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I
Installation

A bead of sweat ran down my cheek, and I realized the sun had
decided for me that today was not a day for long distance walk-
ing. I gave a heaving grunt as I pulled my satchel off my shoul-
der, setting it gently onto the sandatmy feet. It hadgrownpretty
heavy over the past couple of weeks, and I wondered if the town
I was heading toward to sell my finds hadn’t moved since I last
visited. I went through the bag’s contents once more, counting
all the pieces in my head and comparing the running list I kept
towhatwasactually in thebag. All the important stuff– that is to
say, valuable parts – were there. I triple checked the microchips
and storage drives, confirming whether they were all still func-
tional after rustling around inmy bag and knocking into one an-
other.

It was times like this that I really wished I could get my bike
out of the impound, but until I sold these parts I wouldn’t have
enough money and there was no way anyone back home would
take parts from me at anything resembling fair value. I took a
few deep breaths, thankful for the shady spot I found next to the
rottingremainsofanoldairship thathadrunagroundsometime
during the war.

After taking a break for the afternoon I thought about
whether I should try to scavenge the wreckage I was using for
shelter. On the one hand, my bag was heavy enough, and the
components inside were surely more than valuable enough for
me to get my bike back. On the other, if I put it off until I’d freed
said bike, some other buzzard would get to dig around in here
before I could – if one hadn’t already, that was – and I’dmiss out
on some potentially valuable goods, or, even better, old military
tech. That stuff fetched a pretty penny with both collectors and
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rebels, and it could also helpme curry favorwith one (ormore, if
I was clever) of the governments trying to establish a functional
state.

I’d talked myself into it before I even finished that last
thought. It was a D-class, so it wouldn’t take me much time
to pick it clean anyway. I’d cleaned out my fair share of these
so, knowing my way around, I headed straight for the cockpit.
There I found the controls and computers mostly intact, at least
physically, and I pulled upmy portable terminal to start digging
around. The first thing I did was a basic systems check.

That’s when I heard, just barely, the sound of footsteps. Had
someone been in here the whole time? I drew my handgun and
tookcoverbehind the seat of the cockpit. I started sweatingagain
– this time a cool one. I did my best to still my breathing and
listened for any other noises.

Tomysurprise, I heard a female voice. “Captain, have you re-
turned from your scoutingmission? I’ve been guarding the ship
for days.”

Great. A dysfunctionalmilitary botwas notwhat Iwanted to
deal with today. I chagrined my greed and peeked over the back
of the seat to get a better idea of what I was dealing with. To say
I was surprised to see a young-looking, human-looking woman
in the doorwaywould be an understatement. I was so surprised,
in fact, that I didn’t duck back into cover and instead locked eyes
with her. If I were a hair less lucky she’d have killed me right
there, but she didn’t seem to perceiveme as hostile.

“You aren’t the captain. Where is she?” It took a second for
me to respond – I was countingmy lucky stars once again.

“The captain…couldn’t make it. The scouting mission was a
failure.”

“How do you know?” Shit. How smart was this thing?
Should I say, “well, this ship went out of production before the
war ended, whichwas decades before I was born, and even if the
captainwas alive she’d long decided not to return for one reason
or another?”

Sure, that will go great. “Well, uh…”
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“My name is Unit 00007Model Number 0000007, Designa-
tion: Nana,” she said, apropos of nothing, unblinking blue eyes
staring right at me.

I tried using the time she took to ejaculate her serial number
to cook up a lie, and, unable to do so, decided to gowith the truth
after all. She blinked, then looked down.

“I…see. I’m to believe that the war has ended?”
“Sure has, Nana.”
“I received no report of this.”
I glanced at the terminal. The ship’s communication system

had malfunctioned a long time ago. I guessed it was when they
crashed – probably why the captain had to scout outside in the
first place. “I don’t think you will, either. It’s been a long time.”

She sat silent, processing the information. I decided she
wasn’t a threat for now and went back to the terminal. There
wasn’t a lot of meaningful data here – the ship was in too poor
a state. A functionalwar-era cyborgwas an incredible find on its
own, though – andwould fetch a pretty penny.

“How…did it end?”
“What?”
“You say the war ended. Did wewin?”
“Do I look like an alien? Yeah, we won.” I left out that almost

all of theworldwasdestroyed in theprocess, and that therewere
still alien holdouts left in certain places on Earth, and that really
you could hardly call it a victorywhen the populationwent from
billions to scarcely tenmillion in the span of a decade, but hey –
you should see the other guys.

She smiled, and her green eyes shone. I wasn’t sure whether
she’d be able to do that. “And now? Who is the leader of the In-
ternational Federation?”

That was a term I hadn’t heard someone say aloud in so long
I had to think hard about what she was even talking about. The
international federation collapsed a fewdays (yes, days) after the
war ended – turns out the high of beating back an existential
threat by the skin of your teeth wears off fast when your people
start wanting answers about “strategic” city-nuking.
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Once again, I decided on the truth. Her smile was wiped off
in an instant, and I wished I’d lied. “I see…”

“Sorry.” I was amazed that her emo-sims were so effective.
Current-era bots canhardly put on a convincingneutral tone, let
alone run the gamut of emotions so genuinely like Nanawas do-
ing – I was apologizing to amachine. I almost felt bad that my plan
was to sell her off to a mercenary company for reprogramming
and front-line warfare. Speaking of which…

“Nana, what is your primary function?”
“Combat.”
“Why didn’t the captain take you on her scoutingmission?”
“The imminent threat at the time of her departurewas an at-

tack on the ship. We couldn’t let the enemy have the cargo.”
Interesting. “What’s in the cargo?”
“Classified.”
“Alright, just a second.” I searched the terminal for clearance

codes and read one off to Nana. She didn’t respond, so I read an-
other, a bit more forcefully.

“Classified documents are secured by rank, clearance code,
and in some cases they are individualized. Knowledge of a clear-
ance code and one’s rank can be mutually exclusive. Also, rais-
ing your voice does not raise your clearance.” Damn. That would
haveworkedonany robot I knew. Anyway, did she just teaseme?

“Alright, tell me more about you. What are your combat ca-
pabilities?” I pretended to listen while I looked for information
on the ship’s cargo.

“Enhanced strength, speed, accuracy and reflexes. Tactical
analysis support systems to allow for quicker, better decision-
making during battle. Metal endoskeleton increases durability
significantly. Self-charging nuclear battery with backup solar
and wind power allow for nearly infinite runtime.”

That helped explain how she stayed functional for so long.
I wondered what kind of price a self-charging nuclear battery
would fetch these days…then I wondered just how rare a model
Nana was.
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“You say you’re unit 00007…where are the others? How
many of you are there?”

“14 were created.”
“Why did they stop at 14 with such a long space for units?”
“The facility was destroyed by invaders.”
“…howmany units are there now?”
“When I beganmy guard duty, all units were still in service.”
Not very useful information by itself, is it? I guessed they

were shut down, scrapped, or hiding somewhere – judging by
Nana, I decided theywere smart enough tofigure out that openly
being what they were was dangerous.

I kept poking around the terminal, ignoring her glare over
my shoulder – obviously Nana wasn’t a terribly independent
robot. “Shouldn’t you be, you know, defending the ship?”

“You are neither aggressive nor likely to gain access to the
cargo hold. There’s no need to defend the ship from you.”

“What if I suddenly attacked, though? Say I was an alien in
human skin, bidingmy time until your guard was down.”

“Negative. My guard is never down.” She was a cyborg.
I guessed that line of questioning was going to get danger-
ous if I kept pushing it so I changed the subject. I realized
halfway through that I hadn’t spoken to one person at such
length…maybe ever? Since I was a boy at least.

“So what did you do while the captain was gone besides stay
on guard?”

“What did I do?”
“You know, to pass the time.”
She went silent for a moment. “I didn’t consider the time it

was taking until you got here. No contact was made, so I made
routine patrols of the ship and regular checks for communica-
tions.” I was really starting to feel bad for her.

Not bad enough to turn away the price she’d fetch, though.
“Well, what would you have liked to do, if you realized how

long it was taking? You ever get bored?”
“Not when I have amission.”
“What about when you don’t?”
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“I have always had amission.”
I rolledmyeyes. Shesay it in the reflection fromthe terminal.
“What do you do to pass your time, intruder?”
“My name’s Ed. And I like to ridemymotorbike, when I have

the gas.” Or the bike.
“Gas? As in, gasoline?”
“I guess you wouldn’t know that we had a gasoline renais-

sance after the IFwent down. A lot of techwas lost, most of it for
good. Compared to all the research that would need to be repli-
cated, drilling for oil was easy. Besides, with how few of us there
are left—”

“How few humans?”
“Yeah, with how—”
“Howmany?”
Oh, right, I didn’t mention it. “The world over, about 10mil-

lion.”
“How?”
“Toward the end of the war, the IF started getting desperate.

I guess they figured, if wemake ourselves look insane the aliens
will leave us alone. It worked – but invader-occupied cities were
destroyed outright, casualties be damned.” Maybe if I kept talk-
ingabout this stuffshe’dbe toodistracted to see that Iwasgetting
really close to unlocking the cargo hold remotely.

“There is no way they killed billions of people.” They even
programmed her to be incredulous?

“No, but looking at the records it almost seems like theywere
trying. Anyway, after the IF collapsed, the rebel government fell
due to infighting and the people were left without leadership.
This led to, well, what you’d expect – violence, hunger, and so
on. Anyway, with so few people remaining, we aren’t in much
danger of running out of fossil fuel these days.”

“So people went to war with one another again?”
“Iwouldn’t call it something so noble aswar. It wasmore like

a worldwide, sustained riot.”
“How long did things take to calm down?”
“Depends on who you ask. I don’t think they have yet.”
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“What do you mean?” I pretended to continue working, but
the cargo hold was open – no alarm sounded, thanks to my for-
ward thinking. I still couldn’t get around the encryption that
masked what the contents were, but my eyes would be good
enough for that. As for getting to the cargo hold itself…

“Have you been outside the ship since the captain left?”
“Yes.”
“How far?”
“Only the immediate vicinity.”
“And you didn’t notice?”
“I wasn’t out there sightseeing.” Sarcasm too, huh? Whoever

made these was ahead even of his time, let alone mine. Forget
the power system, her personality program would make me a
richman on its own…if her AIwasn’t smart enough to figure out
what Iwasplanning. Since itprobablywas, I changedgears. That
cargo hold was callingmy name.

“That’s why you don’t know. Go take a look.”
“I only take orders frommy commanding officers.” She nar-

rowed her eyes.
“It’s not an order, I’m just asking you to. Seeing it will make

my point much clearer than if I explained it.”
She sat silent while I disconnected my terminal, pretending

to have given up. I’m not sure how convincingmy act was – usu-
ally I didn’t have to deceive anyone about what I was doing. I
wasn’t even sure I would get her outside the ship.

“I’ll comewith you.”
Nana nodded. “Alright. We’ll go.” She turned without an-

otherword and headed for the entry I used. I gotmore andmore
nervous the closer we got to the doorway. She stood there for a
second, scanning the surroundings.

“Which season is it?”
“Summer.”
She took a tentative step forward, then another. Take a nice,

long look,Nana. I thought as I shut the emergencydoorbehindher
and bolted toward the cargo hold. My heart skipped a couple of
beatswhenIheardher catch thedoorbefore it couldsnapshut. The
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hydraulics struggled against her unexpected resistance, sound-
ing likeagarbagedisposalwitha fork in itplayed throughanam-
plifier.

I covered my ears, which didn’t help at all, except that I
couldn’t hear her surprisingly vulgar threats over the sound of
the crunching any longer. I wasn’t far from the cargo hold and
made sure to shut as many doors behind me as possible to buy
memore time.

The crunching stopped and Ihad the impression itwasn’t be-
cause Nana decided to write off getting inside. When I started
hearing distinct metal thumps behindme I picked up the pace. It
occurred to me that I was probably going to die not long after I
found out what the cargo’s contents were.

Before I could resolve to quit this line of work for something
less imminently deadly I rounded the last corner and stood face
to facewith the cargo hold’s open door. What I saw surprisedme
somuch I didn’t even bother to hide.

“I said, stop at once!” yelledNana as she ran through the last
metal door in her way. If I wasn’t so shaken by the contents of
the cargo hold I’d have been impressed by all the Nana-shaped
holes she left in her wake. She grimaced when she saw where
I stopped, but the grimace was replaced with distress when she
sawwhat I was looking at.

The cargo hold was empty. There was a hole cut into the side
of the ship and some scuffmarks on the floor, suggesting some-
one sliced his way in and dragged the contents out with Nana
none the wiser. The cuts looked new – some were still red-hot
from the torch.

“I guess you failed yourmission, huh?”
“Not yet.”
“What?”
“I check the hold daily. The cargo was here at 0600, so the

perpetrator can’t be far.”
I glanced at mywatch. “That was 14 hours ago.”
She started walking back toward the cockpit.
“Where are you going?”
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“Checking the security footage.” She stopped, turned, and
grabbed hold of my arm. “You’re coming too. You’re under ar-
rest.”

“For what? I obviously didn’t get whatever was in there.”
“Attempted theftmilitary equipment is nominor offense, in-

truder.”
“I told youmy name already. And anyway, what kind of mil-

itary equipment?”
“Classified.”
“It’s already been stolen!”
“Not for long.”
Begrudgingly I let her drag me to the cockpit, not that I had

any hope of breaking her death grip on my wrist. She was taller
than me, so I fit through the holes she left in the doors. Back
in the cockpit, Nana pulled up a monitor and started scanning
the footage from the cargo hold’s camera. Around the same time
that I started to investigate the ship– about 1900hours – the cut-
ting began. Nana grimaced.

“I’d have noticed it right away if you weren’t distractingme.”
“If you’re implying I was sent in as a distraction, you’re mis-

taken.”
“I’m not making such an implication. You’d have known the

cargo was missing and run from the makeshift exit the thief
made if that were the case. What I am saying is that this is your
fault.”

“I’m surprised they programmed you to shift blame.”
“I’m not shifting blame. And, my personality wasn’t pro-

grammed.”
“What?”
“Mypersonality isbasedonarealperson’s, notanalgorithm.”
“Thenwhy do you follow orders and protocols so rigidly? No

personwould stayon this ship forhow longyouhave if theywere
left to their own devices. Unless they were insane, I guess.”

“Do you think it would be safe for cyborgs like me to be fully
independent?”

“I don’t think it’s safe for you to be self-aware like that.”
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“I have no intention of breaking protocol so I and my sisters
can be dismantled and a new project started from scratch.” Sud-
denly, I felt pretty stupid for being impressedwithher emotions.
I also realized that deceiving her and selling her offmight be too
hard to be worth it.

She started draggingme back to the cargo hold. “I’m going to
follow, you don’t need to pull me along.” I wanted that cargo as
badly as she did.

“I do. Until further notice you aren’t to be left alone in this
ship, anduntil youcanbe taken to theproperauthoritiesyouwill
remain inmy custody.”

“There are no proper authorities anymore. I already told you
the IF doesn’t exist.”

“Then you will remain withme.”
“Can I at least get my stuff from outside?”
“No.”
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II
Execution

I decided to keep quiet for a while after that. What choice did
I have but to follow her? Strong as her grip was, my arm was
comingwhether I was attached or not. Shewasn’tmuch for con-
versation after refusingmy request formy things (which leftme
in a worse position than the one I started in when I set out four
months ago – now, in addition to being penniless and bike-less,
I was bound to a warmachine on amission that I was beginning
to want no part in), anyway, so I spent my time thinking.

Thefirst thing I thoughtwas, “I’mgoingback theway I came.”
The thieves set off fromthedownedship in the samedirection I’d
come from,meaning before longNana and Iwould be back atmy
home town. Without the goods left behind it did me no good to
go back this early, but I did have another prize. Two, if we caught
the thieves before they dumped the cargo.

I considered and reconsidered whether I should try to take
her to a military connection of mine – they were technically IF
holdouts, so she’d fit right in there, and I’d make a tidy profit
from offering up a remnant of an apparently top-secret project
involving warrior cyborgs. On the other hand I wanted to take
the first opportunity I could to get away from her. The sooner
she found the cargo the sooner I figured Iwould be free to go. So,
I thought, should I delay her until we reached town, or should I
earnestly help her find whatever it was we were looking for so I
could get away?

I contemplated my choices silently for a long time – mean-
while, Nana followed the trail she’d picked up. Whoever had
stolen the precious cargo left a set of footprints behind, and I
thought my choice would be made for me before the day was
done, considering the blinding pace it felt like we were walking.
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Maybe thatwas just the pain inmy shoulder. Of course, that isn’t
what happened– at somepoint the trail stopped completely, like
the owner of the footprints took to the skies.

“They must have gotten a ride somehow. Maybe there was a
planned rendezvous here.”

I spoke up for the first time in awhile. “Given that they knew
about the cargo, that’s a safe bet.”

“That means they’ve ridden far already. We’ll need trans-
portation.” She turned to me. “You said you had a motorcycle.
Where is it?”

“Back inmy hometown. It’s in the direction we’re heading.”
“Then we’ll go there.”
“But my bike is in the impound. I can’t get it out without

money.”
“Howmuchmoney?”
I pulled upmyportable terminal and did somemath. The old

IF holdouts liked to use their currency so I kept the calculation
handy. “In modern coin, the equivalent of about eight-hundred
IF dollars.”

“Howmuch do you have?”
“None, since you didn’t let me get my stuff back at the ship.

Not that it wouldmatter – all I hadwas rawmaterials, and I need
to go further North to get a fair deal for my findings.”

She thought for a moment. Processed, I guess. “The prices
aren’t standardized?”

“Where do you think you are? The prices aren’t even stan-
dardized between neighboring food stalls. The fact is, in Pylon
the merchants all knowme and and my situation – I’m in a dis-
advantaged bargaining position. That’s not the case in Jeep.”

“Pylon? Jeep?”
“Cities. Are you paying attention?”
“I know of no such cities. They aren’t present in any of my

memories.”
“That makes sense – they were founded after the war.”
“Why those names?”
“This is a weird time to get curious about a small detail.”

13



“Inanycase, you’re sayingwemustgo to the ship, collect your
items, travelNorth to another city, exchange those goods for cur-
rency, then return to your home town to retrieve your motorcy-
cle. Correct?”

How very astute. “That’s all correct.”
“Impossible. We’ll have to find another way.”
“Okay, what’s your plan?”
She processed for another few minutes. We kept walking in

the direction the footsteps had previously been heading, unsure
if we were on the right track. I guessed Nana was concerned
about losingwhatever trail she couldmake if she stopped to rest.

I wasmore concernedwith resting and shewas taking a long
time to answer. “Nana, I’mnot sure if the othermembers of your
crewwere also cyborgs—”

“They were not.”
“Then you’re aware of human limits. I need to sleep. Feels

like we’ve been walking for hours.”
“That’s becausewe have been. If the thief has been on a vehi-

cle for this amount of time—”
It was my turn to cut her off. “Then there’s no point in try-

ing to follow a trail. We’re better off asking around for suspi-
cious persons or if anyone’s seen the cargo based on a descrip-
tion. What is it, anyway?”

“Classified.”
“I think you can afford to break protocol in this case.” She

stopped, turned her head, and stared blue daggers into me.
“You’ll never find it by yourself.”

“Fine. We’ll stop for now so you can sleep.” She released my
wrist, which I rubbed reflexively.

“What, right here?”
“What’s wrong with right here?”
“There’s no shelter. It’s out in the middle of nowhere. What

if it rains, or something worse?”
“If it rains we’ll be wet. You’ll survive.”
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I wondered whether she was stupid or mean. “I’ll get sick if
I’m out in the open like this. I could be attacked, too. Let’s find
somewhere on the way that at least has a roof overmy head.”

I startedwalking the samedirectionwewere heading before,
Nana just a foot or so behind me the whole way. Eventually we
found the place I rested the night before. Or, was it two nights
before? I decided I should start paying a little more attention to
the time once I was away from this mess.

It was a burnt-out pre-war house, one of the few still some-
what intact after the aliens made a mess of things. “Intact”
meaning it had a roof and at least one functional door, but the
windows were gone and I was pretty sure I saw a skeleton out of
the corner of my eye on the second floor.

“I’ll wake you when it’s time tomove.”
I counted on that.

∗ ∗ ∗

My sleep was troubled, to say the least. Try going from sleeping
alone to sleepingwith a cyborgwith dubious intentions for your
future watching you intently the whole time – it’s not easy.

“Can I help you?”
“What?”
“You’re staring at me. It’s hard to relax.”
“I’mmaking sure you don’t try tomake a break for it.”
“Don’t worry. You’re way too fast for me to try that.”
“Nevertheless, I don’t intend to let you out of my sight until I

have confirmed youweren’t in cahoots with the thieves.”
“If I was, what would you do?”
I could tell she was going over the procedure in her “mind”

for amoment. “As an accessory to the crime, you’d be faced with
prison time. Lacking the facilities to properly imprison you, I’d
keep you in the ship’s brig.”

“Is that what awaits the thieves?”
“That depends on whether they use the cargo.”
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“You still never told me what it was. Won’t it help us find it
if I knowwhat we’re looking for? Besides, how could the thieves
have knownwhat – and where – it was if you’re the only surviv-
ingmember of the ship’s crew?”

She looked down. I guessed that was a little blunt…but she
implied I didn’t need a roof overmyhead earlier. I didn’t feel that
bad.

“It’s possible they found the captain and got the information
from her somehow.”

“Nana, it’s been a long time.”
“I don’t mean like that. Maybe they found her body andwith

it some kind of data about the ship and its cargo.”
“She’d keep that kind of thing on her?”
“She was intending to have a replacement ship come to pick

up the cargo while Midnight was aground. She needed the exact
specs tomake sure the replacement could carry it. The ship’s lo-
cation, too.”

“Midnight?”
“The name of the ship.”
“What if the aliens had found her and taken the data?

Wouldn’t that have been extraordinarily bad, if this cargo was
so critical?”

“I was there to defend the ship – the Captain had records
about me as well. Had you not infiltrated the ship, I’d have no-
ticed something going on with the cargo hold and taken care of
things right away.”

“Infiltrated? The door was open. Besides, why didn’t you ar-
rest me on sight?”

“Without a vehicle there was no way you were taking the
cargo. Plus, you’re a human – I was only expecting extraterres-
trial intrusion.”

I sat silent for a moment, thinking back to my first mo-
ments on Midnight. “By the way, is something wrong with your
chronometer? The captain was gone for a long, long time, but
you acted as if you were expecting her.”
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“Yes. My internal clock was going to be repaired after we
completed ourmission.”

“Don’t the computers on the ship keep track of time?”
“Without a timekeeping mechanism, I couldn’t have known

it was taking long – do you check your watch when you don’t feel
like you’ve been waiting a while?”

Fair point. “You keep avoidingmyquestion. What is it we are
looking for, exactly?”

“That’s privileged information.”
“I’ll be better able to help you if I know what we’re looking

for.”
She just went silent, seeming to think for awhile.I decided to

roll over and fall asleep.
I woke up later – I don’t know how much sleep I got – with

Nana on top of me on all fours. I became keenly aware in that
momentofhowmuchofawomanshewas, but Ihada feeling this
wasn’t one of those “I must have you, I can’t resist” situations.
Mainly because I woke up to a horrible ringing in my ears and a
room full of smoke.

Nana said something to me but I couldn’t understand over
the high-pitched din in my head. She was covered in some kind
of black powder. I just lay there silently, eyes wide, staring up at
her.

“Canyouhearme?” Myhearingwas starting to comeback, at
least enough that if she yelled I could hear her from a few inches
away.

“What happened?!” I shouted louder than Imeant to.
“We’re under attack.”
“Why?!”
I don’t think she was expecting that response, and I don’t re-

ally know why I said it, but it gave her pause. I thought of some
better questions, but didn’t have time to ask them before she
stood, pullingme up and draggingme along with her.

“We need to take cover and regroup.”
I didn’t argue the point. I remembered that just outside the

back exit of the house was a cellar door, so I frantically tried to
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leadNana there. Somebulletswhizzedpast ourheadsand,when
I turned to see what the source of the fire was, I was struck in
the shoulder. I stumbled forwardwith a start and a scream, only
managing to stay on my feet thanks to the momentum of being
pulled along bymy captor. Nana cursed, pullingme forward and
standing in the way of more fire. Seeing a relatively normal-
lookingwomanwithstandgunfiremusthave lowered the attack-
ers’ morale, since they stopped after a few metallic dings rang
out.

Meanwhile, I ducked into the house’s kitchen and scooted up
against the far wall. I found my gun was returned to me after
Nana had confiscated it earlier – she must have slipped it into
myholsterwhen shemountedmeearlier, I thought. I triednot to
think about Nana mounting me, which wasn’t a great feat given
the blinding pain inmy shoulder.

I could hear the inhuman grunting of our attackers as they
honed inonourposition,Nana standing in thedoorwayandmy-
self hidden behind an open cabinet. It wasn’tmuch for cover but
the false sense of security – and the knowledge that the excruci-
ating pain frommywoundwould soon be over – helpedme cope
with the fact that I was probably going to die in a few minutes.
Nanawas tough but from the sounds of it there were at least five
attackers.

While I was hoping my bike wouldn’t have unspeakable
thingsvisitedupon it because I couldn’t get it outof the impound,
the first of the aliens attackedNana up close. I’d seen one in per-
son before, but their visage always made me feel a little queasy.
In as much pain as I was, being a little queasy was enough to
makemewant to hurl outright. I choked it back.

The alien’s pale-blue skin glimmered in the moonlight from
the kitchenwindow, a trail of slime left in its wake as its serpen-
tine tail slithered across the tile floor. Four gorilla-sized arms
pawed and struck at Nana, who took the would-be deadly blows
stoically when it managed to hit her at all. Most of the time, she
dodgedout of thewayand counteredwith a sharp jab of her own.
After a few seconds of this dance she landed a clean blow on the
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invader’s beak-likemouth, cracking a piece of it off. Its agonized
cry was nightmare inducing.

While he clutched his face his comrade attacked Nana from
her flank. She caught a cruel blow to the side of her head; I could
tell even shewas shaken by such a force. Her blue eyes narrowed
before she rebutted, sending a knee to the attacker’s abdomen. It
doubled over andNana, expecting to bemetwith the same cheap
shot as before, stepped away from the two hostiles. Still keeping
her guard up, she scanned the area for the others we both heard.

“Ed, are you okay?”
Don’t draw attention tome! “No, I’m not.”
“Stay there. The others are patrolling the house to look for

more of us.” With that, she returned to her stunned foes. I won’t
describehowshekilled themother than that itwaswithher bare
hands and slow enough that they could call for help. Maybe that
was on purpose, but I was hoping we could escape under their
noses.

In fact…
Somemight thinkmestupid forattempting toflee fromawar

machine who was protecting me from certain torture and death
at the hands of hostile alien invaders with a grudge, and they
would be right. In my defense, I hadn’t slept much, I was un-
der duress, I had a lot of adrenaline running through me, and I
amnot awiseman. So, when the third alien arrived and starting
brawling with Nana, I made for the nearest window.

It hurt a lot to pull myself up and through the opening, but
I managed to clear it and landed on the ground outside with a
soft thud. That also hurt a lot. I heard the clash of bone and
metal sound from inside; I couldn’t tellwhowaswinning, but af-
ter watching Nana’s earlier performance I had a feeling it wasn’t
the alien. At least, I hoped it wasn’t.

I couldn’t move very fast on account of the trembling in my
legs and the searing bullet wound, but I could move. I limped
forward, not paying much mind to where I should go. Vainly
I hoped my bike would appear before me, like an angel from
heaven, to take me away from this place. That was when I felt
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my feet come up off the ground. I really hoped Nana had caught
me.

Of course, I knew she hadn’t. The alien’s grip on my collar
was such that its cool, slimy skin touchedmine, sending a shiver
up my spine. I remembered that I had my gun – right before
the hostile delivered a vicious strike to my stomach. I managed
to reach into my coat and grab it. I vomited immediately, bile
running down my chin and splattering on the ground next to –
and onto – my weapon. The alien laughed, its compound black
eyes shimmering under the stars. It said something to me in its
tongue. I couldn’t understand it but had a feeling it was not a
friendly greeting.

The alien’s mirth was cut short as the back door to the old
house was blown open, revealing a very angry blonde charging
forward, three broken corpses behind her. Knowing I wasn’t
muchof a threat he droppedme– again, very painful – and faced
her, catching her punch in his hand. It was hard to see, but Nana
had taken some real damage in that last brawl. Parts of her skin,
synthetic or not, weremissing, revealing ametal endoskeleton.

The alien held fast to her fist and pulled her forward, elbow-
ing the back of her neck. Against a normal human this would
have been sufficient to at least render her unconscious, but it just
seemed to aggravate the cyborg. As he tried to twist her arm, she
usedhis gripagainsthimandpulledhimoffbalance. He released
her, but she took hold of his arm and delivered a one-arm shoul-
der throw, sending him to the groundwith a sickening crack. He
writhed, arching his back, but she gave it nomercy, sitting on its
chest and savagelypounding its headuntil it seemed like shewas
hitting the ground beneath.

By this point I managed to get ontomy back, leaning against
my good arm. I’d finally caught my breath, but it was still la-
bored. Nana finished her frankly excessive punishment of the
offending alien and glared at me.

“That was stupid.” Yeah, I already went over that.
“Sorry.”
“You would have died out here. That wound needs dressing.”
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I was going to reply when Nana was caught up from behind
by the fifth of the alien attackers. He put her in a full nelsonwith
two of his arms, then used the other two to punch her sides. She
struggled, but surprise and the position gave him toomuch of an
advantage. I could see the fight leaving her, but to her credit she
held on for a lot longer than anyone elsewouldhave if facedwith
something similar. Her kicks landed feebly against the alien’s
torso thanks to her lack of leverage. The gears in her endoskele-
ton started to grind audibly, trying to resist the unnatural direc-
tion they were forced into.

I could pretend I didn’t hesitate, but the truthwas that I hurt,
my eyes were bleary, it was dark, and my gun was covered in
fresh vomit. Even if I took it up, therewas a chance I’d hit her, or
miss entirely –maybe it was better to takemy own life and spare
myself from being this freak’s plaything for god knew how long.
I considered that option longer than I’m comfortable admitting.

I decided I owed it to Nana to give it a try. It wasn’t like it
would hurt her if I struck her by mistake, right? I ignored the
smell and wetness as well as I could, narrowingmy vision down
the sights. I heldmy breath as I pulled the trigger.

I missed the first shot. The bullet rang out as it ricocheted
off the side of the house. The alien took notice, though, and that
split-second of slack was all it took for Nana to free herself from
its grip and drop to her knees in front of it. She used her hands
to vault herself up, sending a bone-shattering kick to the alien’s
solar plexus. It lurched back, and I took the chance to unload the
rest ofmybullets in that direction. Most of the seven shots I fired
wentwide, but Imanaged to land three – two to the stomach and
one to an arm.

These shots sent the monster reeling, and Nana took care of
the rest. Shemounted the alien’s back,wrappingher legs around
its torso for stability. Herheels actedashooks tokeepher inplace
while she choked the invaderwith a lion-killer. It fought fiercely
to break her grip and get some air, slammedher back against the
ground, and used its tail to try and pry her off, but her will was
toomuch and, afterwhat felt like far too long, the life faded from
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the alien. The last thing I saw was her jumping off its back and
running towardme.
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III
Shutdown

I shook Ed for twenty-eight seconds. His eyes fluttered open
twice in that interval before he became unresponsive. He
lacked a pulse and on further examination he lacked a heart-
beat entirely. I laid him down gently and returned to the still-
unconscious surviving alien. His breathing was slow and la-
bored. I estimated it would take him several minutes to regain
consciousness and used that time to ensure he wouldn’t be able
to fight when he awoke.

I checked the bodies of his four comrades. Other than
weapons, the only item of interest was a tracking device that
used radio frequencies tohone in on its target. I found the source
of the signal right away. It was near Ed’s body, covered in vomit.
I assumed it was on his person before he was caught up by his
assassin.

But why were the aliens tracking him? It would be a little
while yet until the alien could be interrogated, so I considered
what their reasons could be. It was better to go into interroga-
tive situations with a line of questions inmind, after all.

If they wanted to kill him, they wouldn’t have bothered with
the tracking device at all. If they were close enough to put it on
him, they were close enough to rip him apart. What did they
need fromhim, then? Andhow long had they been tracking him
to get it?

I pondered longer than I realized and the alien started to stir.
Iwas sittingnearby. Naturally, it panickedwhen it realized itwas
bound and immobile, struggling against the restraints in which
I placed it.

“Don’t bother. I’ve dislocated your shoulders. Without func-
tional arms, even if you escape you’re as good as dead.” It seemed
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surprised to hear its own tongue.
“What do you want, machine? I have nothing to offer you.

Giveme a proper death.”
“I need you to answermy questions.”
“Iron dog, I will do no such thing.”
“I beg to differ. Answer my questions or I will make you my

prisoner. You’ll end your miserable life old, decrepit, and away
from war. I’ll laugh each time you beg me to kill you, and when
youhave reached your expiration Iwill ensure you die in awarm
bed with a full belly.”

Had he normal eyes, he would have narrowed them. I could
sense he was scanning my face for dishonesty, but he found
none. I was lying, of course – if he truly persisted in refusing to
answerme, I’d have lefthim for dead, but hewould prefer that to
my threat of a peaceful life of servitude.

“Damn you. Very well. I will answer your questions, but I
expect to be slain properly bymy enemy in return.”

“Why were you tracking that scavenger?” I gestured to Ed’s
corpse.

“We weren’t intending to track him at all. Our true targets
were the same thieves that stole your ship’s cargo.” For the first
time since I put him to sleep, I felt panic wash overmy face.

“You know of it?”
“Yes. The two thieveswewere trying to follow found the data-

pad on your captain’s bones. We happened to capture them,
looking for dinner, when onemade a bargain with us.”

“And you accepted?”
“When he told us that your ship housed a power source that

could win our race the war, it was impossible to refuse.”
“Youmade a foolish choice.”
“I know this now. We underestimated your persistence.”
“You didn’t expect me to follow them?”
“We didn’t expect that you were still functional, machine.

Youwere sitting on that ship for decades, awaiting amaster who
wouldnever return. If decaydidn’t overcomeyou, surely despair
would have…or so we thought.” He snarled.
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“Maybe that is what should have transpired. Had I known
how long it was taking, I might have done as you say.”

He stopped. “You were unaware of the time?”
“My internal time-keeping systemswere not functional until

a fewmoments ago. The beating you andyour comrades gaveme
turned it back on, somehow.”

He laughed. “Howunfortunate. What afitting end toourwar.
Humanity wins not by ability or will, but luck. As usual.”

I ignored his comment, changing the subject. “Your inten-
tion in tracking the thieveswas tokeep themfromsneakingaway
with the cargo under your noses, then.”

“Precisely. However, theymusthavediscoveredhowwewere
tracking them and left him with the burden,” he said, gesturing
to Ed with a grunt. I thought, if Ed were alive, he’d say some-
thing about that being typical – his being in the wrong place at
the wrong time.

“Andwhere are they now?”
“If we knew, wewouldn’t have botheredwith the two of you.”
“Do they tend to stay in any one place for a long time? A base

of operations?”
“None wewould know about.”
“What do they look like?”
“Both are humans. Fair of skin and dark of hair, with dark

eyes. Onemuch larger than the other, and stronger. But fat. The
other, skinny and frail. Yggthfx nearly broke his bones with a
gesture when we first caught them.” The invader laughed at the
memory. I nearly killed him then out of disgust.

“What kind of vehicle do they use?”
“One of ours, but modified to suit their sensibilities. A hov-

erplat, as your race called them during the war.” That explained
the tracks suddenly disappearing. They must have abandoned
ship, approached on foot, slipped Ed the tracker while he slept,
and waited for their chance.

“If you were to guess, what would they try to do with the
stolen goods?”
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“They were simple, even by human standards. They would
wish to sell it quickly.”

“Did you ever learn their names?”
“The fat one is called Charlie. The skinny one is just ‘boss’ to

Charlie.”
“Do you have other allies?”
“All my race aremy allies.”
“Do you have any other companions in your group? Or were

you five the last hope of your doomed race in this part of the
world?”

He looked down shamefully in silence. Thatwas all I thought
he would be competent to answer.

“Thank you for your cooperation.” I pressed Ed’s gun to the
alien’s temple and fired the last round in themagazine.

∗ ∗ ∗

While I searched for the thieves and the stolen machine, I con-
sidered the implications ofmy failures up to that point. Not only
had I failed my mission to protect the super-generator, I’d also
failed my primary objective of keeping humanity safe from the
alien menace. I could rationalize that Ed died by his own fool-
hardy attempt to escape or that I was outmatched, but it was just
that – rationalization. At the end of the day, even a single human
dying under my care was an unacceptable blunder, never mind
the theft.

I was surprised about howheavily Ed’s deathweighed onmy
mind, at first. Many ofmy comrades had died bymy side before;
I’dbeenonships thatwere shotdownand fought losingbattles to
defend a critical position. I was no stranger to death in combat.
Sowhy this particular person? Was it the personal nature of our
brief relationship? Was it that, rather than losing a comrade, I
lost someone I wasmeant to protect?

Was I just lonely on that ship after so long? Did I connect
with him because he was the first person I saw in years? I won-
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dered how he felt about me. He probably didn’t like me much,
given the circumstances, and I couldn’t blame him.

But, even so, he saved me. Maybe he was intending to save
himself. Maybe he hoped he would survive his injuries and
get on with his life. Speculating about his motive was useless,
though, and more rationalizing. I was saved by the one I was
supposed tobe saving. The least I coulddo, I thought,was avenge
himproperly. Thatmeantfinding the thieves, andwith them the
super-generator.

So, how to proceed? My information was limited and my
time even more so. Should I go from person to person and ask,
“have you seen this thief?” Besides taking too long, that would
only serve to bother people. Considering their track record,
they’ve probably been arrested before. That meant a record,
which meant I could figure out their connections. With that in-
formation, finding themwould be trivial.

The police in the nearby city of Pylon were surprisingly un-
cooperative at first. They balked, as I thought they might, at
my International Federation credentials and said police records
weren’t public information unless I paid taxes. Given that I
wasn’t a citizen of Pylon, and that I was barely a citizen of any
place in thisnewworld, thatwasn’t on the table. I tried to explain
the importance of my mission in practical terms: if the thieves
are successful in giving the machine they stole to a criminal en-
terprise that knows how to use it, theywill have sufficient power
to usurp any government they please.

That just made the police laugh. I gave up on asking them
the “right” way after that. In the dead of night, after the front
officewas closed, I broke in and searched the recordsmyself. The
task was surprisingly trivial and I wondered at the fragility of
this authority.

Givenwhat happened to the International Federation, I sup-
posed all authority was fragile.

At any rate, the layout of the arrest records allowed me to
search for every “Charlie,” “Charles,” “Chuck,” and other deriva-
tives until I found one with a criminal connection to the “boss”
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matching the alien’s description. His real name was Hugo. Both
had been arrested multiple times for burglary, grand theft auto,
arson, and even one murder. Each time they managed to escape
from prison.

I checked into who else they might be connected with that I
could coax their current location out of. It would take time to
track them down, but one lead was all I needed to get the ball
rolling.

Rolling…while I was in the computer I checked for Ed’s
records. Hismotorcyclewas impoundedhere, and the reason for
it was nebulous to say the least – the record simply said, “traffic
violation” with no further elaboration. I did Ed – and myself –
the favor of expunging the record.

His motorcycle was a good ride. I could tell he cared for it;
it was customized and even after a period of being stuck in the
impound it shimmeredwhen the sun struck the chrome. I didn’t
know if he would appreciate that I appropriated it, but I thought
that hemight not mind. Not that I knew him that well.

∗ ∗ ∗

“Boss, are you sure we should just keep this thing?”
“Yeah, I’m sure, Charlie. Those alienswanted it bad, remem-

ber? I’ll bet they already caught and killed that patsy we found
at the ship. If they come for us, we can use it against them and
save our own necks. Thenwe’ll sell it.”

“But boss, how do we use it? It’s just a big power box, right?
We don’t have anything to hook up to it.”

“Not yet, Charlie, but get this – those aliens aren’t at their
home base, right? Meaning they left their uncharged weapons
unguarded. We can grab one, charge it up with this, and blow
’em awaywhen they come through the door to the hideout!”

“If they even find us. We never told them about this place.”
“Yeah, they probably won’t. Stupid bugbirds. Imagine ’em

slithering around out there, sniffing the floor to try and find us.
Pathetic!”
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The two goons laughed at the non-joke, blissfully unaware
that I was in the same room and had been for about four min-
utes.

Itwas nomean feat tofinally pin down their current hideout.
Several times I’d found abandonedplaces theyused tohaunt and
several more times I “interviewed” friends of theirs. Over the
course of months I’d suffered critical damage to an eye thanks
to a black-market engineer trying to kidnap me, been forced to
wrap my face in bandages to protect the exposed metal from
the elements, and my clothes were those of a vagabond scav-
enger – my uniform had been discarded long ago. The cap-
tain would have been embarrassed to see the state I’d putmyself
in…that these two put me in. I didn’t consider my task frustrat-
ing, though. Rather, with each failure I anticipated the catharsis
of success all themore.

“Pathetic is right,” I said, stepping out of the shadows to face
them.

They each jumped about a foot. “Huh? When did yo—who
are yo—get out of here,” stutteredHugo. Charlie approached, his
meaty hands raised in fisticuffs.

“Please, try.” He indulgedme, swinging amassive hand in an
arc tomyhead. Without amodicumof effort I deflected the blow,
sending him reeling tomy side.

Hugo wasn’t one to waste time. He took up his weapon – a
submachine gunhe’d affectionatelynicknamed “Sarah,” afterhis
first girlfriend – and released a volley of 9mm rounds into me. I
simply walked through the fire.

“You’ll needmore than that,” I said over the simpering “click”
Sarah spat out from her empty magazine, “if you want to stop
me.”

Charlie attempted to grab me up from behind, hooking his
arms under mine. I swung my head back and broke his nose for
trying. It remindedme of that fightwith the alien, to be attacked
like that.

“L-look,” spat Hugo. “I don’t know what you want, but I can
get it for you! We can! Just let us go, okay, andwe’ll dowhatever
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it is you want us to.”
I narrowed my good eye at him. “I have endured much be-

cause of you two and your greed. There is nothing you can do to
make up for it.”

“What are you talking about?”
I pointed to the super-generator.
“What…that thing? What do you know about it?”
“My name is Unit 00007Model Number 0000007, Designa-

tion: Nana.”
Hewas confused for seven-eights of a second. Then it clicked.

“The damn guard dog on the ship? You came out all this way?
The aliens didn’t kill you?”

“They tried.”
Fear washed over Hugo’s ugly countenance. To a typical hu-

man, surviving an alien attack was considered a Herculean feat.
To best one in combat? Unbelievable.

Charlie valiantly tried attacking me again in spite of the
news. I almost admired him, until I remembered thatwere it not
for him Ed would not be dead and I would not be a renegade cy-
borg on amission I was about to find out wasmostly pointless. I
caught up his hand and twisted his wrist so he lay on the ground
beneathme.

“I’ll offer you two the courtesy of last words to one another.”
Hugo, ever the great friend, tried to run. I threw Charlie at

him. The crack of their bodies together was likemusic.
If the captain heard me talking like that, I’d have been shut

down.
“So long.” I wasted no time putting them down, like one

would cull an infestation of vermin.
I turned toward the super-generator after that. They’d dam-

aged it beyond repair. At some point in their travels the two had
tried tinkering with it, and destroyed a valuable and irreplace-
able component.

I almost wished I could have shown the aliens. I did wish
I could have told Ed. He’d have thought that was funny, I
thought…
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With that, I departed the dank cave they called a home,
mounted Ed’s bike and rode off. I went back to his burial ground
– just outside that old house – and parked the motorcycle there.
She was out of gas anyway.

I spent a while at that spot, thinking about why I came here.
I couldn’t come up with a good answer, so I left the bike by Ed’s
grave and went on, not sure where to go next.
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Afterword

Thank you for reading my story. As you can probably tell, part
three is rushed and I didn’t edit it very much at all. There
are probably spelling errors, grammatical errors, syntax errors,
tense inconsistencies and plot holes all over this story.

I spent an inordinate amount of time considering what I
wanted to write about for this challenge. In the past I would dis-
cover a good idea in the first couple of days andwrite a little each
day of the challenge, usually completing the story awhile before
the deadline and spending the remaining time on editing. This
time, though, I just could not decide on a good story to write for
a while. That was probably because of the abundance of themes
we had to choose from; I bounced between a number of them for
a while and even still have the beginnings of one comedy story
about a kid getting isekai’d by the apocalypse just to end up in
a post-apocalyptic fantasy world because the damegami wasn’t
paying attention (after all, she had to send a lot of kids to other
worlds given all the deaths all at once). Other than the premise,
though, I struggled tomake that funny.

A few weeks back, I settled on a story that came to me in a
dream. That dream was about a boy that lived in some kind of
compound post-apocalypse and met a robot girl. She inspired
him to escape the compound and the two traveled the outside
world, which turned out not to be destroyed at all. The com-
poundwas some kind of experiment or something, I guess. Any-
way, they explored for a while, boats were involved, and they
came to the robot’s (who was actually a cyborg) mother’s house.
Shehad gone insane for some reason and attacked the boy (me in
the dream) with an axe, so he killed her. Then the cyborg hated
him, then I woke up. That story turned out to be un-writeable
(not surewhy, I just couldn’t do it), but thebasic idea–manmeets
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cyborgpost apocalypseand then they travel– stuckwithme, and
so I ended up here.

I wasn’t sure how far I wanted to take this story, and with
more time I thinkEdwouldhave survivedand thingswouldhave
ended on a happier note. In fact, until recently the plan was to
have him live and remain the star of the story with Nana acting
as a secondary main character. They were going to, after much
difficulty, find the thieves and have a satisfying scene of beating
the shit out of them. I hit a roadblock, though, and couldn’t de-
cidehowtoproceedwithin the timeconstraints Iwas facingafter
the alien fight, which I wanted to keep in because I wanted Ed to
have a reason to stick around Nana rather than dumping her off
at the aforementioned International Federation holdouts at the
first opportunity. Owing her his life would do that, right? But
themystery element to the story – which I didn’t even decide on
until the verymoment it appears in the story (themissing cargo)
– necessitated a much longer sequence of discovering who stole
the precious thing in the first place. I didn’t have time for that
and didn’t particularly want to write it, though.

I also realized that up to this point all my stories have had
happy endings, at least for themain characters (sometimes, like
in my old sci-fi submission, only for the MC). I thought I should
challengemyself towrite something thatwould leave amore bit-
ter taste in the reader’s mouth, and to that point I think I suc-
ceeded, but in a cheapway. If I hadmore time I would havewent
deeper into Nana’s struggle with her purpose, but I procrasti-
nated too much for that to work out. Then again, if I had more
time, Edmight have lived after all.

Anyway, that’s enough rambling from me. I hope you could
enjoy the story despite its flaws, and again, thanks for reading,
anon.
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