the creature as it cut more of an angle on the man’s retreat. He hazarded a quick peek above the bushes and saw massive elk-like antlers but knew he’d been hearing a massive bipedal creature. Nothing of what he saw or heard was right by nature. This was
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