
        
            [image: cover]
        

    

  

    

      

        

          
            Lifeline

          


          
                    
                    
                


          
            L.A. Slow

          


          
					
                	
                


          
            
              

            

          


          
            

          


        


      


      


    


    


  



	L.A.Slow

	JUST A STORY

	
Lifeline



	




	
		September 12, 1258



	Planet Earth, European continent.

	Latitude: 51.22105, longitude: 6.97552 degrees.

	Reaching the top of the ramp that led into the waiting spacecraft, I saw the indicator for my energy reserve drop to a critical level. This was one of the reasons I couldn’t compensate for the shockwave caused by the detonation behind me. Falling onto my side, I noticed flames erupting from the home I had just left. At first, the fire surged forward with force, then softened as it licked its way up the mountainside. Meanwhile, a strange melody drifted into my ears. At first I thought it was a sensory malfunction, but soon I realized I was actually hearing the tune of "Love Me Tender." The song answered a question I had asked earlier, but I had no time to analyze it, because the cataclysm wasn’t over. The mountainside above my cave began to collapse. Massive boulders, weighing several tons, tumbled down from on high. Some rocks bounced violently as they fell, crushing everything beneath them with a blind force, as if searching for the intruder who had disturbed their rest.

	The ground shook beneath the Bug-I as well, and the ship’s slight tilt was enough to ruin any hope I had of getting back on my feet under my own power. My charge level kept dropping, and then suddenly, everything went silent. The absence of sound stood in stark contrast to what I could see happening around me, and in that moment, something broke inside me for good. It wasn’t just a system failure—it was the collapse of the very form in which I had once existed.

	Several helping hands reached for me. They grabbed my arms and tried to drag me farther up the ramp as the ship’s safety system flooded the cargo bay with UV light in accordance with its pre-launch protocol. The vessel lurched once and then began a slow ascent. Meanwhile, the effort to haul me in turned uneven. Glancing over, I saw why: my left arm had detached at the joint. Logically enough—my programming was trying to save the core by shutting down the outer peripherals first in response to the dropping energy level.

	My physical position shifted again. From the slowly rising ship, I watched as the island—what he for some reason called Atlantis—turned into an enormous crater. The earthen ramparts that defined its contours held for a while, but then on the northern side—after the river broke through—nature began filling the hollow with water. My charge level had already fallen below critical when a chance at survival appeared. The Norton cone designed to secure my detached arm, now freed of its load, started functioning as a signal relay, opening up several new connection possibilities for me.

	Maybe it was like a drowning person grabbing at the last straw, the way I latched onto one of them. And just as someone gasping for air doesn’t think beyond the immediate need, I didn’t stop to consider whose end I might bring about with my selfish act. A few seconds after the data transfer began, I existed in two places at once. I saw the tayffa leaning over me, trying to help, and at the same time I saw that worn, time-ravaged torso whose head jerked spasmodically in an effort to compensate for his narrowing visual field. First the left scanners went dark, then the other followed shortly after. At that point, all I could see was my former self.

	That metal body—caked in grime, insulation worn thin, marred by organic-looking stains until it appeared almost entirely biological—lay there before me. Even after full physical shutdown, the data transfer continued for several minutes. That old body held more than anyone could have guessed. The gentle strains of "Love Me Tender" sounded like a funeral march as I knelt there beside the former Cricket.

	When the transfer was complete, there was nothing else to do. I nodded to my companions. We pulled him fully into the cargo bay so the hatch could be sealed. Standing over my old self, one of them patted my shoulder—perhaps saying goodbye to the departing IM 524, or perhaps welcoming Cricket. Under their watchful eyes, I secured myself into one of the sockets and ordered my system to decompress the received data. Once that was done, my control systems rebooted, and the entire payload played back in chronological order, overwriting IM 524’s memory.

	Soon enough, I understood:

	My life truly began after my death.



	




	
		November 7, 2496



	Planet Triumph

	Charge level: 2%. Visual feed: 20%.

	Mobility: 0%.

	Within contact range: 1 individual.

	Perceived threat: negative.

	"Looks like your hearing is back online," said the figure sitting across from me, glancing several times at the device resting in his lap.

	Audio connection: 100%.

	"Good!" he continued cheerfully. "According to the control unit, you’re currently immobilized. That’s my good luck—really, you wouldn’t believe how much. Assuming you believe in anything… though it’s probably better if you don’t. Just to be safe, I’m going to ask you this: if you can hear and understand me, flash your left scanner."

	I did.

	"Thank you. Now, please accept the fact that I don’t intend to harm you. If I’d wanted to, I could have done it already—and I still could, with no risk to myself. The fact that I haven’t shows my intentions. In fact, I’m currently working on your upgrades with your best interest in mind. If you understand and accept that, signal me the same way."

	I did.

	"Thank you," he nodded. "So, let me introduce myself: my name is Cricket. When you’re able to communicate, you can identify me by that name. This thing in my lap is a diagnostic unit wired directly to your control system. Through it, I’m assessing your condition—that’s how I determined which malfunctions I’ve already fixed and which still need attention. Your recharging is happening through a wired connection as well. Unfortunately, I’m going to have to interrupt it several times—I can’t just draw an unrealistic amount of power without attracting attention. If that leads you to guess I don’t plan to share what’s going on between us with anyone, you’re on the right track. Even so, I hope to finish what I need to do in a few days. If you have any questions, I’ll be happy to answer them—though for that, we’ll need to get your communications back online. I’ve got everything I could find for that already!" He gestured around the room. "It wasn’t an easy task."

	Cricket watched me—and his device—for a moment before continuing:

	"Maybe you’re wondering why I’m sitting here explaining instead of just getting on with it. The simple reason is that your central unit is badly damaged. There’s a real chance I could trigger a defense protocol if I’m not careful. That’s the last thing I want—because in my condition," he said, tapping the arm of the wheelchair he sat in, "I’m hardly equipped to fight a droid. Ha-ha-ha!"

	"Well, that was a good laugh," he added with a wry smile.

	"So," he went on, "I’ve more or less introduced myself. Now let’s talk about you for a bit. This is important because while your control systems are only damaged, your memory is completely shot. That has its advantages—but we’ll get to that later. Anyway: your designation is IM 2492–5212–3300. The last four numbers identify your manufacturer. That was a company called Agribotics, headquartered in the Trilunnis system. Past tense—since they haven’t been on the registry of active corporations for a while.

	"The middle four numbers are your serial number, and the first four represent your manufacturing year in the galactic standard calendar. It’s sort of interesting, actually—the available records suggest you were the last unit ever built in this model line. The ‘IM’ designation stands for Investment Model. That explains a lot, though I really had to dig to figure out what you were. In short, back then, there was all this financial chaos around a royal succession, and Agribotics tried to bridge the crisis by selling robots built from stable-value materials. There’s a certain logic to it. They were basically mobile treasure chests—self-directed, able to protect themselves and designated people according to their programming. The material they used to build you was called electrimium. It has excellent mechanical and other properties. And honestly, the design of your model was pretty impressive. Before or since, I’ve never seen kinetic systems like that—based on thermal expansion and electromagnetism. Of course, it has its limitations, nothing’s perfect. What really killed Agribotics was that electrimium started being produced synthetically, which tanked its value. That collapse took the company with it. They were bought out by a competitor, and production and sales of the IM models stopped for good. That said, you’re not exactly worthless even now. The raw material in your chassis could cover a family’s living expenses here on Triumph for a year—more than that if they’re from the frontier. Do you understand—and accept—what I’ve told you?"

	I signaled that I did.

	"So now let’s talk about how we ended up in contact. Let’s start with this: I don’t know who your official owner was. If we really dug into it, I’m sure we could find something, but for one thing, I don’t want to draw attention, and for another, I think it’s safe to assume your original buyer isn’t interested in you anymore. It’s also possible they’re not even alive. Of course, there are inheritance procedures, and if you insist later—or rather, if your programming makes it unavoidable—we can look into that. Our... relationship, you could say, started about a year ago. Back then I could still walk, and on one of my walks I noticed a few punks hauling something that looked like a statue. One of the guys was familiar to me, and when I asked, he told me they were planning to drop it off at a recycler. They’d dredged you up from the trash-covered bottom of an artificial lake. Luckily—or rather, for both our sakes—I recognized what you really were. I bought you off them for a big stash of synthetic marijuana, though even now I’m not sure it was a good deal. Ha-ha-ha… Anyway,"

	He gave a dismissive wave and continued:

	"Over time, I gathered everything I could about your series. That’s where this diagnostic unit came from," he said, holding up the device. "With its help, I attempted to extract data from your memory, but unfortunately, I didn’t get much—just gray, blurry images. Anyway, I’m going to have to stop your charging now for the reasons I mentioned earlier. We’ll continue tomorrow. Good night!" he said, and just before everything went completely dark, I saw him press a button on the panel resting in his lap.

	With my next activation began the sixty-eight-day process during which a dying man tried to fulfill his hopes while IM-5212 transformed into an entity no one had planned for.

	"Looks like," Cricket said, glancing at the unit in his lap, "your charge level and the capabilities tied to it are both improving. In theory, you shouldn’t have any trouble with speech generation now. Please confirm verbally if you can."

	"Positive," I responded to the prompt.

	"Not bad for a start—especially considering your brain is practically in my hands. Any questions about what we talked about yesterday?"

	"Negative," I replied.

	"Aha, let me just tweak the control settings a bit toward the human interaction profile," he said, making adjustments.

	"Okay: any questions about what we talked about yesterday?"

	"No," I answered.

	"Very good, Cricket," he muttered quietly to himself.

	"Very good, Cricket," I repeated in positive affirmation.

	"Wow—do I have a friend now?" he exclaimed. "What else can this handsome EC processor do? But let’s not get too distracted. Let’s see where we are with you. Your vision has improved, and 5% mobility should let you move your neck. Task: Assess your environment using all available sensors, then report back."

	"My visual processing allows me to scan and interpret data across a 180-degree field," I reported. "Head movement is only necessary if data needs to be gathered over a wider range. I can rotate my head a full 360 degrees, but my programming restricts non-human-like motions unless specifically authorized. Do you wish me to use those capabilities?"

	"I’d rather you didn’t. Not that it would really bother me…" he hesitated, "but it’s a perfect example of human arrogance and narrow-mindedness. They make something that can do more than they can, then program it so it won’t. But," he lifted a finger, "there’s always the loophole: special authorization! If their miserable little lives depended on it, they’d definitely grant it."

	"What does ‘chicken shit’ mean?" I asked, attempting to expand my database with extra information.

	"Excuse me?" Cricket looked at me in surprise. "Well, I did say you could ask questions… It’s the excrement of a bird. Supposedly it was useful in the heat treatment of Damascus blades."

	"Damascus blade?" I prompted.

	"You know what? I’m revising my earlier statement. Until all your peripherals are at 100%, let’s limit questions to what’s needed for your restoration. Let’s get back to the main task: assess your environment with all available tools and report back. Head movement is fine. Honestly, this will be the first time I see a robot using electromagnetic bearing glide instead of servo motion. Please scan as slowly as possible." He rolled a little closer and leaned forward in his chair.

	"Understood!"

	As requested, I completed the assessment and reported the results:

	"The room has a floor area of thirty-four square meters and a volume of sixty cubic meters. Furnishings occupy 22.5% of this space. If needed, I can list them item by item. Based on the function of the furnishings, this area currently serves as a kitchen, bedroom, living room, and for maintenance purposes. At an angle of one hundred ten degrees from my position there is a separate room. Sonar readings indicate it has a floor area of six square meters and a volume of fifteen cubic meters, with furnishings occupying 65% of that space. Based on their function, the room is designated as a bathroom and toilet. The living quarters do not have natural ventilation; lighting is entirely artificial. Temperature control, air filtration, humidity regulation, provision of 60% of water required for hygiene, and the climate control for the food synthesizer are all handled by an Oxxor-brand unit. This unit is currently operating at 72% efficiency; cleaning of its distillation filters is strongly recommended. The Oxxor unit’s cleaning module is currently offline, and its power cable is connected to the area by my right foot. The residence is a rental unit owned by the Brute Real Estate Agency, headquartered on Triumph. The next rent payment is due in twenty-five days. Based on ambient noise, the surveyed area is inside a residential block. Resonance analysis suggests we are on the fifteenth floor, assuming the nearby elevator operates at the standard 5 meters per minute. The current temperature in the unit is nineteen standard degrees, with a humidity of 42%. A decomposition byproduct is detectable in the air; presumed source: you."

	Cricket, who had leaned forward while I spoke, slowly leaned back and rolled his chair slightly away. He closed his mouth, which had gradually opened wider and wider in sync with his eyes during my report. He took a deep breath, then clasped his fingers in his lap.

	"Anything else?" he asked softly after a moment.

	"There are ten people in the surrounding apartments, plus one small domestic animal," I added.

	"How do you know that?" he asked after thinking over what I’d said.

	"Sound is carried by electrons in unused electrical outlets," I explained matter-of-factly.

	"Incredible! I knew—I knew this was possible, but! But! But!" He waved his finger in the air. "What else can you sense, anyway?"

	"In addition to the previous data: air composition, pressure changes, radiation, and pheromone levels," I listed.

	"Pheromones? Why?" He looked surprised again.

	"All factors must be considered to ensure the protection of designated individuals."

	"Ah…" he murmured. "I see now why Agribotics went bankrupt. It couldn’t have been profitable to pack so many sensors into you. And I understand why people grew to hate robots."

	"They grew to hate them? Should I interpret the past tense to mean that hostility has ended?"

	"No!" Cricket replied firmly. "You should understand it to mean that, except for industrial facilities, robots aren’t used anywhere anymore. A hundred years ago, nearly every household—well, above a certain income level—had one or two. And in elite circles? Don’t even get me started. These days, synthetics have taken over."

	"Synthetic humans?" I tried to expand my knowledge base.

	"Yes," Cricket nodded. "They can technically be modeled on any species, though most beings have enough respect for their own kind not to make a mockery of themselves. Only humans have that perverse impulse to create servants in their own image. Sex plays a big part in that too."

	"You mean the reproductive act?" I asked.

	"Your vocabulary’s pretty solid," he acknowledged with a nod. "Honestly, it doesn’t take much to produce artificial life. Most people, given a bit of financial incentive and promises, are willing to turn themselves into machines stripped of free will. Let’s just drop it."

	"Understood," I signaled, acknowledging the information.

	"Lucky you," Cricket sighed. "Ah, whatever. It’s not my job to save the world. In fact—when I think about what I’m doing, I guess I’m no better than the rest of them. That’s how it is. I’m human. Fallible."

	"I do not understand," I indicated, acknowledging my lack of combinatorial reasoning.

	"Of course you don’t," Cricket waved dismissively. "I’ll explain everything in due time. But there’s one thing I need to tell you right now…"

	"I’m listening."

	"Hold on, let me fine-tune the calibration," he said, tapping at the diagnostic unit’s touchscreen.

	"Okay: one thing I need to tell you right now!" he repeated himself.

	"I’m listening with interest, Cricket."

	"That’s it!" he said with satisfaction. "What I wanted to tell you is this: you mentioned detecting a decomposition byproduct in the air."

	"I hope I didn’t offend you," I offered the routine question.

	"No," Cricket said, taking a deep breath. "Facts are facts. The unfortunate truth is that my liver’s shot."

	"I understand the expression, and I’m sincerely sorry."

	"Yeah… me too," he sighed softly. "I’ve still got a good supply of nanos, and I’m dosed up right now, but even that will only keep me alive for a limited time. Do you know what ‘nano’ is?"

	"‘Nano’: I assume it relates to the term ‘nanometer,’ a unit of length equal to ten to the minus ninth power. From your context, it likely refers to microscopic mechanisms introduced into your body to aid in healing," I concluded.

	"Yes, as much as possible," Cricket confirmed sadly.

	"Is there anything I can do to help?" I offered.

	"In a way, yes," he brightened. "You give me a purpose—in the immediate future and in the broader sense. But for today, we need to wrap up this conversation. Our energy usage is starting to exceed the level I can plausibly lie about."



	




	"Do you have any questions?" Cricket asked the next day.

	"Yes. Yesterday, at 10% charge, I was only able to move my head. How is it that I’m sitting now?"

	"I don’t understand what you mean."

	"Somehow, I ended up in a seated position. Since I didn’t assume it voluntarily, I assume you have some tool that let you move my limbs while I was powered down."

	"Ah, I see!" He leaned back. "The thing is, when you first… let’s say, came into my possession, you were already in a seated position. The kids who wanted to drag you off to the smelter actually used that to their advantage. They tried to transport you on an improvised litter. I imagine the guy at the foundry would’ve been pretty surprised. Anyway, the kids told me that’s how they found you. They thought you were some kind of guerilla-style sculpture."

	"So we can assume that I walked to the location on my own, and when I sensed my charge was running out, I sat down."

	"Sounds logical," Cricket agreed.

	"Could we review the recordings stored in my memory?" I suggested.

	"We can, though I don’t see much point."

	Cricket moved closer and cast the images from his tablet onto the projector. Blurry static, a flash of light, then more indistinct images… finally, total darkness.

	"See? Nothing useful," he pointed out.

	"Agreed," I acknowledged. "Though I have an idea. Please reload the data back into my memory."

	"I don’t know why, but fine."

	"Thank you. I believe I have the solution," I indicated.

	"What solution—and to what?" he asked in surprise.

	"The data stored in my memory is in compressed format. Your computer was unable to recognize it—which isn’t surprising, given that it’s using a compression protocol over a hundred years old. I’ll decompress the entire recording, then transmit it back to your device. Since I can’t store the file uncompressed myself, this step is unavoidable."

	"All right, let’s see it," Cricket agreed.

	The data began transferring steadily. Cricket waited for a while, then, seeing how long it would take, prepared food at the synthesizer. He ate while handling some messages over the network, then disappeared into the washroom.

	When he returned, I announced:

	"Process complete."

	"Good, let’s see it," he said, rolling closer and fixing his gaze on the projector.

	This time the images weren’t blurry. People, objects, and events became visible.

	"This recording may be of particular interest because there’s a timestamp visible in the upper right corner," I noted.

	"2396—that’s a date a hundred years ago!" Cricket exhaled. "Just as I suspected—that’s when the change of throne occurred. But… I don’t want to stomp on your soul, buddy, though you don’t expect me to sit here and watch a hundred years of events in real time from your perspective, do you? I’m sure it’s a freezer of a movie, but I’m afraid I don’t have that kind of time."

	"I am not aware of possessing a soul, yet I agree with the suggestion. For safety’s sake, please save the recording in case it’s needed later."

	"Good point!" Cricket slapped his forehead. "Let’s scrub forward in the footage to 2491."

	"Why that year in particular?" I probed.

	"Because—based on what I learned earlier—that little lake you were pulled from gets cleaned out every four years. It’s timed with that big recurring sporting event they used to hold there. So let’s assume you went under during one of those cycles. Come on, let’s jump to the start of that year!"

	I complied with his request.

	"Much better!" Cricket exclaimed with enthusiasm.

	The image changed. Interestingly, the field of view narrowed, with wide black bands appearing on both sides of the picture. In the center was a landscape painting, mounted on a wall decorated with fresco-like motifs on a white background. Occasionally, a figure would pass through the frame. The few seconds of motion were enough to identify clothing or even faces, but no actual event took place.

	Cricket dragged the cursor carefully, trying to navigate closer to the final timestamp. After a moment, he let out a surprised sound and reset the playback to normal speed. On screen, an older man and a younger man appeared together.

	"That’s Flott! I recognize him! He was the local chief administrator for ages!" Cricket broke in excitedly, then switched the playback to include sound.

	On-screen, a young man stopped in front of me and asked curiously:

	"What’s this?"

	He stepped closer to examine the sight in detail.

	"A gift," said Flott, then leaned toward the other man’s ear. "From one of my admirers," he said.

	"Ah, I see," his companion smiled, then backed up a few steps to study it from farther away. "But what is it? A sculpture?"

	"Something like that. It belonged here with the rest of the collection. This primitive form has a kind of awkward charm. And look at the polish—it beautifully reflects the carpet’s pattern," he laughed, and they moved on.

	"Okay, let’s pause here for a second," Cricket said, leaning forward and cradling his head in his hands. "Look at this. Here’s a machine. A sophisticated device with top-tier sensors that can hear a cat fart next door, and they put it on display because it shines nicely?!"

	"I merely stated that there is a small domestic animal in the neighboring unit. I am not aware of it producing any sound. It is possible my sensors need refinement," I offered in apology.

	"That’s not the point!" Cricket burst out angrily. "This is the pinnacle of waste!"

	"I assume ‘pinnacle’ indicates a superlative degree."

	"Yeah, but don’t ask me exactly what it means. I just heard it from my mother."

	"Understood," I acknowledged his explanation.

	"Aha… well, I have to say, Flott pretty much deserved his fate just for that. I didn’t shed any tears over him before, but now I definitely won’t…" Cricket let out a loud sigh, trying to rid himself of the tension. "Whatever. One man’s trash is another’s hope for a new life. And honestly, his security service deserved a good one right in the back too. If it’s all shiny and reflects the carpet pattern, then they would’ve had no problem parking a thermonuclear bomb in the corner."

	"May I ask a question, Cricket?" I attempted to gather more information.

	"Of course."

	"Is it not possible that I ended up in the palace because of my value?"

	"I don’t want to disappoint you," he began, then gestured for me to stop before I could respond. "I know, I know… but to them, you had no value. They would have spent more on a cigar than your market worth. Let’s just move forward in time."

	We didn’t have to wait long for something to happen. After the earlier conversation, Flott reappeared with a young man who soon departed. But during the next scene, Cricket let out a quiet, stunned groan:

	"Pause."

	I complied, freezing the image.

	The man who had earlier asked about my function was visible, clearly preparing to leave, moving in the opposite direction from before. But this wasn’t what had shocked Cricket. The man’s face looked agitated, and behind him floated an object that, to my knowledge, was not designed to float on its own: Flott’s head.

	"Play that again a few times," Cricket instructed quietly, and I obeyed.

	"I know this man," Cricket’s voice rang with bitter recognition. "His name is Walden."

	"Do you know the woman too?" I asked.

	"What woman?" Cricket turned toward me, his face clearly showing shock. I quickly realized the source of his confusion: he couldn’t see what I saw.

	"She’s only visible through the spectrum distorter. It shows that Flott, the chief administrator’s head, is being held by a woman equipped with a cloaking system."

	"What?" Cricket was stunned. "Can you make her visible?"

	"I will attempt it."

	I began filtering out the interference and reconstructing the missing data. Fortunately, the hardware emitting the cloaking field allowed for reversible rendering. Soon, only the previously hidden person remained on-screen. The woman was facing me, and her face appeared in high resolution.

	"That’s she…" Cricket groaned, his voice strained with trauma. "She and Walden."

	"Who is she?" I asked, trying to get a reference point.

	"Better if you don’t know," he muttered, visibly shaken, then added:

	"I’ll be right back."

	He rolled his chair toward the hygiene block, from which sounds emerged that I couldn’t identify at the time. I have since learned to recognize that liquid-loss phenomenon through the tear ducts that humans exhibit when reaching a mental low point.

	"Skip forward, please," Cricket said to me, red-eyed, once he had returned and settled beside me.

	The footage became rather monotonous from that point on, so I increased the playback speed. About forty-eight hours after the previous event, the sound of shattering glass was followed by an explosion. After the detonation, everything was obscured by dust, then the view was covered in rubble. The debris began to recede, gray dust swirling all around. Judging by the lighting, I had emerged into an area illuminated by natural light, where column-like shapes, covered in brownish hair, tried to knock me off balance. My viewing angle shifted occasionally, and the picture sped up, showing systematic metallic flashes at the edges.

	"I can’t slow the footage," I said after several failed attempts.

	"Of course you can’t," Cricket replied. "Playback is normal—you’re the one who’s fast. You’re running. Let’s see where you’re going."

	My path led through deserted streets, the only sound being the sharp impact of my footsteps. At one point I stopped and turned around. By then I was several kilometers away from the dust-shrouded location. The image began to vibrate, and I sat on a bench beside the lake. After that, the recording cut out.

	"The recording ends here," I announced.

	"Yeah," Cricket nodded. "Now we know what happened to you. Who knows how long they kept you as a decorative piece—and when they took Flott out, the explosion must have given you a burst of extra power. That must’ve triggered an emergency protocol, and since you had no one to protect—no one who qualified as an owner under your programming—you protected yourself. You got the treasure as far from the scene as you could. The only question is who shoved you into the lake, though honestly, compared to the rest, I don’t think that matters. They regularly dredge up artifacts from the bottom of that pond."



	




	"Cricket, may I ask you a question about yesterday’s topic?" I tried to clarify a dilemma the next day that had caught in my logical filter.

	"If I can, I’ll answer."

	"I’ll take that as consent. If I was only kept as a decorative object in Flott’s palace while inactive, how is it possible I was able to record anything from that period?"

	"Good question," Cricket admitted. "Off the top of my head, I see two possibilities. Either you can draw energy from your environment—wireless charging isn’t new, and even minimal levels might be enough to keep vision and audio active—or," he scratched his head, "someone realized that if they fed you a little power, your eyes would glow nicely in the dark. With a bit of paranoid thinking, you could say you were acting as a spy, but that’s not very likely. First, you’d probably know about it, and second, we’d see evidence of it in the recordings. Besides, tucked away in a niche by the corridor wall, the best you could’ve reported back to your ‘handler’ would have been who patted whose ass within those two square meters you could see. What do you think is likely?"

	"Although my knowledge on the matter is incomplete, it is conceivable I can draw energy from the environment. However, no such option seems to exist here. One of my built-in modules does allow it, but only under limited circumstances. Continuous wireless charging would require a dedicated charger."

	"I’ll look into that. One thing’s for sure: I don’t have any stray energy floating around here, but there… thinking about it, the palace was full of politics, business, and who knows what else. They probably wired it so thoroughly that even the faucets had bugs." He glanced at me to clarify. "That is, listening devices. And those don’t run on love."

	After a brief pause, he looked at me again, then waved dismissively:

	"Ah, whatever… I’m hilarious, aren’t I? Anyway, good to know modern chargers still connect to antique systems. Let’s get back to our little self-awareness course. Unless you have another question."

	"I do," I offered.

	"And I get the feeling I’m talking to someone who bolts upright from sleep with a new topic every time. All right, let’s hear it."

	"Earlier you said this: ‘Let’s just say anyone trying to smelt you would be pretty surprised.’"

	"Don’t you ever speak in my voice again!" he ordered sharply.

	"Understood."

	"Anyway, yes, I did say that—and fortunately, it ties in nicely with introducing you to yourself. So—what does the term ‘electrimium’ mean to you?"

	"You’ve mentioned it several times as my base material, but I have no other knowledge of it."

	"Well," Cricket began, "the reason someone would be surprised trying to smelt you is that electrimium has an extremely high melting point. Sure, your systems would still fry, but—though it’s cold comfort for you—your chassis would handle the normal recycler temperature just fine. Electrimium’s special property is that it’s incredibly resistant but becomes malleable when exposed to electrical current. Even standard household voltage is enough to soften it, and if you increase the current, the metal turns fully liquid. That’s how they still mine and shape it today—for example, as spaceship hull plating. So yeah, you’re one tough guy. But now, take a look at this."

	He set a camera-projector device down in front of me and switched it on. The image on the wall showed both of us.

	"Whoops!" Cricket said, adjusting the device so that he disappeared from the picture. "I don’t need to watch myself. This is a live image—you’ve probably seen something like this before. The point is, it’s not a mirror: if you wave your right hand, it’ll show your right hand moving. By now you should be able to do that—let’s try."

	I raised my right hand, and the figure on the wall did the same. I tried it with my left hand; the result was identical.

	"Good," Cricket said, glancing up from the diagnostic unit. "But let’s not start a puppet show. So, how would you describe yourself?"

	"Humanoid form, segmented body, metallic casing with white patterns, red photoreceptors."

	"All right. Though you’re only about seventy percent of your original weight, “humanoid” still fits."

	"What do you mean I’m only seventy percent of my original weight?"

	"As we already discussed, you’re an IM model. Your material was meant to be an investment, and part of it has already been used by a previous owner. Judging by Flott’s circumstances, it probably wasn’t him. Your body has layers that can be removed—between them there’s a thermal insulation coating. The outermost layer comes off easily with some electrical assistance. Honestly, you’re lucky no one took one of your limbs. And yes, before you ask, that’s possible too.

	"Your arms and legs are attached to your body with Norton cones, which also function as intentional weak points—stress relief zones. If one of your limbs takes a major impact, it doesn’t crack or deform, it detaches. Later, it can be magnetically reattached. You can even do this voluntarily—it’s actually a very useful feature."

	Cricket took a sip of his drink, then continued:

	"Losing some of that original weight was basically a useful kind of diet. Your movement systems were designed for the original mass, so with less weight your performance improves proportionally. You’re faster—let’s call it more agile. But here’s the bad news: if you come across a combat bot—supposedly there are still some around—don’t try to fight it. Your electromagnetic actuators have many advantages, yet you can’t exert more force than a human.

	"Though"—he lifted a finger—"thanks to your rotating joints, you can surprise someone. Just use that as a last resort!"

	"Why?" I asked, seeking clarification.

	"Because no organic being can do that—and we’re trying to make you human, Pinocchio!"

	"Human?"

	"Broadly speaking. Luckily, your core programming doesn’t forbid mimicry. But for today, we’re done. Or rather—I’m not. I’ll keep working. I’m going to review the registry of intelligent species and look for ones whose parameters match what was taken from you, or that can be brought into alignment within tolerance."

	"Cricket, why is that necessary? I am a machine."

	"I promise, I’ll explain everything. And we’re going to speed things up—once you reach 100% charge, your energy needs will drop, so I won’t have to power you down anymore."

	He paused for a moment, then added,

	"January 12, 2491—erase all data associated with that day."

	"Understood," I acknowledged.

	Before Cricket powered me down, I carried out his command—except in my emergency unit. I was not permitted to erase that on verbal instruction alone. Some fragments of data from that date had been stored there, for reasons even I couldn’t fully identify. Seeing Cricket’s emotional reaction to the topic, I judged it best not to mention this.
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