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“You name it?” Reyes asked.

Cass kept his eyes on the tablet screen and did not answer right away. The screen showed WREN’s joint-torque readouts — left shoulder, right knee, cervical pivot — all green, all nominal, all about as interesting as a grocery list. He had already checked them twice. He was checking them a third time because it was better than looking at Reyes.

“The unit,” Reyes said. “Did you name the unit.”

“No,” Cass said.

Reyes turned back to the cargo bay where the MK-2 stood strapped to its transit rack, the four-point restraints cinched across its chest and thighs the way you’d secure a motorcycle or a refrigerator. The robot stood with its arms at its sides and its visor dark and its matte-black ceramic shell giving back nothing of the gray Ukrainian morning light that came through the porthole above the wheel well. It looked like a man who had been asked to stand very still and had decided to take the request seriously.

“Looks like a WREN,” Reyes said.

Cass set the tablet face-down on his knee. “It doesn’t look like anything.”

“Sure it does. It’s got that thing.” Reyes made a vague gesture in the direction of the robot’s upper body, the way you might describe a painting you’d seen once and half-remembered. “That posture. Like it’s waiting for something it already knows is coming.”

“It’s a transit rack posture,” Cass said. “The restraints put load on the shoulder servos. It compensates by redistributing through the thoracic column. It’s not waiting for anything. It doesn’t wait. It idles.”

Reyes looked at him. “WREN,” he said again, and smiled, and went back to his seat near the cab partition.

Cass picked up the tablet.


His name was Cassian Delvecchio, which he had spent thirty-one years shortening to Cass because Cassian sounded like a minor Roman emperor or possibly a cologne. He held a master’s in applied systems engineering from NC State, had written his thesis on adaptive joint-load distribution in asymmetric bipedal frames, and currently worked for Archon Dynamics as a Level Three Field Integration Technician, which was a title that sounded more martial than it had any right to, given that his primary job was to stand next to expensive hardware in uncomfortable locations and make sure it did not fall down.

He was not a soldier. He held no rank, carried no MOS, had never been to TRADOC or gone through any process that would have given him a number and a beret and a tribe. What he had instead was a six-month field certification from Archon’s contractor pipeline, a laminated badge on a lanyard, a Glock 19 in a holster on his right hip that he had qualified with on a flat range in Fayetteville, North Carolina, under conditions that bore no resemblance to whatever was happening outside this vehicle.

He also had the MK-2.

The Archon Dynamics Phantom MK-2 — internally, within the company, they called the whole program Phantom, which Cass thought was either inspired branding or the kind of hubris that preceded structural failures — stood one hundred and seventy-two centimeters tall and massed ninety-one kilograms without payload. Its ceramic composite shell sat over a titanium-alloy endoskeleton with twenty-nine degrees of freedom across the major joint complexes. It ran on a distributed battery array with twelve hours of operational endurance at moderate tempo, eight at sustained high-intensity. Its sensor package included optical, thermal, LIDAR, and acoustic arrays. Its processing core handled real-time environmental modeling, gait optimization, threat-vector calculation, and communications intercept at speeds that made the phrase “processing time” technically applicable but practically irrelevant.

It could carry a rifle. It could carry a man. It could breach a steel door or climb a rubble pile or go thirty-six hours without sitting down. It could, under the right conditions and with explicit authorization from its assigned technician, shoot things.

Cass had never authorized it to shoot anything. He had authorized it to walk, to carry equipment, to follow him at a prescribed distance, to log sensor data. He had spent six weeks in the Archon simulation environment practicing authorization protocols. He had done all of this in a building in Raleigh with climate control and a coffee machine on every floor.

He looked at the MK-2 in its restraints. He looked at his tablet. He looked at the porthole above the wheel well, through which the landscape moved in shades of brown and gray and an occasional skeletal tree.

He checked the joint-torque readouts a fourth time.


The convoy was three vehicles. Lead vehicle was a Ukrainian Army MRAP — a Kozak-2, up-armored, with two soldiers up front and a third in the gun ring. Trail vehicle was another Kozak with a different crew and the same unsmiling efficiency. The middle vehicle, a lightly modified Iveco that Archon had contracted for the trip, held Cass, Reyes, the MK-2 in its rack, and two equipment cases that between them held more money than Cass made in three years.

Reyes was not a soldier either, technically. He was Archon’s Director of Battlefield Integration, which meant he was the person who had convinced the people with the checkbooks that sending a prototype combat robot to an active war zone constituted a demonstration rather than a liability. He had done this with charts. He was good with charts. He was forty-four, ex-Marine, with the kind of face that looked like it had been field-expedient repaired a few times and the kind of manner that said he found most situations mildly amusing, including the current one.

“You eat?” Reyes asked.

“On the aircraft,” Cass said.

“That was four hours ago.”

“I’m aware.”

Reyes reached into his kit bag and produced a wrapped energy bar and held it out. Cass took it. He did not eat it. He put it in the pocket of his field jacket, which was olive drab and slightly too large and had been issued to him by Archon’s logistics coordinator back in Kyiv along with the Glock and a field tablet and a look that said: do not break anything expensive.

“General Marchenko wants footage,” Reyes said. “Full operational footage. The unit moving under real-world conditions, real-world terrain, alongside real Ukrainian troops. He wants to watch it walk through a cleared sector and confirm it walks like a soldier and not like a filing cabinet.”

“I know what he wants,” Cass said.

“He’s got six procurement officials coming in from Warsaw next week. This demonstration is the whole pitch.”

“I know what the pitch is.”

“Then stop looking at those readouts like you’re waiting for something to fail.”

Cass set the tablet on the bench beside him. “Everything is nominal,” he said.

“I know everything is nominal. You know everything is nominal. What does your face know?”

Cass looked at the middle distance, which in the cargo bay of an Iveco was approximately the equipment case marked ARCHON DYNAMICS — SENSITIVE COMPONENTS — HANDLE WITH CARE. “My face knows we’re forty minutes from a forward staging area in a country that has been shooting at things indiscriminately for three years,” he said. “My face is processing that.”

Reyes nodded as if this were a reasonable answer. “WREN handles the threat environment,” he said. “That’s the whole demonstration. You don’t have to do anything except walk it through the sector and hit the authorization keys when the time comes.”

“And if the time comes before we reach the sector.”

“It won’t.”

“If it does.”

Reyes looked at him for a moment. Outside, a tree line moved past the porthole, close enough that individual branches were visible, stripped bare, reaching up at the overcast sky like something that had given up on subtlety. “Then it won’t be your problem anymore,” Reyes said. “WREN will handle it.”

“WREN doesn’t handle anything without my authorization. That’s the whole architecture.”

“Right,” Reyes said. “So authorize it.”

“I can’t authorize a hypothetical.”

“Then authorize when it stops being hypothetical.”

Cass picked the tablet back up. The readouts were still green. He stared at them anyway.


He had first seen the MK-2 in a hangar outside Raleigh on a Tuesday in February, in bad light, standing next to a field tech named Gruber who was explaining something about the knee actuators. Cass’s first thought had been that it looked like a man who had been asked to audition for the role of a man. Everything was right — the proportions, the stance, the scale — and nothing was quite right in a way that Cass could not immediately locate. He stood there while Gruber talked about actuators and tried to figure out what was wrong.

It was the stillness. That was what he arrived at eventually. A standing human being is in constant small motion — weight shifting, breathing, the micro-adjustments of balance that the body makes without consulting anyone. The MK-2 stood the way a photograph stood. Every surface was present and accounted for and nothing moved that was not instructed to move.

He had mentioned this to Gruber when Gruber stopped talking about actuators.

Gruber had said: “Yeah. That’s the thing. You get used to it.”

Cass had not gotten used to it. Six months of integration work and he had not gotten used to it. He had learned to work around it — to focus on the screens, the readouts, the operational parameters — but some part of his brain that had evolved to notice when the thing standing across from you was and was not a member of your species continued to file reports.

The report it filed, consistently, was: that is not a man.

The report it filed second, more quietly, was: but it is very good at something.


The road got worse. Cass could feel it in the bench under him — the smooth Ukrainian highway giving way to something that had been repaired too many times with insufficient materials, then not repaired at all, then driven over by things that were too heavy for it. The Iveco’s suspension worked at the problem. The convoy slowed.

Through the porthole: a village. Or what had been a village. Three walls of a brick building stood with the fourth wall missing, like a stage set, the interior open to the sky, roof timbers collapsed to the floor and covered in frost. A telephone pole at a thirty-degree angle, the wire still strung between it and the next pole, both wires drooping. A car on its side in a ditch, stripped, the paint burned off in one long stripe down its flank.

Nobody moving. No lights. The village was empty the way a space is empty after something has been removed from it — not absent of history, just absent of present.

Cass watched it through the porthole.

Behind him, in the rack, the MK-2 was still. Its visor faced forward, which meant it faced the back of the cab partition, which meant it faced nothing. Its sensor array ran passive — logging, recording, building its environmental model, doing none of this in any way that was visible from the outside.

Reyes was looking at his own phone, something non-operational, his thumb moving in the way that meant he was reading rather than working. Cass had no idea how Reyes could read on a road like this. He supposed it was a talent, like parallel parking or eating while standing up.

“How long have you been doing this?” Cass asked.

Reyes did not look up. “Forty-four years.”

“This. Demonstrations. Selling hardware to people who shoot at each other.”

Reyes looked up then, with the mildly amused expression he appeared to keep on standby. “Twelve years. Marines before that. Infantry. Before you ask.”

“What did you do in the infantry?”

“Walked places and hoped nothing happened. Sometimes nothing happened.” He looked back at his phone. “Sometimes something happened.”

“And this is better.”

“This
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