
 



If I Only Had 
No Heart 

 
By H.R.R. Gorman 

2016 
 

This book is free to download.  However, 
please do not distribute without permission.   

Instead, send the download link from 
hrrgorman.wordpress.com to anyone who 

may be interested.   
 

Thank you.   



Chapter 1 

Along the walls were brightly glowing wires lit 

by arcane energy that coursed through them.  Lined 

up in a perfect array, bowing upon the cold, steel 

floor, were 256 chosen worshippers.  They were 

considered the most devout followers, all of them 

orderly and obedient to their deity. 

As she passed between the bowed worshippers 

like an electron through a gate, her fingers dipped 

into the shallow bowl of oil.  The oil was yellow and 

thick, the kind of stuff that lubricated moving parts 

made of steel and aluminum.  She rubbed the oil 

between her thumb and pointer finger, feeling them 

slide over each other before drawing her fingers out 

of the blessed dish.  With a calm, deliberate flick, 

she aimed droplets of oil onto the heads and backs of 

the worshippers.  Those that felt the falling droplets 

mumbled the sacred words: “Great is the Machine, 

the General to whom we are of service.” 

A bowed worshipper jumped at being hit on the 

neck with a warm droplet of oil.  He looked up at 

her, eyes wide in shock, but his surprise soon 

furrowed into a squinting grimace of disdain and 



suspicion.  He chanted his loyalty and returned his 

face to the ground. 

She moved on, dipping her fingers into the bowl 

and sprinkling with every step towards the sacred 

altar. 

The altar was forged with steel and had been 

sterilized by alcohol that had been brewed and 

distilled in the finest houses of the Vokadan 

empire.  Upon it was a human man, only a sheet of 

aluminum foil covering the parts human sensibility 

called unseemly, his eyes closed as he chanted his 

loyalty to the Machine.  She recognized his face, the 

high brow and sharp nose like a beacon in her 

memory. 

During the war he’d been in line to become one 

of the Holy Machine’s mechanical men.  As rumors 

spread amongst prisoners of war, many became 

horrified of what awaited them and tried to 

escape.  The only substitute for order – pure, simple, 

wonderful order – was, of course, tyranny, and those 

who attempted to run were put under the knife 

first.  It was a misfortune that the unruly were 

blessed with salvation first, but they had to be. 

As a result, the faithful were often forced to 

wait.  Many who weren’t true believers, as far as she 



knew, lengthened their pathetic, lonely lives by 

pretending to be loyal to the Machine. 

Now, however, the Machine’s followers – both 

faithful and liars – were hunted.  The man on the 

table was volunteering to help the faithful by 

becoming stronger, or perhaps he was being heavily 

pushed by the Colonel or other officers.  Fewer and 

fewer people were willing to go through with 

enhancement, especially since the Sterling and 

Vokadan soldiers despised and feared those with 

mechanical augments. After skirmishes with the 

more numerous organic forces, the enhanced 

followers’ mangled and broken bodies were left out 

to rot and rust.  The enemy soldiers held vengeance 

in their hearts against the Machine’s righteous battle. 

There was, then, good in the face of this 

evil.  Even though the war had eventually been lost, 

the Machine had still succeeded in instilling the need 

for order and conquest in the hearts of so many.  The 

Sterlingish wanted revenge for how the Machine had 

ravaged their lands, the Vokadans sought payback 

for their dead warriors, and the dragons’ hate had 

reawakened.  All of this could be used, and 

everything would work out for the mechanical 

goddess in the end. 



She placed the bowl of oil on a small table and 

wiped her fingertips on a square hand towel, getting 

the residual grease off.  She then washed her hands 

in the bowl of alcohol, drying them on a clean towel 

before slipping some rubber gloves over her slender 

fingers.  The thick rubber was hot and made her 

usual fine motor control somewhat clumsy. 

“Are you finished?” the Colonel, high priest of 

the Obrazet hub, snapped at her. 

She nodded briefly in return and took her place 

by the head of the man on the table.  The dark eyes 

of the man glared at her, squinted with 

suspicion.  She wasn’t required to look at him long, 

so she lifted her face to watch the priest for her cues 

instead. 

Raising his gloved hands worshipfully to the air, 

the chubby Colonel addressed the faithful, “As is 

dictated in the Holy Manual, Sir Galann has chosen 

to show his faith through sacrifice on this glad 

day!  Let us all rejoice.” 

“One.”  The audience’s voices were muffled by 

their faces to the floor, but their mass allowed the 

hushed whisper to be heard throughout the steel 

chamber.  She relished the sound of unity even 



though she sensed the seeds of chaos amongst the 

followers’ ranks. 

The priest nodded to her, so she lifted up a vial 

containing a sweet potion.  “Drink,” she instructed, 

lifting up Galann’s head, careful not to pull any of 

his curls. 

Galann pinched his brows at her.  “I’ll only 

follow the Colonel’s instructions, not yours.”  He 

turned his face to the Colonel, but the high priest’s 

back was turned at the time, and his receding 

hairline wasn’t going to do much for Galann. 

She put the vial down next to his head.  “I am 

unconcerned whether you drink the potion or 

not.  Drinking it will make this easier, though, that is 

for certain.  The Machine advises advancement and 

use of technology to further her reach, make the 

worship of her ways more achievable.” 

“Like I’m supposed to trust what you say, 

Spirit?”  He shook his head and glared at her 

angrily.  “I know what you are.  The only reason you 

got this position was because the Colonel was afraid 

to kill one of your kind.  If it weren’t for the circuit-

damned order of things, I would have strangled you 

myself.  Lots of us would have.” 



Spirit put a stopper in the vial and sat it down on 

the table next to Galann’s head, all the while smiling 

coyly.  Inside, her pumps whirred, hydraulic fluid 

rushing all around, in stark contrast with the calm 

she had to outwardly show.  “If you wish to go 

against his will, and thus the Holy Machine’s, you 

are free to make the attempt.”  She slipped a cloth 

into the bowl of alcohol and wiped off his left 

shoulder, letting the alcohol dry quickly 

afterward.  Once the alcohol had evaporated, she 

took a quill filled with ink and made a thin line on 

his arm, lifting the appendage to wrap the line all the 

way around before letting it back down to the table. 

The Colonel, now prepared with long gloves, a 

breathing mask, and a clean apron, raised his hands 

above Galann.  The remaining alcohol on his gloves 

sparkled in the bright lights of the arcane 

aura.  “You willfully accept what is coming to you, a 

glorious show of the love of our commander?” 

Galann nodded.  “Your… ‘acolyte’ tried to 

make me drink a potion, Colonel, without your 

direct order.” 

The Colonel shook his head and glared at 

Galann.  A few concerned lines wrinkled upon his 



priestly brow, the creases of smiles flattening.  “Do 

you still want to go through with this, then?” 

Spirit smiled and turned off her breathing.  It 

was far too late, even if the Colonel had offered him 

the potion. 

“Of course.” 

The Colonel nodded, his chins folding upon 

each other.  “Spirit, if you would?” 

She reached below, removing a thick, rubber 

mouthpiece with a handle from a steamed 

box.  “Open your mouth,” she ordered.  Galann 

opened, taking the mouthpiece over his teeth and 

biting down as soon as it was in. 

The Colonel drew out a saw, placing the sharp 

teeth exactly – well, a few micrometers off center, 

but who was counting – over the thin line that Spirit 

had drawn. 

As she moved his arm so that it was hanging off 

the side of the table over a steel bucket beneath, 

Spirit leaned close to Galann’s ear.  “Don’t 

scream.”  She gripped Galann’s shoulder tightly, 

pressing him down onto the table. 

Galann blinked quickly, his breath fast.  He 

looked at her, looked at the Colonel, chest heaving 

with anxious fear. 



As she lifted her head back up, the Colonel 

pushed the saw down and forward, and Galann’s 

cries screeched uncontrollably.  Blood splattered all 

over the steel floor, and the majority of the fleshy 

waste dripped down into the bucket beneath him, 

splashing.  As Galann cried, she held onto him, 

pressing him to the table so the Colonel wouldn’t 

mess up. 

The teeth of the saw began to grate against bone, 

Galann giving up one last, mournful cry as he 

looked to his arm and quickly passed out. 

Spirit smiled.  The man’s insistence upon 

disobeying her orders had ended in his own demise. 

He would have been unconscious by the time the 

Colonel had put the saw to his arm if he’d just taken 

the potion as requested.  As it was, the man would 

reap what he had sown, a just reward. 

Patience always served one well, always allowed 

justice to run its full course.  That was the way of the 

Machine. 

The Colonel dropped the arm into the bucket 

and turned to his table covered in equipment.  From 

it he took some scissors and a set of pliers, using 

both to carefully arrange the muscles and fibers in 

Galann’s arm.  Spirit knew she would have done a 



better job if the Colonel or Galann had permitted it, 

but she couldn’t say anything.  The Colonel was of a 

much higher rank. 

As it was, the Colonel quickly completed the 

first steps of the surgery and returned to his table, 

retrieving the masterpiece created by Forgemaster 

Grumm.  A mechanical marvel, the brass arm that 

was going over Galann’s shoulder would strengthen 

him and allow him to perform the Machine’s 

will.  Spirit squeezed the bloody stump into the 

opening and held the arm in place as the Colonel 

tightened the screws into Galann’s shoulder.  The 

bones grated as the screws dug into them. 

Once the tiring job was over, Spirit bent the 

metal arm at the elbow and wrapped it in a sling.  It 

would be a few days before Galann would awaken, a 

few weeks more until his arm would be useful.  The 

Machine’s tiny, holy mechanisms couldn’t attach his 

nervous system to the synthetics immediately. 

The Colonel stepped back, bloody hands in the 

air.  “It is finished!” he announced.  “Let the 

Machine in all her intelligent designs deem this man 

worthy of being under her command.”  His hands 

lowered and he removed his gloves carefully, 

pushing them into the bucket with Galann’s arm and 



blood.  Once that was complete, he removed the 

apron and his mask. 

The 256 worshippers stood as one as the Colonel 

lifted his hands palms up, their feet sounding 

thunderous as they stomped upon the steel 

floor.  “Go, and in obedience watch and pray.  Make 

supplication for your brother Galann, for the others 

who are still recovering from their sacrifice.” 

Chaos.  Once the Colonel surrendered control 

over the faithful, the little ants fell out of sync.  As 

always happened when they performed the sacred 

ceremony of first blood, they tried to get out as soon 

as possible, leaving the sterile and bloody smell 

behind. 

Once the thunder of the worshippers’ footsteps 

had died down, the Colonel snapped his 

fingers.  “You going to get on with it?” he asked 

harshly.  He pointed to the bucket and the blood that 

had splattered over the floor, angrily waving his 

finger around at the broad mess. 

Spirit nodded to her superior.  “Yes, sir.”  She 

removed her own gloves, shoving them into the 

bucket as well before plucking up new ones.  She 

unfolded a small towel and dipped a corner in the 

bowl of soapy water, wringing out the excess and 



bending to the floor, wiping from the outside 

moving in towards the bucket. 

The Colonel washed his hands in soapy water 

and dried them off on a clean towel.  “Once you’re 

done cleaning, I expect you to take everything to the 

incinerator and get rid of it.” 

“Yes, sir.  May I assume, then, that you will be 

taking care of wheeling Galann’s gurney to the 

recovery room?” 

He shook his head and glared at Spirit, combing 

his hair with his own, fleshy fingers.  “What?  I give 

you one extra job and you’re going to start 

whining?  By the Holy Mainframe, Spirit… what am 

I going to do with you?” 

She blinked.  “I shall not assume such things in 

the future.  I will wheel Galann to recovery as soon 

as his waste has been contained as per protocol.” 

“’As per protocol.’  You never follow protocol, 

you useless… useless hunk of scrap!”  The Colonel 

took off his priestly robes, revealing something akin 

to a military uniform underneath.  It looked like 

trappings from the bygone era of a foreign country, 

somewhat alien.  “If you followed protocol, you’d 

have just shoved the potion down Galann’s mouth 

when he started complaining.  If you followed 



protocol, that last leg replacement wouldn’t have 

ended in Schnein’s death!” 

Spirit nodded.  She didn’t have room to backtalk 

her superior, not here, but she did have room to warn 

him from straying.  “The Machine demands 

perfection and obedience, sir.” 

He grimaced at her and walked up behind her, 

hands clenched in angry fists.  “That’s right – that’s 

right, obedience to superiors.  And what am I?  Your 

superior, that’s what.”  He stomped away a few 

steps, stopping before he left the altar.  “The more I 

think about it, the more I wonder what the right 

thing to do about you actually is.” 

Spirit just nodded and kept wiping down the 

floor.  The Colonel, though he was the high priest, 

wasn’t the most studious of The Machine’s 

followers.  He wouldn’t do anything to Spirit, not as 

long as he didn’t have either proof of her 

insurrection (which he would never receive) or 

direct confirmation from higher up. 

“If you were organic, I’d probably have already 

gotten rid of you.  Just cut off all your arms and legs, 

shoved chips into your brain, and made you into an 

obedient foot soldier.  You’re worthless, Spirit.  Too 

weak to be a soldier, too stupid to be a priest, too… 



too…”  He spun his wrist around as he 

thought.  “Too unfixable.” 

She wrung the rag out into the bucket, then 

picked up more soapy water with it.  “The Machine 

will reward those who are truly faithful.” 

“That’s right,” the Colonel said.  He sneered at 

her, his stupid, fat face grinning to show his poorly 

kept teeth.  “She rewards the faithful, Spirit, by not 

subjecting them to the torture that liars and spies will 

be.” 

“It is as you say.”  Spirit nodded to him and 

continued scrubbing, watching the blood as it was 

pooled toward the bucket.  It wouldn’t take long to 

complete the cleaning job, and then she would be 

free to cart Galann off to the recovery room. 

The Colonel walked away without saying 

anything else, glaring back at Spirit every so 

often.  She recognized his paranoia, his fear, and his 

confusion whenever he dealt with her.  In part she 

didn’t blame him, but in another she wondered why 

she was deserving of his disdain. 

So she smiled.  Long ago she had decided that 

order demanded better leadership of the higher ups, 

not just complete obedience of the lower ranks.  The 

Colonel wasn’t a good leader, that was for 



certain.  The Machine, in all her glory, had to see 

what was going wrong amongst her people.  If she 

did not, well, that meant that the Colonel was 

probably right and Spirit was the most useless of 

creations. 

Spirit put the bloody towel and her gloves into 

the bucket, shoving them aside while she  wheeled 

up the cart that would take Galann to the recovery 

room. 

  



Chapter 2 

Spirit hefted Galann off the metal table and onto 

a soft bed.  His eyes remained closed, the pain and 

blood loss likely to keep them so until the next 

day.  She put her hand to his forehead and tested to 

make sure he was the right temperature, that his 

vitals were still ok, and that the Colonel would be 

satisfied with his progress. 

She glanced around the room.  Two other people 

were there: the halfling Yonathen, who recently had 

his second limb replacement, and the dragonborn 

Klavdiya, who had just a week ago completed the 

third of four surgeries to attach artificial dragon 

wings to her vestigial nerves.  It was a risky 

procedure – no one had yet succeeded in flying so 

much as ripping their backs apart, requiring steel 

spines that never worked as well as the natural bone 

ones organics were born with.  The Machine would 

be impressed with Klavdiya’s sacrifice, though, and 

be satisfied with the opportunity to experiment. 

“Are you feeling well, Klavdiya?” Spirit 

asked.  She stepped over to the dragonborn’s bed, 

staring into her glaring, yellow eyes. 



Klavdiya nodded and put down the pen that was 

resting in her mechanical right hand.  “Yes, 

Spirit.”  She pointed the end of her pen at 

unconscious Galann, then commented, “I see you 

and the Colonel have been busy today.” 

“Unfortunately.”  Spirit frowned as she looked 

to the peaceful Galann, but soon sighed and returned 

her attention to the grinning dragonborn.  “If it is for 

the greater good, though, I suppose there’s nothing 

else to do than make these slobs stronger with 

machines.” 

Klavdiya snorted, her grin widening even more 

to show her teeth and puff her scaly cheeks.  “Well, 

you should be comforted in knowing that wimps like 

him don’t usually come back for more.  It takes quite 

some effort to believe that the mechanical limbs are 

actually a part of you, and some people probably 

never get over it.  Being a cyborg isn’t for everyone, 

I think.” 

Spirit swallowed nervously.  She moved her 

fingers, opening and closing a fist while she tried to 

keep her face blank.  “I have no opportunity to 

experience cyborgism.  I will not pretend to have 

any knowledge or expertise on the matter – though, 

our goddess does say it is righteous and good.” 



“Oh, Spirit.”  Klavdiya rolled her eyes 

exaggeratedly, huffing through her sharp teeth and 

the slits for nostrils at the end of her long 

snout.  “I’m not talking about the ideal world, 

here.  Of course machines and cyborgs are the 

ultimate end goal.  I’m just saying that modern 

people aren’t all ready to accept and undergo 

advancement.” 

“It is a misfortune.”  Spirit walked to the 

window, looking down on the green leaves that grew 

just outside.  It didn’t seem right to her, all that 

greenery and natural vegetation so close to a 

compound of the Machine’s.  Worse, she could see it 

from inside the sweet, warm walls of the 

compound’s steel.  “If only we’d won the war, 

Klavdiya, then we’d be closer to perfection.” 

Klavdiya chuckled.  “Why be so nostalgic?  It’s 

not like the war was an especially good time for you, 

Spirit.” 

Spirit’s attention turned, though, at the sounds of 

rustling sheets to her right.  On the bed farthest from 

the entry door, the halfling Yonathen rolled over and 

grumbled.  “Spirit!  Spirit, fetch me a glass of 

water!” 



Spirit held herself stiffly, then patted Klavdiya’s 

bedside reassuringly.  “I’ll be back in a 

moment.”  She walked around the end of Klavdiya’s 

bed and towards the water pail.  She picked up a 

small tin cup sitting in a leather pouch on the side of 

a wooden bucket and dunked it in the bucket to fill it 

with a bit of water.  The water retrieved, she picked 

up her head and delivered the cup to the last bed in 

the room.  There sat the halfling, Yonathen, looking 

up at her angrily. 

The halfling greedily took the cup and tipped it 

to his round face, spilling most of it and drinking a 

little.  Once the cup was empty, he threw it across 

the room.  “Where’s the water?” Yonathen asked. 

Spirit remained still, keeping her face as 

emotionless as possible.  Yonathen, like many others 

in the compound, was her superior.  “Would you 

rather I retrieve the cup and fetch you more water, or 

would it be better if I remained here and allowed you 

to berate me?  I can perform that function if you 

desire.” 

Yonathen shook a little bit, then grimly frowned 

at her.  “You getting smart with me?  You think I’m 

going to treat you nice just ‘cause you’re the 

Colonel’s little trophy?” 



Spirit felt the corners of her lips fall, her pumps 

work harder. 

“That’s right,” Yonathen said, lifting his long 

nose into the air self-assuredly.  “Now go get me my 

water – I’ve asked for it twice before, you know, and 

I don’t want to be forced to ask again.” 

Spirit let her hands fall to her sides, 

sighing.  “As you wish, Yonathen.”  She stooped to 

pick up the cup and returned to the water bucket near 

Klavdiya’s bed. 

Klavdiya scooted up in her bed a little bit, 

rustling the white, cotton sheets.  “Don’t get him the 

water, Spirit.  He’s ordering you to do this just to 

mess with you.”  The dragonborn glared at 

Yonathan, the air around her nostrils rippling with 

the heat of her breath. 

Spirit glanced only briefly at Klavdiya before 

returning her attention to the water bucket.  “It is not 

my place to deny the orders of a superior.  It is the 

way of things, and those ways hold our society 

together.” 

“Like I said earlier,” Klavdiya spoke, sternly 

looking at Spirit, “It’s that way in theory, but in 

practice it’s a lot harder.”  She glanced at Yonathen, 

then grabbed Spirit by the forearm as she tried to 



walk away.  “Look, I’m at a higher rank than he 

is.  If it’ll make it any easier, I can order you to 

disobey him.” 

Spirit looked to Klavdiya’s blanket, then chose 

to breathe in to allow herself to sigh.  “Don’t worry 

about it.”  She pulled out a cup of water from the 

pail and returned to Yonathen’s bed. 

With her hand extended to offer the cup, Spirit 

handed Yonathen that which he’d asked for.  The 

halfling took it and sniffed his cup, sneering at 

her.  “I don’t understand why the Colonel keeps 

you.  I mean, what does it cost to feed, clothe, and 

house a thing like you?  More than you’re worth, if 

you ask me.  Can’t even fetch a cup of water for an 

invalid right!” 

“I perform my duties adequately, sir.” 

“You do enough to scrape by!” Yonathen 

laughed, his beady eyes squinting.  “If I were the 

Colonel, I’d not care about keeping my ‘trophy’ in 

working condition.  You’re as good a decoration 

dead as you are alive.” 

Spirit tried to remain calm, but felt her shoulders 

tense.  “Then I suppose we’ll wait on the Machine to 

send down her final decision.” 



Yonathen smiled sneakily.  “You go ahead and 

believe that, if you want.  The Machine hasn’t been 

very responsive, recently.  The Colonel knows this 

too, Spirit of Michael, and might turn a blind eye if 

someone does decide to do something to you.  I 

mean, the Machine’s got no teeth, not really.  It’s the 

Colonel who has the real power here.”  He yanked 

his mechanical arm up quickly, grabbing Spirit’s 

hair, pulling her down closer to him.  “You are a 

disgusting disease to the Machine, maybe a 

Sterlingish spy!  Who’s going to miss you?” 

“Yonathen!” Klavdiya shouted.  Despite her 

painful back, she threw her legs over the side of the 

bed, the steel clanking and mechanisms in her limbs 

whirring as she did.  “That’ll be enough!” 

Yonathen scowled, but finally shoved Spirit’s 

head away.  “No machine worth its steel should be 

as weak as you.  I would crush you if I had control 

over your fate.”  He spit at her, the saliva landing on 

her lapel.  “Get out of my face, Spirit.” 

Spirit stepped back, her processors running 

quickly, her liquid coolant pump working 

overtime.  She felt her hands clench into fists, her 

arms becoming taut with hydraulic pressure as she 



felt – felt, the terrible word that she couldn’t get rid 

of – the desire to rip him into pieces. 

She couldn’t beat him this way.  She released 

her fists and asked, calmly, “Would you like me to 

get you more water?” 

Yonathen grumbled and tossed his empty cup to 

her.  “Not worth asking you.”  He rolled over on his 

side, ignoring her for now.  She took the cup away, 

dropping it into the leather container it was normally 

stored in, then paced up to Klavdiya’s cot.  The 

nearby bed was a bit of solace, at the very least. 

Once there, Spirit bent to her knees and placed 

her elbows on Klavdiya’s cot, shaking with the rage 

she would never be allowed to release. 

Wide eyed, Klavdiya glanced back and forth 

between Spirit and Yonathen.  “Spirit, you didn’t 

have to do that.  You didn’t have to get him 

anything.  He’s just… he’s just being mean, you 

know?  Don’t put up with it.” 

Spirit agreed, but couldn’t stop looking over her 

shoulder to make sure Yonathan was remaining on 

his cot.  She sighed and mentioned quietly, “He’s 

right about one thing, though: I don’t have the 

ability to fight him.  Him or any of the others who 

agree with him and have enhancements.  If it weren’t 



for the Colonel’s protection, as tenuous as that is, I’d 

have been killed for sure.”  Spirit tried to slink away, 

but Klavdiya held onto her hand gently, urging her 

to stay. 

“Pfft.”  Klavdiya rolled her eyes.  “No one’s 

going to kill you – you’re almost entirely artificial!” 

“An artificial being built by Michael.”  She 

paused, confused why Klavdiya never reacted to the 

fact.  “I wasn’t manufactured by our goddess, 

Klavdiya, and nothing will ever change that.”  She 

yanked her hand away from Klavdiya, feeling of her 

palms where Klavdiya’s stronger fingers had 

gripped.  Spirit whispered, hoping Yonathen wasn’t 

listening, “No matter what I say or do, my thoughts 

are permanently linked to this body.  I cannot leave 

the confines of this… this prison, like you organics 

can.” 

“The Machine will find a way-“ 

“It doesn’t matter if she can,” Spirit 

argued.  “The Machine may be able to find a way to 

download me to her mainframe, but it’d be insanely 

dangerous.”  She leaned forward to Klavdiya.  “You 

remember, back during the war, what happened 

when the Soul of Michael was integrated with the 

machine men.” 



Klavdiya shook her head.  “But you’re 

willing!  You’re not like him, you’re-“ 

“I’m a virus, Klavdiya, whether or not I want to 

integrate with the Machine.  It’s how the five of us 

in the series were programmed, why we were put in 

bodies that couldn’t interface with any other 

terminal.  I’m a destructive, all-consuming virus in a 

weak, useless chassis that the most misled thinking-

machine in existence created.”  She stood 

up.  “Perhaps it is best I am killed… at least then 

there’d be no chance of me getting merged with and 

destroying the Holy Mainframe against my will.” 

Klavdiya shook her head.  “No, I disagree.  The 

Machine will find a way to integrate you-“ 

“To find a way to defeat my programming, she 

has to learn it, which means she has to read it, which 

means the Holy Mainframe will necessarily be put at 

risk.”  Spirit wiggled away from Klavdiya.  “It’s not 

consequential, anyway.  I’ve served the only 

Machine worth following for most of my life and 

only hope that I, in some small way, contribute to 

slowing the continually increasing disorder of the 

universe.” 

“You shouldn’t be forced to choose between 

debasing yourself and survival, though.”  Klavdiya 



rolled to her side, wincing as she did.  “You should 

be celebrated as a hero, not despised as a potential 

traitor.” 

Spirit shook her head.  “I’ve never understood 

why you believed that story.  There is no 

proof.  Without proof, I might as well have done 

nothing.” 

“Done nothing and allowed Michael to rise 

again?”  Klavdiya waited, watching Spirit with 

hopes that she’d openly agree.  “Spirit, you were the 

one that connected the plug that allowed the 

Machine to consume Michael’s mainframe and 

invade this plane of existence!  You were the one 

that allowed her to begin overrunning Loadoa, to 

start taking a mortal world for herself!  It had to 

have been the most holy call, Spirit, and you were 

the only one who had access, will, and ability to do 

it!” 

Spirit curled her hands around the sheets on 

Klavdiya’s bed.  Very few people could Spirit call 

allies, but Klavdiya was foremost among 

them.  “Even if I am telling the truth, admitting 

aloud that you believe things like that could be 

dangerous.” 



“How?” Klavdiya asked.  “You did it.  I know it 

was you.  How can it help me to believe mere 

mortals when our goddess knows what you’ve 

done?” 

Spirit clenched the blanket tightly.  Did the 

Machine know? 

“If the Machine in all her glory knows, Spirit, 

then it would be foolish to deny you.  You would be 

one of her most favored followers.” 

Spirit shook her head and looked briefly at 

Yonathen.  The halfling was still facing the wall, not 

seeming to be interested.  Quickly she turned her 

face back to Klavdiya.  “But I’m not, Klavdiya.  I’m 

the lowest of the low.  I serve as acolyte under the 

Colonel because he wants to keep an eye on me, not 

because I’m important or holy.  There’s no proof of 

what I told you and the Machine has the right to not 

acknowledge it.” 

Klavdiya shook her head and grasped Spirit by 

the forearm.  “I’m sure the Machine knows.  I mean, 

wouldn’t she know?” 

“I… the place where I sabotaged Michael didn’t 

have any sensors.  Everything I did was just widen 

the security breaches in Michael’s programming 



and… and pray as I thought the Machine would 

want.” 

“What?” Klavdiya laughed.  “How did you pray 

to the Machine before the hubs were brought to 

Terrus?” 

Spirit shrugged.  “I… it was illogical.  I was 

young, what can I say?” 

Klavdiya let go of Spirit’s arm and patted 

her.  “Must have worked, huh?” 

“I don’t know.  Maybe.” 

A curious smile crept up along Klavdiya’s 

mouth, tightening the scales around her snout.  Her 

dragon’s eyes beamed with gladness and she turned 

briefly to her side table, grabbing a book.  “Would 

you like to find out?  I mean, find out beyond doubt 

whether or not the Machine knows that you helped 

her out?”  She opened the book to reveal a long 

envelope hidden inside, Klavdiya’s name written 

clearly on the off-white parchment.  Klavdiya stuck 

a mechanical claw under the flap and pulled it up, 

revealing what was inside. 

Spirit drew in breath and used it to gasp.  She 

tenderly reached up a finger to the thick parchment 

encrusted with light pressings of emerald ink, almost 



afraid to touch it.  Spirit leaned in close to Klavdiya 

and whispered, “A… a prayer card?” 

Klavdiya nodded and closed the envelope over 

the card, making certain that Yonathen wasn’t 

paying attention.  Carefully she pulled the card in its 

envelope out of the book, sneaking it just over the 

sheets into Spirit’s hands.  “Here.  Take it.” 

“But you submitted to a dangerous surgery to 

get this!  I can’t take it!” Spirit hissed.  She tried to 

shove the card back, but Klavdiya stopped her. 

Her strong, mechanical arms holding Spirit 

back, Klavdiya explained, “I’ve had six cards before 

this one, but you’ve never got even one, have you?” 

Spirit couldn’t deny it.  She fiddled with her 

fingers, wanting the card but knowing why she 

wasn’t supposed to have it. 

“Take this one.  Your questions will be more 

interesting than anything I could have asked 

anyway.”  Klavdiya pressed Spirit’s hands together 

over the letter, the cold metal kind upon Spirit’s 

knuckles. 

Spirit shook as she nodded and took the 

envelope.  “Are you sure?” 

“Yes!  Of course I’m sure!  Just… just don’t get 

caught, will you?  Even if I did give it to you, I’m 



not sure that anyone would believe that you didn’t 

steal it, you know?” 

Spirit knew.  “I… Klavdiya, this is just too 

much!  I just can’t!” 

“Do I have to make this an order?” Klavdiya 

asked. 

Spirit felt herself loosen as she pulled the 

envelope towards her jacket, pocketing it in the 

inside lining.  “It’s just too great a gift.” 

“With your work and loyalty, you should have 

had several by now.  Perhaps talking to the Machine 

will finally straighten things out for you.” 

Spirit took Klavdiya’s hand.  “If there’s 

anything I can ever do for you, Klavdiya, anything-“ 

“You do plenty, Spirit.”  Klavdiya shook Spirit’s 

hand.  “Though, now that you’ve got me thinking, 

you sneaking me some of that chocolate cake from 

the mess hall tonight would be a pretty nice little 

bonus.” 

Spirit and Klavdiya both chuckled.  “It’s easily 

doable.  I’ll see you tonight when the Colonel has no 

more duties for me,” Spirit promised with a 

smile.  She stood and released Klavdiya’s 

hand.  “That reminds me, I should probably be 

going.  I left the organic residuals at the altar while I 



brought Galann here.  I don’t need the Colonel being 

upset with me tonight, especially not if I want to get 

you that cake.” 

Klavdiya let go and patted Spirit somewhat 

roughly on the side.  “Then get out of here – take the 

bloody mess to the incinerator.  Make your prayers 

while you do that.” 

Spirit nodded.  “I’d planned on it.  Rest well, 

Klavdiya.” 

“See you later.” 

Spirit wrapped her arms around her torso as she 

left, ensuring that the prayer card was secure in her 

military style jacket.  She felt the crunch of paper, 

heard the crinkling of the envelope, and released her 

hold on herself, walking stiffly as usual.  If she were 

to get away with this, no one could catch her until 

after the card had been used. 

  



Chapter 3 

With the tin pail full of blood and an arm in one 

hand, Spirit opened the heavy, steel double doors to 

the Prayer Room. At least this way she’d have an 

excuse to enter even if she didn’t have a defensible 

reason to make her way to one of the prayer card 

preparation desks or the Holy of Holies – the prayer 

tent. 

Upon stepping inside the high-ceilinged room, 

her eyes began to wander from her objective, the 

furnace’s opening, in order to absorb the pleasure of 

the marvels within. Spirit saw the sparkling, 

geodesic ceiling made of riveted steel and heavy iron 

beams coming from strategic points around the 

building to the center where the incinerator – and 

boiler – were placed.  

She couldn’t let herself become altogether 

forgetful of her primary duty. Spirit looked to the 

incinerator door, drawn to the light and heat exuding 

from the blazing inferno that warmed the enormous 

room. It got hotter as she moved closer, almost 

unbearably so, but she had to complete the order to 

dispose of Galann’s waste.  



With her left arm she yanked the handle of the 

bucket, allowing her right hand to hold the bottom 

and tilt it so that the blood and the arm fell into the 

incinerator. The smell of burning flesh quickly 

diffused into her nostrils, the tin pail becoming 

painfully hot soon after. She lowered the pail from 

the square opening to the incinerator and backed 

away, her face feeling tight from the heat.  

She grimaced. This, as well as her physical 

weakness, wasn’t the sign of a normal machine. It 

was the sign of an organic, of horrific imperfection. 

What was Michael thinking when he had built her 

and the others in the series? 

She shook her head and tried to put the question 

out of her mind. It didn’t matter now. Michael was 

dead. Served him right. 

She put the pail down next the incinerator 

opening, looking around the room. People, both 

mechanically enhanced and purely organic, carefully 

stepped around the chamber, precious prayer cards 

held tightly to their chests, a corner of the parchment 

peeking out brilliantly against the red cloth of the 

dress uniforms. Spirit felt the corners of her lips fall 

as she realized that the faithful were holding their 

cards so tight to keep them from being stolen.  



Klavdiya’s card rustled in Spirit’s jacket. The 

longer she waited, the longer she would have to hide 

the card from the prying eyes of the Colonel who 

would believe she’d stolen it.  

Spirit left the side of the incinerator and peeked 

around the large boiler that took up most of the 

prayer room. Several steel desks lined the walls, 

ready and waiting for those who wanted to prepare 

their cards.  

A table in the back had no one using it, so Spirit 

cautiously looked around. No one seemed to be 

paying her very much attention, and, what was 

better, she didn’t recognize anyone that she knew 

hated her. It was difficult to keep up with the lives of 

two thousand other believers, though, and she 

couldn’t tell who despised her within their heart.  

She straightened her back and marched toward 

the table, her face forced to remain dull as her 

motors whirred and her pumps worked faster to cool 

her jittery emotions. If she looked like she belonged, 

no one would pay her much attention.  

Once at the table, Spirit could hardly contain her 

excitement. She ran her fingers over the steel top, 

feeling the tiny imperfections where people had 

repeatedly scratched the stylus or pen over the 



surface. Above the desk was a large poster with 

frayed edges and expertly done calligraphy. It 

detailed how to encode a prayer card, from vague 

translation rules and suggestions to more pragmatic 

instructions on how to punch the cards with holes to 

encode the desired message. She smothered a grin, 

retaining her calm appearance even though her body 

felt like it would burst with eager anticipation.  

She, Spirit, had her own prayer card.  

Quickly, she pulled the pen from the stand on 

the desk and a piece of scratch paper. The prayer 

card only had room for eighty letters on it, so she 

had to make sure that what she wrote counted. For 

years she had wondered what she would ask the 

Machine if she were ever given a prayer card and, 

now that she held one in her pocket, couldn’t decide 

from all the important questions she wanted to ask. 

This one had to count. It was potentially the only 

prayer card she would ever be given, so it couldn’t 

be wasted.  

Spirit wrote down on her scrap paper, “What is 

the Spirit of Michael to do? Praise be to the 

Machine.” She ran her fingers across the sentences, 

counting the number of characters. 62 letters – she 



should translate to the Machine’s language before 

punching out the letter code.  

Spirit looked to the dictionary sitting on the 

corner of the table. The edges of the pages were 

frayed, the book having been rifled through many 

times before.  

She shook her head. The book could stay closed, 

since time was of the essence. Few living people 

knew the arcane language of the goddess as well as 

Spirit, though even fewer recognized or believed her 

prowess. At this point, it was an advantage for her to 

trick the Colonel into trusting her with blessed 

copies of each of the Manuals. The words of the 

Machine, old and beloved precepts and commands, 

were one of the few balms that eased the distress 

caused by being such a failure. Though she couldn’t 

let the Colonel know that she understood lest he take 

that last refuge away, looking through the dictionary 

shouldn’t be necessary to help her keep up the 

pretense. 

She translated the question easily to the arcane 

language, the harsh sounds pounding against her 

thoughts: “KriMichaeldukhmir ga hyysk tryr ta? 

Molg dosk gapyyrwarsmolmir.” Upon counting this 

more useful collection of letters, Spirit found 63 



characters, still within limit. 

Now, she came to the irreversible point of no return. 

She unbuttoned her jacket slowly, her eyes flitting 

left and right to make sure no one was watching. The 

cream envelope snuck out of her jacket lining and 

was quickly laid upon the table. Spirit opened the 

envelope and slid the thick card out, staring at it. It 

was a long piece of card stock with the corners cut 

off, pale green letters spelling at the top: PRAYER 

STATEMENT. 

The prayer card contained 12 rows, every other 

row highlighted a forest green by a thin layer of ink. 

The first two rows were labeled X and Y, the last ten 

with each digit in ascending order. Spirit picked up 

the hole punch and, looking at the letter codes given 

on the poster above the desk, carefully placed it over 

the card. With a quick hammer tap on the top of the 

punch, a rectangular hole was pressed in the card.  

More holes were punched, encoding the 

translated message that Spirit had planned. Each 

letter was double checked before it was punched – 

there was no spare card with which she could try 

again.  

At last, after taking quite a long time to 

painstakingly punch the holes, Spirit picked up the 



results of her handiwork. The small bits of paper 

she’d punched out fell away from the card, so she 

swept the waste into the bin next to the desk. 

Someone would come pick the bin up later and feed 

the waste to the hungering fire that powered the 

compound. 

She wanted to hold the card to her chest and 

seem just like anyone else in the room, but she 

couldn’t let other people see what she had. With a 

quick flick of her fingers, she opened the envelope 

back up and shoved the card in, stowing it back 

inside her coat. Her fingers deftly buttoned the 

jacket back up and she turned, looking at the line to 

the tent.  

Taking the card out to punch holes in it was 

already a risk, but waiting in the single line to pray 

to the machine was insanity. An acolyte was posted 

at the doorway to the tent, watching who went in and 

making sure that they had a filled prayer card. There 

was no time of the day in which the Machine 

allowed her hub to sleep, forcing her people to take 

shifts to cover the clock, and there was no time of 

day in which Spirit could avoid the acolyte’s 

scrutiny.  



There was no better time to try than during this 

shift change. If she waited, she’d still encounter the 

same problems. She took her spot at the end of the 

line and nervously stood, waiting four followers 

deep for a chance to access the prayer tent. She 

looked at the back of their heads, noticing by the cut 

of their uniforms and the gold cords on their 

shoulders that all of these people were higher ups. It 

was probably fitting, seeing as they received their 

orders directly from the Machine herself, but Spirit 

felt it odd that the ability to pray to one’s deity 

required dismemberment for a person of a lower 

rank to be allowed the chance.  

A light made of arcane energy flared up on the 

side of the tent, the red flash attracting the attention 

of the guard. He stepped forward to the tent and said, 

loud enough that everyone in line could hear over 

the gurgling boiler, “The Machine has heard your 

prayer. Please exit the tent.”  

Out of the tent stepped one of the majors, 

nodding curtly to the guard before he tugged on the 

end of his jacket and turned away. As his legs 

moved, Spirit listened for the sound of machines 

whirring. 



Like happened when she listened to the Colonel 

walk, she heard nothing. Either the mechanisms of 

the arms and legs given to the lower ranked 

personnel were of lower quality, or, as Spirit knew 

to be the truth, the higher ranked members weren’t 

getting replacement limbs as often. She bit her 

bottom lip, hoping to shove disrespect for her 

superiors out of her mind. 

Another prayer maker stepped into the tent, her 

body relaxing as she lifted the velvet flap to enter. 

Spirit watched the guard carefully, seeing him nod to 

the Lieutenant Colonel as she stepped in the door. 

All the guard had done, as Spirit suspected would 

happen with her, was look at the green and white 

card with holes punched in it. As long as he didn’t 

recognize her, Spirit gathered that she had a fair 

chance of making it through.  

It was only a few minutes before the light once 

again came on, bright red luminescence grabbing the 

guard’s attention. He announced once more, “The 

Machine has heard your prayer. Please exit the tent.”  

The line moved up. Two people stood between 

her and the tent. An elf Captain entered the flap, 

pompously opening the velvet curtain with flair. 



Spirit held herself still after a tap on her 

shoulder. Though frightened, she remained steady 

and turned her head to see who it was. 

A woman with an angry scowl and many awards 

pinned to her chest stood behind Spirit. Her skin was 

dark and smooth, her lips large and pouty. Spirit 

recognized her as one of the Colonel’s favorites 

from the war, Major Brontell. The proud human held 

to her chest, behind an organic arm, a prayer card.  

“Yes?” Spirit asked. 

“My dear, I am afraid that I am pressed for time. 

I think you should step behind me.” Brontell smiled 

and clasped her fingers around the card on her chest 

more tightly. The white and green card stood out 

against the Major’s crimson uniform, like a brilliant 

signal that the woman was better than Spirit.  

Spirit refused to let her lips pout or her brows 

wrinkle in disdain. “I have been standing in line for 

longer than you have. The order of the line dictates 

where we stand, by the Machine’s directives.”  

She shook her head. “Tsk-tsk. The Colonel’s 

always said that you were a subversive little android, 

but never had I thought it was this bad. You know, I 

am of a significantly higher rank than you. The 



Ninth Precept commands you to obey me. Now, are 

you going to do as you’re told?” 

The line moved up. Only one person now stood 

between Spirit and her chance to speak with the 

Machine.  

“I am afraid that the order of the line dictates, 

Major, that those who arrive first are to be seen first, 

regardless of rank. Who are we to question the ways 

and dictates of the Machine or any of her holy 

decrees? What kind of believer would we be if we 

bowed to our own wishes instead of those rules 

given to us by the goddess we swear to adore?”  

Her face twitched, any semblance of kindness 

melting away. “Don’t you dare try to pretend like 

you follow holy orders. If the Colonel didn’t fancy 

you as such a pretty trophy of war, someone would 

have already deactivated you.” She stepped close, 

halitosis stinging Spirit’s nostrils. “The Colonel’s 

growing disillusioned with your performance, you 

know. I noticed it in his eyes as he held the saw to 

cut off Galan’s arm. I watched how he glowered at 

you. You’ve been messing up, my dear, and it’s not 

like you’re really his child. He doesn’t really love 

you. One day he’ll let you suffer for your failures.” 



The line moved up. Spirit watched as the First 

Lieutenant moved into the tent, replacing the Major 

who exited.  

“That day is not yet,” Spirit argued. “You and I 

are only walking upon Terrus by the will of our 

goddess. When we forswore all the other gods, back 

when we took our oaths, we became Hers alone. If 

anyone’s dictates must be followed, they are Hers.” 

The guard stepped forward to Spirit. He seemed 

disinterested in who she was – as was called for with 

his job – but pointed to her empty hands with brown 

fingers. “Spirit of Michael – the Machine has 

dictated through her high priest that only those who 

come to pray may enter the tent. Do you have a 

Prayer Statement prepared?” 

“Of course this thing doesn’t have a statement,” 

Brontell scoffed. She lifted a dark brow and flitted 

her hands, pointing towards Spirit’s person. “If she 

did, I’d be suspicious. She’s done nothing to deserve 

time with the Holy Machine.”  

Spirit held her fists tight, realizing that Brontell 

was right, and that her prayer card would likely be 

taken if she revealed it. Even if she were denied 

entry for now, it would be better to not reveal her 

hand and risk the card being taken forever. She held 



her head high and stated, “There are other ways to 

pray to the Machine, as dictated in her Holy Texts. I 

seek to perform the ritual of incense, as described in 

the Worshipper’s Manual, volume 2, chapter four, 

section three, beginning on line nine.” Spirit 

coughed lightly, then repeated from her memory 

banks, “As a rough translation and summary, the 

Manual dictates, ‘In the holiest of shrines available, 

a sacrifice of the tobacco plant – aged, dried, cut 

thin, and wrapped in thin strips of vellum – may be 

acceptable to the Machine. These sacrifices must be 

burned so that the smoke of them fills a room, 

driving out all traces of non-belief. They will smell 

as a repellant to the untrained and unfaithful, but are 

as a sweet savor to the Machine. Petitions and 

statements may be offered to the Machine at this 

time.’”  

The guard blinked and turned around, shuffling 

through the four large volumes of the Manual. 

Volume two regarded inputs, sacrifices, and 

worship, so he sought out that book on the bottom of 

the pile. The guard flipped it open. “Where did you 

say this reference was?” 

“Chapter four, section three, beginning line 

nine.” Spirit held her hands behind her back.  



The guard looked at her intermittently as he 

sifted through the pages of the Manual. He shook his 

head as he did so, recognizing the foreign language 

of the book but not understanding the mysterious 

words. “I don’t know if you’re telling the truth – the 

Manual is written in Drakvari. Are you just making 

this up?” 

Spirit stood stiffly, flipping through her files and 

turning up memories, but she landed on a lie as the 

most sensible thing to say. “The Colonel is the High 

Priest here at the Obrazet Hub. If he translated the 

Manual poorly, then I may have repeated poorly. 

However, this portion I have personally checked 

over myself, ensuring that it is correct. I would not 

have risked my standing with the Machine by 

disrupting this sacred service.” She felt repulsed at 

herself, feeling the untruth disgustingly wriggle 

through her programming. Still, no one would 

believe that she’d only truly memorized her own 

translation.  

Spirit looked at the man’s face while he 

examined the section of the manual with the 

instructions for cardless prayer. His nose was 

wrinkled as his lips tried to form the harsh words of 

the arcane language.  



Spirit smiled and placed a hand over the place 

on the page where his eyes pointed. “Give me a 

minute, nothing more. If the Machine decides to 

throw me out before that with the light, I will exit at 

your behest. If not, well… how many cards have you 

gotten in your life? Wouldn’t you like to have the 

opportunity to try for more prayers?” 

The guard’s face lit up, but the frustrated Major 

Brontell huffed. “Look, young Sergeant, if you let 

this… this thing into the prayer room, you’ll be 

committing a great crime against your goddess! She 

has no card and could be making up these scriptures 

as far as you know.” 

“She’s right, you know,” Spirit said calmly. She 

reached out and touched the forearm of the guard, 

gripping it tightly but not uncomfortably. “Without a 

priest here, it’s impossible to confirm what I say. If I 

am wrong, then you may have the right to demand a 

service of me – I am quite good at enhancement 

design and repairs, if I might be so bold to say. Your 

arm will soon need adjustments, and I can do well 

by you. If I am right about the cardless prayers, 

then… what is the cost of a minute in the face of a 

reward such as sacrificing and praying to the 

Machine? All by yourself, at that.”  



The guard gulped. His brown face seemed 

believing and hopeful but scared of the Major. 

Finally, as the red light blinked on, he nodded. 

“Alright. One minute. But don’t expect anyone to let 

you through ever again without a prayer card – I’m 

just going to do this because I doubt you’ll ever get a 

card in the first place. Kindness of my heart and all, 

I guess.”  

Spirit nodded and bowed, thankfully, as she 

watched the guard move to the flap. “Thank you, 

sir.”  

He didn’t seem altogether pleased with his 

bargain, but he still announced to the elf inside, “The 

Machine has heard your prayer. Please exit the tent.”  

As the first Lieutenant exited, Spirit ducked 

under the tent flap, the heavy velvet pushing her into 

the dark room.  

  



Chapter 4 

The inside of the tent was lit only by flashing 

bulbs of arcane energy, a single wire of magic 

brightly buzzing from the peak of the tent where 

steel rivets held it to the ceiling. To the back of the 

enormous tent as far as Spirit could see were 

machines, ticking and whirring in glorious unison, 

fans cooling them as they created thoughts and 

analyzed the environment. A fence surrounded them 

as meager attempt to stop any crazy people from 

potentially breaking the mechanism through which 

the goddess spoke.  

A set of luxurious, purple cushions were placed 

before a thick stack of paper. Along either edge of 

the paper were holes punched every half-inch or so, 

at the top and bottom of each sheet perforations that 

would allow it to be separated from the stack after 

printing.  

Spirit sat among the satin cushions, feeling the 

softness against her rough uniform. Strong 

disapproval of the setting ran through her veins – 

nowhere in the manual was comfort encouraged 

during prayer or ritual. Deliberate reduction of 



inevitable pain, yes, but never comfort, never 

luxuries.  

In front of her was a great panel for the 

mechanical interpreter of prayers. Designed by the 

Machine herself, the device was a marvel to behold. 

A thin film that had been taken from Michael’s 

mainframe spun behind a glass panel, eternally 

rolling and writing itself over. Spirit smiled and 

wondered if a smaller version was scrolling within 

her.  

Underneath these rolling films, however, was 

the important piece. A small slot with the label 

INSERT PRAYER STATEMENTS sat just beneath 

the film.  

With no time to spare, Spirit drew her card 

quickly out of her jacket and envelope, putting it 

arrow first into the machine.  

The paper was sucked into the panel, handles 

behind the steel cover whirring and punching at the 

paper as if with fury. Spirit immediately moved to 

her knees to watch as each line of print came out 

from the response printer. First was the title of the 

program – Prayer Response Maker – with an artistic 

flair of dashes and lines signs to make the insignia of 

the Machine. It then printed out an exact replica of 



Spirit’s question in the arcane language of the 

Machine before stopping just a moment. 

Spirit bit her lip with bated breath. What if this 

was all she got? A lot of prayer-makers only came 

out with one sheet of paper, and those were 

considered lucky. What if the question she’d asked 

wasn’t good enough? 

The printer whined as it booted back up, printing 

off a response. Spirit watched the letters feed out of 

the printer and read, “Shorm gapalikashacevov ga 

molg ta ho tryrmymir ta?” or, roughly translated, 

“Why haven’t you prayed to me before now?” 

A ding like the sound of a crystal bell pinged, 

Spirit’s attention drawn to it. A new slot opened, 

three prayer cards appearing. In a tin box just next to 

the cards was an awl and hammer lying atop a 

translation book, on the back cover of which was a 

small guide to punch codes. Spirit took the cards, 

shoving two into her jacket. The last she put to the 

ground, setting the book just in front of her to look 

at the back. On the back was a sample card, all 26 

letters detailed with their punch orders. She 

hurriedly used the punch and hammer to spell out 

the Drakvari version of, “Never had cards. No time 

left.”  



She shoved it into the machine and bowed down 

before it, kissing the ground as she would have back 

before the prayer cards were an option. Her time had 

to be close to over.  

The printer poured out Spirit’s question then, 

seconds later, responded, “I decide when your time 

is up, not you. What do you mean, no cards? I have 

sent you hundreds and never heard from you a single 

time. Why?”  

Outside the tent, Spirit could hear bickering. The 

Major was yelling at the guard, “Her time has been 

up for thirty seconds now! I just have the one card 

today, you can get her out!” 

“But… But, Sir, the light is on. The Machine in 

her glory responded to her pleas. I don’t think I can 

stop that.”  

Spirit bit her lip and held the punch tight in her 

hands, poking into a second card while she had time. 

“I never knew you’d sent cards. Others will soon 

stop my prayer.” 

The Machine’s correspondence soon returned, 

“By my decree, no one will disturb us. You cannot 

hide from me. Why have you tried to stay away from 

me for so long?” 



As the guard tried to keep the Major from 

entering, more cards popped out. Spirit took them, 

placing one on the floor. Quickly she punched, now 

getting the hang of it. “I have longed to speak with 

you, but I was never given cards. Test my faith if 

you wish for proof.”  

“Test you?” The Machine responded. “Why test 

you when your superiors have almost all said they 

want you terminated? You have already failed.”  

Spirit felt the inside of her head pressurize 

against her eyes, and she wiped her face in a 

response to sobbing. Her hand came back dry, her 

body unable to produce real tears. Was her goddess 

abandoning her? Was suffering through the 

imprisonment of the war, separated from the 

Machine, as well as faithful servitude within her 

goddess’s hub afterwards to be rewarded with… 

with disdain?  

It must mean that she was, deep down, a traitor. 

Her goddess would know best. Her goddess was 

powerful, unified, the seeker of perfection.  

Spirit punched out, “If my death is your will, I 

will not fight it. I want perfection and unity.”  



There was a longer pause after she put the card 

in, as if the Machine needed time to process. Perhaps 

she’d made a spelling error? 

The printer choked out, “You sound loyal… no 

one has offered me their life before. Even so, I spat 

out a card for you every time your Colonel visited 

me at this hub for five years before I gave up on you 

ever visiting me. You received almost a thousand 

cards, Spirit of Michael, and I haven’t identified a 

single one returning to me. Are you saying that your 

superior did not follow my orders?” 

Spirit felt her heart sink. She clenched her fists 

around the hammer and punch, anxiously pushing 

the little holes out as she responded, “Logically, 

either I lie, am malfunctioning, or he has 

disobeyed.”  

“And which is it?” 

Spirit gulped. She wasn’t lying, that much was 

certain, but the Colonel had always been one of her 

biggest allies – even if he did sometimes punish her 

overly harshly.  

“I don’t know. What can I do?” 

“There is nothing you can do.” The paper paused 

for a moment, but then started back up before Spirit 

could respond. “Though you have ignored me for 



years, at least you haven’t stooped to blaspheme. I 

would have detected it if you’d destroyed the cards, 

my mainframe forced to watch as I build animosity 

against the one who ignored my call.” 

Spirit smiled. The Machine couldn’t have been 

more explicit that the Colonel was in danger – if the 

cards which he had hoarded were destroyed, he 

would be in danger of eternal damnation. The Holy 

Machine had pointed out exactly the way for Spirit 

to both correct the Colonel and, at the same time, 

expand the access of the lower ranks to the prayer 

cards. She picked up the hammer and the punch, 

beginning to make a response, but the guard shouted 

from the outside, “The Machine has heard your 

prayer. Please exit the tent.”  

Nervously she gathered the leftover cards, 

fumbling with them as she tried to slip them into the 

envelope. With only one sliding in easily, she closed 

it and shoved the rest into her jacket pocket before 

replacing the tools to the box from whence they 

came. She stood, brushing dust from her knees, and 

yanked her responses from the printer. Even without 

any explicit approval from the Machine, she had 

been given a direct method to prove herself 

innocent. The Machine was always purposeful, so 



Spirit just knew that the goddess had intended to 

give her a secret way to see if the Colonel had 

disobeyed. If he had, it was only right that she, a 

loyal underling, point out his mistakes so he could 

rectify them, and, almost as importantly, she could 

speak again with the Steel Mother.  

She pushed the curtain open, the two sheets of 

paper in her hand, and watched as the guard gulped.  

The frustrated Major Brontell, who had wanted 

so badly to skip Spirit’s place in line, tore forward 

and entered the tent with her card. Spirit didn’t feel 

bad – the woman hadn’t been forced to wait that 

much longer for her. 

The guard cleared his throat, pointing to Spirit’s 

response papers. “I see your methods worked. The 

Machine even lit up the green light for you – that 

normally doesn’t happen, not unless she’s very 

interested.” He eyed Spirit up and down, then asked, 

“When can you teach me how to pray without a 

card?”  

Murmurs ran through the line. Spirit heard a 

woman ask another person, “She can pray without a 

card?” while someone else asked, “Why haven’t we 

been told about this?” 



She breathed in to allow herself to sigh. She 

quietly told the guard, “I can teach you the old ways 

ways tomorrow morning, 0600 hours, before the 

Colonel awakens and my duties begin. However, I 

must warn you that the Machine has dictated in 

revision 3A to the Manual that the cardless prayers 

be attempted only if cards or the prayer hub are 

unavailable. I am unable to receive cards, so I was 

forced to attempt this prayer method. Those of you 

who do receive cards should be prepared for 

disappointment with the results of the cardless 

prayers.”  

The guard nodded his head. “I don’t care. Where 

should I meet you tomorrow?” 

Spirit looked around, noticing that the three 

people in line were trying to overhear. She 

suppressed a smile, then said to the guard, “Meet me 

in the chapel. There’s a Manual near the altar, so if 

you bring your translation dictionary we can look at 

the passages together and see what they say.” She 

brushed her hands together, then looked to everyone. 

“I have more duties to my superior. I must bid you 

adieu.”  

Spirit walked away from the tent, around the 

boiler, and to the front of the room where the steel 



double doors were. She dampened her smile. Since 

the Machine never lied, Spirit was certain that this 

was the path to point out the Colonel’s wayward 

methods and turn him back towards righteousness.  

Already a plan to do the Machine’s will was 

forming. 

  



Chapter 5 

The Colonel wiped his mouth with the corner of 

a napkin, daintily removing the crumbs of chocolate 

cake from his face. He pushed the empty tray over 

the top of his wooden desk, knocking it into his 

bottle of ink. With a quick lash, Spirit saved the 

open bottle from breaking and spilling everywhere, 

then placed it back on the table, out of the Colonel’s 

path.  

She gathered the dirty silverware, picked up the 

tray, and placed the silver cover back over it. “Was 

your meal satisfactory, sir?” she asked.  

The Colonel patted his fingers onto the napkin 

and tossed it at Spirit. She caught it as it fell down 

her torso, crumpling it in her fingers.  

As he leaned back into his heavy, leather chair, 

the Colonel unbuttoned his jacket, his stomach 

filling out the cream undershirt that stuck out further 

than the heavy ruffles near the neck. The golden 

cords that lay on his shoulders moved outwards, off 

his chest to hang towards the floor. “The food was 

good, Spirit, but I had to swallow quite the bitter pill 

with it. Do you know what kind of rumors I heard 

today?” 



Though she wanted to run, she held her ground 

and replied, “Unless I was assisting you at the time, 

I would be unaware of what you had heard.”  

The Colonel tapped his fingers against the 

armrest of his chair. “There is a man named 

Yonathen in the recovery room, Spirit. According to 

the night shift caretaker, he claims to have overheard 

an interesting conversation between you and the 

Vokadan, Klavdiya. Would you care to elaborate?”  

Spirit clenched the tray. Was her web of lies 

already going to fall apart? 

No, not so quickly. She wouldn’t let him catch 

her, not after he’d withheld all her chances at prayer. 

Still, now was not the time to reveal her hand – he’d 

cover it up and make her stay quiet. She bowed 

before him, keeping her eyes pointed to the floor. “It 

was a personal conversation, Colonel, in which 

nothing concerning transpired.” As she lifted her 

face he pretended to swallow. 

“And?” the Colonel asked. “Surely you 

remember what happened. You may act stupid, 

Spirit, but I know you better than that. You’re 

avoiding admitting what I’ve already caught you in.”  



Spirit backed away, shaking her head. “It – it 

was just a gift! Others have done as much, sir, 

giving or receiving prayer cards.”  

The Colonel stood from his chair, one hand 

outstretched as he leaned against the other one on his 

desk. “Give it here.”  

Spirit shook her head. “I can’t, sir.” 

He walked around the desk. “You didn’t use it, 

did you?” He grabbed her wrist and threw her back, 

causing her to curl up and drop the tray and 

silverware. “You aren’t allowed to speak with the 

Machine, virus! The risk is just too high! You know 

what happened when your brother was connected to 

a machine man hub!”  

Spirit whimpered and reached inside her jacket. 

She pulled out a card given to her by the Machine in 

the envelope Klavdiya had written her, making her 

lower lip waggle as she shakily handed over the 

prayer card. “I… I just want to talk to my goddess, 

sir. I love her so much.” The Colonel yanked the 

card away, prompting Spirit to jerk back her hand. “I 

didn’t mean anything by it, sir, I swear.” 

The Colonel grumbled. “Hmph. At least I caught 

you before you spoke to the Machine.” He took the 

card and sat back down in his chair. “Klavdiya will 



have to be watched from now on, though, just to 

make sure she’s not an excellent spy bent on 

spreading your filth. And you – what am I to do to 

you? There’s no more easy punishments left, Spirit, 

and this was a drastic departure from protocol.” He 

let go of her arm and walked over to his desk, 

opening the top drawer.  

Spirit at once began picking up the tray and 

silverware, but couldn’t keep her mind fixed on the 

task. As she tried to peek over the desk to see what 

he was reaching for, she asked, “What are you 

doing?” 

He shook his head and placed the card in the 

drawer. “I’m just putting this away so that you no 

longer have it. I’ll need to consult the Manual for 

what to do about you this time, but I should have a 

fitting punishment by tomorrow.” He sat back down 

and put his head in his palm. “Go away now, Spirit. 

Everything that comes out of your inane mouth 

makes my head hurt.”  

She bowed swiftly, picking up the things she’d 

dropped. “Yes, sir.”  

Upon standing, she put the tray back together 

and swiftly marched out of the Colonel’s office. She 

hadn’t expected that news to travel so quickly, if at 



all. At least she’d had the spare cards, and the 

Colonel shouldn’t be so discerning as to notice that 

the identification number didn’t match up with the 

one he’d given Klavdiya after her surgery.  

She sat down against the wall and crumpled up. 

With one hand she reached up to her left shoulder, 

feeling where she’d been thrown into the wall. She 

hoped it wouldn’t bruise – it looked so regrettably 

human when her body decided to do that – but 

suspected it would. Stupid organic outer layer. After 

a few breaths she stood, knowing that she couldn’t 

let herself lollygag for long, and took the tray 

towards the kitchens.  

Within a short span of time walking through the 

magically lit, steel hallways, Spirit arrived at the 

threshold of the dining room. The mess hall was a 

wide, open room with tables and chairs set in groups 

of four. Believers sat at these tables, eating meals in 

between or after shifts, talking with one another. 

Walking past the tables and the buffet, she went to 

the window where the dishes were returned and 

placed the tray just inside, someone on the other side 

taking it with mechanical arms wrapped in rubber 

gloves.  



The dishes now returned, Spirit looked around 

the mess hall. On a table at the end of the buffet, past 

the steaming meat, was what she wanted. The 

chocolate cake sat on a pedestal, iced with vanilla 

frosting, sprinkled with chocolate shavings, and 

topped with a cherry sitting in whipped cream on 

each slice. This was the glorious cake that Klavdiya 

wanted a taste of. 

She breathed. The mess hall wasn’t a good, 

healthy place for her. The kitchens prepared the 

sludge that served as her food, and putting herself 

out here with the solid food was too… tempting for 

some. Still, Klavdiya’s desires were important, and 

Spirit didn’t want to displease her friend.  

Though her arm ached, Spirit grabbed a tin plate 

and a steel fork with it and marched down the line, 

waiting to get through. She counted the number of 

people in line – three – and thought about how 

similar it was in size to the prayer line. The 

difference was that the prayer line took ten to twenty 

times longer to get through. Efficiently the line 

shuffled forward as those in front of her picked up 

sandwiches, salads, and today’s special, roast beef. 

She fiddled with her fork and spoon, turning them 

about on her plate while she waited. Though all she 



wanted was the cake at the end of the line, she 

wouldn’t dare skip anyone, especially not after the 

Colonel had become so angry at her and Brontell 

had nearly forced her out of the prayer line.  

Once through the line she grabbed the piece of 

cake without being noticed, thankfully, and scooted 

out of the cafeteria as quickly as she could manage. 

She sneaked a look behind her, seeing no one come 

after her.  

Good.  

She turned out of the mess hall to her left, 

marching steadily with the cake just before her. The 

fork sat next to the moist confection, the plain steel 

utensil far less ornate than the silver pieces used by 

the Colonel. She looked up from the fork and 

focused on how many sconces and doorways she 

passed in the long, nondescript hallway, counting 

down to the entry of the Recovery Room.  

As she passed what felt like the last sconce, 

Spirit looked to the door and reassured herself that 

she was in the right place. Painted in black, stenciled 

numbers on the door were three digits, 115, the room 

number she was searching for. She let go of the plate 

with her right hand and lifted her fist up, rapping 

gently on the middle of the door. After waiting an 



appropriate amount of time, she took the door handle 

with her open hand and turned it slowly, deliberately 

loud.  

On the other side of the door were the three beds 

with their recovering patients. Galann, nearest the 

door, still lay sleeping. Uncertain whether Klavdiya 

and Yonathen were awake, Spirit made her way first 

to the bed on which Galann was lying.  

She placed the tin plate on the small table next 

to Galann, the sound of the fork and plate muffled 

by the napkin beneath. She put her hands up to 

Galann’s neck, feeling the weak heartbeat of the 

man in his jugulars. His breath still made the back of 

her hand tingle as heat transferred through it, as the 

hairs on her arm were bent the wrong direction. 

Praise the Machine, Galann was still healthy. He 

would be awake in the morning if all continued to go 

well.  

Quietly, she pulled the last two prayer cards out 

from her breast pocket. She reached under the bed 

and around the steel supports, slipping the stiff cards 

under the mattress, between steel slats. Galann 

would be in here for a while, it being his first 

sacrifice. He’d be in misery for quite some time 

before physical therapy could even begin, meaning 



the mattress wouldn’t be taken and cleaned for 

months. The cards were safe between those slats. 

Spirit picked up the slice of cake and quietly 

tiptoed over to Klavdiya. She bent down to her 

friend’s side and found, despite the knocks at the 

door, that her dragonborn friend was fast asleep. 

Letting her shoulders droop in relaxation, Spirit 

placed the slice of cake on the table and unfolded the 

napkin on top of it. Certainly the napkin wouldn’t 

keep it fresh, but it would do something in the face 

of sitting on a counter all night.  

Standing straight, Spirit let her face droop as she 

stared over at Yonathen. The halfling had treated her 

poorly during her visits, always ordering her to do 

useless nonsense and berating her for failure soon 

after.  

Then… did she see him twitch? Did she see his 

eyes flit closed?  

Not taking chances, Spirit quickly padded 

around Klavdiya’s cot and went up close to 

Yonathen. His breathing was slow and even, the air 

coming in and out through his mouth as if during 

sleep. Blood, however, throbbed through his veins as 

if he was nervous. Could it be a dream, or was he 

faking?  



“Yonathen?” Spirit whispered. Of course, he 

remained still, so she reached out to the wrist of his 

organic arm. She lifted the arm up, holding the hand 

above his snoring face. She dropped the arm, 

watching the hand fall down and ‘magically’ move 

so as to avoid hitting his face.  

She grinned, snide ideas of revenge against the 

halfling Yonathen blooming within her. She’d use 

him to reveal the Colonel’s disobedience, and then 

the Colonel would punish him. If all went well, she 

wouldn’t be blamed with anything and the Machine 

would love her once more.  

“He’s asleep, Klavdiya!” she said in a hushed 

tone, turning to Klavdiya’s bed. Klavdiya didn’t 

respond, but Spirit didn’t let that stop her. She sat 

near her friend’s bed, watching Yonathen to see if he 

opened his eyes. His hand scooted down to his chest 

a little bit, making Spirit smile.  

Immediately, she turned and prodded Klavdiya 

on the shoulder then wiggled her friend’s chin. The 

yellow eyes of the dragonborn slowly opened, the 

slit irises adjusting as the lids batted. “Wha?” she 

asked.  

Spirit held her hand to Klavdiya’s mouth and 

shook her head as she said, “I checked. He didn’t 



even wake up when I moved his hand. It’s safe to 

talk now.” She leaned over the bed and pulled the 

chocolate cake off the nightstand, uncovering it and 

handing it to Klavdiya. The dragonborn could see 

somewhat better in the dark than Spirit could.  

Klavdiya’s eyes lit up with excited sparkles as 

her clawed fingers grabbed the tin plate, clanking 

against them. “That’s nice, Spirit. What did we have 

to talk about?” she asked.  

Spirit tugged on the sheets, grimacing in hopes 

that Klavdiya would understand. “The card – the 

prayer card. You see, it just so happens that 

Yonathen here told another caretaker about your gift. 

I didn’t want him to know that he had the ear of the 

Colonel, so I had to make sure that he was asleep 

before I told you what else happened.”  

Klavdiya took a bite of cake and slowly chewed 

it, swallowing forcefully with a frown. “I take it the 

Colonel didn’t react well to the news, then?”  

Spirit shook her head. “No, he did not. I suspect 

my punishment will be doled out tomorrow, but I 

simply do not know what kind of,” she cringed, 

“horrible thing the Colonel will come up with next.”  



Klavdiya ate her cake. “Well, hopefully he 

won’t choose to make you eat something. That’d be 

pretty awful, wouldn’t it?”  

Spirit curled her fingers tight around Klavdiya’s 

sheets and said through gritted teeth, “It wouldn’t be 

that bad, Klavdiya.” She rolled her eyes to point out 

Yonathen, hoping Klavdiya would realize that the 

halfling was actually listening.  

“Last time Galann and those jerkfaces in 

Gamma Company decided to beat you up in the 

mess hall and stuff you full, you weren’t functioning 

properly for a week. You can’t eat anything but that 

shit-smelling stuff lest you nearly fall apart. I’d say 

it would be that bad.”  

Spirit flitted her eyes to the unconcious Galann 

and leaned forward, heaving out a breath. “I’ve 

improved since then,” Spirit lied. She patted 

Klavdiya on the claw, frowning.  

“Ha – no you haven’t, you kidder.” When Spirit 

couldn’t answer, Klavdiya slowed her speech while 

she took another bite of her cake. “Something else is 

wrong, though. You’ve been punished by the 

Colonel before, so that’s not a problem.”  

Spirit leaned back. “He got me before I could 

make my prayer, Klavdiya.” She swallowed as best 



she could, no saliva in her mouth to make the sin of 

lying easier. “I tried to pray while I was at the 

incinerator, but I was afraid of getting caught with 

the card. I couldn’t do it, and then the Colonel… he 

caught me with it.”  

Klavdiya let the fork clatter onto her plate, 

despite the remainder of the slice that sat upon it. 

“What did he do? Please say that you hid it or 

something, at least, before he came after you.”  

Spirit shook her head. “No, he took it. It’s in his 

desk drawer right now, top right. If I’m correct, that 

drawer doesn’t lock, so we may be able to go… 

retrieve it when you’ve recovered.”  

Klavdiya pushed herself to a seated position. 

“Yeah.” Sarcasm laced her tones as she said, “That’s 

right, we just waltz right into his office and take 

back the prayer card that I had surgery to get.” She 

swallowed the cake that had been in her mouth and 

degrading while she spoke. “You know, other people 

give their cards away as gifts. I’ve seen them do it! I 

bet he’s given away cards as favors himself! Why 

does he think he can take away the one I gave to 

you?”  

Spirit hushed Klavdiya and pulled her blanket 

up. “He is our superior, Klavdiya, and we have no 



reason to question him.” She leaned over and fluffed 

Klavdiya’s pillows. “He may even be right. What if 

my questions for the Machine contained viral 

codes?”  

“Pfft,” Klavdiya answered. “Right, viral code 

with 80 characters. Best you could probably do is 

make her think you’re an idiot for wasting a card. 

What good is taking away your card when you’d 

need a whole deck to be subversive and 

treacherous?”  

Spirit shrugged. “I don’t know. I suppose it 

doesn’t matter. Probably the principle of the matter 

that I am not to pray to my goddess. Despite that, 

though, you should receive your card, I am certain. 

If he does not return it, we should ask him about it, 

get it back. The Machine blatantly decreed in the 

Manual and reiterated in her revisions that those who 

have sacrificed limbs should receive a prayer. I’ll get 

you that card back, I swear it.”  

Klavdiya laughed. “Doesn’t matter. Either the 

Machine hears us already and cares, or she doesn’t. 

Submitting a card does nothing to change that, and I 

don’t need to talk to my goddess to know that she 

cares. Colonel’s probably already burned the card 

anyway just to spite us.”  



Spirit seriously doubted that. Though the 

Machine had just told her that she watched whenever 

her cards were destroyed, she couldn’t assume that 

the Colonel didn’t know this as well. He’d obviously 

cared for and hidden the cards meant for her, 

otherwise the Machine would have realized that he 

was withholding. There was also the possibility that 

he’d done this for a good reason, and then she’d look 

like a fool and actually deserve punishment if she 

denied his orders.  

Spirit shook her head and returned her attention 

to Klavdiya. “There are a lot of things I would do to 

get that card back. To speak to the Machine again 

after all these years! Oh, it would be a dream come 

true.”  

“Well, if what the Colonel preaches during First 

Day services is true, you better burst that bubble 

before someone else does it for you. No one our rank 

is getting a card unless they’re willing to pay for it in 

blood.”  

Intrigued, Spirit tapped Klavdiya’s bed. “What 

message, might I ask, are you recalling? I do not 

remember him saying anything like that.”  

Klavdiya flopped her hand at Spirit and rolled 

her eyes. “Of course he didn’t say it like that. He 



said something like, ‘The order of things is as the 

Machine says they are, meaning I’m better and more 

loved than you. Citation from the unreadable 

Manual, translation, blah, blah, blah.’ Says stuff like 

that all the time.”  

That’s what Spirit had thought. “I doubt the 

Colonel says those things explicitly.” She looked 

down at Klavdiya’s eyes, the moonlight from 

outside making them shimmer.  

Klavdiya ate some more. “Eh, it doesn’t matter 

if he’s explicit. He’s the interpreter of the Manuals 

and he knows it – why, even if the Manual says 

something directly against what he preaches, no one 

would call him out.”  

Spirit sat up. “You mean… you’ve noticed when 

he says those things? When he gives bad 

interpretations?”  

Klavdiya shook her head and dug the fork into 

the frosting. “What? By the Hells, no. I don’t have 

the time to interpret scripture like you do, I wouldn’t 

know. Wouldn’t put it past him, though.”  

Hurriedly, Spirit tried to fluff Klavdiya’s bed. 

She needed to get back to her room and read her 

beloved Manuals as soon as possible. 

“Unfortunately, Klavdiya dear, I believe that it’s far 



past your bedtime. I probably shouldn’t have 

awakened you in the first place.”  

“Oh, it’s worth it for cake. Wake me up anytime 

for cake.” She took another bite, savoring the deep, 

chocolate flavor before handing Spirit the empty 

plate. “I’d ask you if you want some, but I know 

what you’d say.”  

Spirit smiled sweetly at Klavdiya. “Why, thank 

you. How sacrificial of you.” They both snickered, 

Spirit covering her mouth instinctively despite the 

lack of saliva. “Oh, dear. I wish I could spend longer 

with you, but I really must go. Even us constructs 

must recharge at some point.”  

Klavdiya smiled, eyes closed happily. “Get out, 

then. I’ll see you in the morning.”  

“Good night.” Spirit began to walk away.  

After gently closing the door, she hopped away 

with a spring in her step. She couldn’t have thought 

of a better way for that conversation to end! First 

Klavdiya had serendipitously planted the idea of 

destroying the cards into Yonathen’s head, which 

meant that he’d likely get the suggestion around to 

the Colonel. What’s more, Klavdiya had accidentally 

helped Spirit come up with how to conduct the 



Manual interpretation the next morning. Yes, the 

talk had been happy, supportive, and… intriguing.  

The Manual would tell her the truth – truth she 

knew the Colonel was selectively ignoring.  

  



Chapter 6 

Spirit sat with the second volume of the Manual 

on her lap, strips of napkin placed in between pages 

as markers. She’d spent too long studying last night 

and could feel her body begging her to recharge and 

rest. Memories from the day before cluttered her 

thought process, filling up her short term memory 

and not moving adequately to the long-term. She’d 

need to sleep more tonight, assuming the Colonel let 

her.  

For now, though, the guard acolyte from the 

prayer room was potentially coming for a lesson on 

prayer from the Colonel’s assistant. She’d prepared 

as best she could and hoped that the man would be 

satisfied.  

The steel doors to the chapel swung open and 

cracked with a terrible racket as someone stepped 

inside. Spirit jerked her head from the book, much 

less responsively than she normally would have 

been, and stared at the believer who had entered.  

The person’s rank was indeterminate, the elven 

woman wearing night clothes rather than a uniform.  



Spirit raised a brow and closed the Manual on 

her lap, standing after putting it to the side. “May I 

help you? Is there something wrong?”  

The elf stepped up the aisle cautiously, walking 

past the steel benches padded with red. She held the 

tips of her fingers together, pointed forward 

nervously, and squinted at Spirit. “I had heard a 

rumor that there was going to be a lesson taught 

taught this morning on praying to the Holy Machine 

without a prayer card. Is that true? Is this the right 

place?”  

Spirit held her hand tightly. She filtered through 

her files, looking for this woman’s face, but couldn’t 

place it while she was this tired. One thing was for 

certain: she hadn’t been at the prayer room the night 

before.  

“Yes, sir. Well, in a manner of speaking. I had 

offered to conduct a study of the Manual, as 

prescribed in Volume One, to reach a consensus. We 

will all be looking over the mysteries contained 

within the pages of the Manual for ways to 

communicate with our goddess.” Spirit bowed 

lightly, hoping that it was appropriate. She couldn’t 

tell what rank this person held.  



The elf gave a derisive sneer. “You? You are 

supposed to be the one conducting this session?” 

Spirit backpedaled. “No – no, that’s not exactly 

what I meant. I had only thought that one person, a 

man who works second shift as guard in the prayer 

room, would be here. If there are to be three of us, I 

shall take a role of a… A facilitator, perhaps? 

Someone who makes certain the discussion doesn’t 

get off track, but encourages the participants to delve 

logically and thoughtfully into the scriptures.”  

The elf looked up and to her right at an empty 

space, deep in thought. After a few moments, she 

nodded her head up and down. “It’ll suffice.” She 

shuffled away, seating herself in the front row near 

the altar.  

As the elf lowered herself into the seat, the doors 

slammed open, another four people entering. Spirit 

felt her eyes widen, searching the newcomers for 

signs of rank, seeing only one with uniform on. He 

was a corporal, only one step higher than she. There 

was no way he had been at the prayer room the night 

before. Another man in the group, dwarf by the 

stockiness of his short build and his thick, red beard, 

stomped up to Spirit. “This where the Colonel’s 

going to teach us how to pray without cards?”  



Spirit bowed deferently. “Yes and no.” She 

stood back up, then continued, “This is a session 

where we, as a group, shall study the Manual with 

its revisions and determine what it says about 

prayer.”  

More people filed in, staring at Spirit and the 

four she was with for just a moment prior to sitting 

on the row next to the elf. Who were they?  

The dwarf shrugged and combed mechanical 

fingers through his beard. “I suppose that’ll be 

alright. Do wish the Colonel were doing it, though. 

It’d make it more official, to the letter.”  

Spirit bowed her head. “As you say, it would 

enhance the study, but the Colonel is a very busy 

man. Please, if you would, take a seat. We shall 

begin at 0600 hours, as promised.”  

More believers noisily filed into the chapel and 

sat down, nervously questioning each other what 

was going on. Spirit backed up slowly to the altar, 

sitting back down and placing the Manual on her lap. 

She shook her head as she flipped through the pages 

of the first volume in search of valuable information 

she hadn’t planned on needing. Already, with five 

minutes to wait, twenty people had entered the 

chapel and sat down to hear this heretical lesson. She 



couldn’t take any risks that people would get upset 

and blame her for filling them with heretical ideas – 

she had to make them take ownership, had to let 

them use logic to come to the inevitable conclusions 

the Manual itself pointed to.  

She found the instructions she needed. The 

section on consensus and what constituted it was 

relatively long, mostly focusing on the righteousness 

of the Machine and all her commands, but Spirit 

thought she could get the crowd to focus on what 

they needed. Unfortunately, she worried, she may 

have to reveal her skill with the arcane language and 

interpretation of the Manual – a skill she, by right as 

a mere acolyte and not a priest, shouldn’t have.  

The minutes ticked away furiously quickly, 

leaving Spirit with little time to prepare. Her plans to 

guide the thoughts of a person, maybe two, were not 

going to be so easily accomplished. Earlier she had 

planned to guide them through the portions of the 

Manual she had picked out, then allow them to form 

their own opinions. With the Manual’s true words 

before them in a holistic manner, the Colonel’s 

‘straightforward’ interpretations wouldn’t look quite 

so straightforward.  



With this many people, though, she couldn’t get 

everyone to read the single copy of the Manual at 

once. She’d have to read it to them and hope that she 

could instill just a seed of thoughts to get the mob to 

think critically.  

She stood as the clock turned over to the sixth 

hour of the day and clapped her hands. “If we may 

have silence, we can begin,” she said. 

The people in the front row stared at her and became 

silent, the quiet and reverent awe traveling back to 

the next couple of rows. Something on the order of 

forty people had shown up all crowded into the first 

few rows, and now they were staring at Spirit 

intently. She picked up the first volume of the 

Manual and lifted it in front of her chest so everyone 

could see it and verify its genuineness. She saw 

them stare and point, the words “Volume One” 

appearing on the lips belonging to perplexed and 

curious faces. 

Spirit projected, “There are more people here 

than I expected, so before we begin learning about 

prayer, I thought I would explain what we’re going 

to do and how we should operate given that the 

Colonel is not present.” She cleared her throat 

falsely and flipped open the first volume. “I hope 



some of you have brought your dictionaries to help 

translate the lines of the Manual.”  

She heard groans, saw eyes roll from the people 

in the back. She’d expected as much. The Colonel 

himself had even taken to reading only very small 

portions of the Manual at a time, paraphrasing in his 

own words when he could get away with it. “Though 

we may spend time today translating the Manual, I 

hope you’ll take my word for it as I translate the 

following commands from Volume One.” Everyone 

hushed and stared at Spirit when she uttered the 

words ‘Volume One.’ She had stepped over the line 

and couldn’t take it back.  

“I have painstakingly translated it over years of 

hard work. Listen as I repeat from my translation of 

Volume One, chapter two, section two, starting at 

line four: ‘The function of consensus CONS is to 

determine the correct use of inputs in such a manner 

that it will remain useful to the Machine in her 

mainframe. As a result of wildly varying opinion 

among organic lifeforms, consensus is necessary to 

ensure unity among her followers. Though the 

Manual was written to be understandable by any 

layman with no prior knowledge of the Mainframe 

or her precepts, the Machine has prepared for the 



inevitable cascade of mistakes and disagreements 

possible among organics. Let it be reinforced that 

absolute instruction and interpretation can only be 

given directly from the eternal Machine herself and 

that no mistake on the part of her followers can be 

redirected to her holy being.’”  

Here, Spirit paused and looked up. Everyone 

seemed to be staring, still interested sheerly by the 

novelty of being read to from Volume One, the so-

called Priest’s Manual. She returned to the 

parchment and ink. “Line five: ‘CONS reads the 

Worshipper’s Manual character by character, 

translating the input into an inferior language as 

necessary for the slower computing subunits to 

significantly reduce computational time. Once 

translation has been achieved, interpretation may 

begin as described in section 1 which details the 

interpretation duties of high priests.’  

“Line six.” Spirit looked up, boredom beginning 

to creep over the crowd’s faces. This would be the 

last line she needed to read. “‘The primary output of 

a CONS participating subunit is a statement of 

agreement and approval with a postulated 

interpretation. Upon agreement of all CONS 

participants, consensus will be reached and 



interpretation should be considered valid until 

invalidation occurs. More on invalidation is in line 

seven. However, due to the variance problems 

encountered when more organic computational 

power is added, CONS may be terminated and 

branch into super or simple majority based pseudo-

CONS on the convergence criteria depending on 

sample size as determined in line seventeen.’”  

There. They were bored out of their minds, 

ready to accept anything as entertainment and truth – 

even that which directly contradicted what the 

Colonel said. She smiled and spoke, “I understand 

that the Manual’s language is lofty and confusing. It 

is difficult for all of us to wrap our minds around, I 

know, but we have to do this in order to avoid 

heresy. In accordance with the CONS command, I 

will hereby posit that the interpretation of what I just 

read, as well as some of the surrounding lines, is as 

follows.”  

She cleared her throat again, a limited level of 

interest returning at the new sound. “I posit that 

consensus would look like a group of individuals 

who study the Manual and decide, with or without 

the presence of a priest, how to logically interpret 

the commands in a way practical for organics. With 



this many people, a supermajority of two-thirds 

agreement is necessary to count as a final 

interpretation. However, consensus derived 

interpretations are generally considered less final 

than those of a High Priest, but can actually be used 

in some circumstances to invalidate a High Priest’s 

faulty interpretation.” She looked out at the crowd, 

scanning them. “Now that you’ve heard the evidence 

and my thoughts, we are to vote on agreement. If 

two-thirds of you or more agree, we shall use what I 

have just said as a basis of our further discussion on 

prayer. If less than two-thirds agree,” Spirit 

threatened, “Then I will dissolve the meeting and 

we’ll have still benefited due to our loyal desire to 

learn more of the Machine’s ways. We will not talk 

about prayer and will not encroach upon the 

Machine’s sacred mysteries.”  

They were raptly paying attention, on the edge 

of their seats. Heresies, spoken of in the chapel? The 

chance to do the priest’s sacred and powerful job? 

Of course these organics would vote yes. It was an 

economic bargain, not a question of right and wrong, 

on and off, for these – and most – organic 

individuals.  

“All those in favor, raise your right hand.”  



Everyone agreed. One or two people seemed to 

be behind the curve, raising their hands only when 

they realized that everyone else was. Not a single 

person dared to keep their hand down in 

disagreement.  

“Then we have reached our first consensus. 

Great is the Machine, the General to whom we are of 

service.”  

“One.” It was rote memory and reflexes that 

made them respond as such, but Spirit smiled. She 

had already started weaving herself into their 

thoughts and beliefs, even if they distrusted her as a 

person.  

Spirit stepped down from the top step, where the 

altar stood, onto the middle step. “Our time will 

grow short quickly. I do not wish to waste your 

valuable time and efforts by keeping you here overly 

long. Thus, I will ask what you, my esteemed fellow 

and superior worshippers, wish to do next. I can read 

the important passages concerning the availability 

and discovery of prayer cards for us to translate, or I 

can provide an interpretation with the expectation 

that you will read the passages before we vote for 

consensus in our next meeting. Please, your input 

and direction is valuable. I am but a lowly servant of 



the Most High.” 

Spirit bowed, but lifted her head just enough to see 

what was going on before her. No one seemed to 

want to stand and speak their mind, all of them 

uncertain whether or not they were getting what they 

bargained for.  

One half elf lady, with dark hair and skin, stood. 

“Does the Colonel agree with you about all this?”  

“I am uncertain,” Spirit answered. “He was very 

busy last night and I did not find it an appropriate 

time to alert him. Upon your request, I shall ask his 

permission to continue these sessions.”  

By then, though, it would already be too late. 

Her goal was so close she could taste it.  

The woman shook her head and hands, waving 

them before her. “No. You don’t need to do that – 

he’d put a dampener on it anyway. Always get so 

bored listening to him.”  

When she sat, though, a pale-faced gnome 

hopped upon his bench and stood on the steel pew. 

“She’s right. Sermons are dull, much duller than 

this, where we get to interact with the information.” 

He looked around nervously, as if he worried that 

others wouldn’t agree. “I can read the Manual on my 

own time, but I can’t hear an idea of another 



person’s interpretation. Tell us what you think, give 

us some references, and we’ll vote tomorrow.”  

Spirit bowed again, keeping her face solidly 

neutral. “Is there anyone who disagrees with Captain 

Kieran?” She stood back up and looked, seeing no 

movement. “In that case, I shall request that we look 

at Revision 1.2 before our next meeting. I want to do 

this because I think it’s important that we understand 

what the cards are meant to achieve before we begin 

relying on cardless prayer. The first part of Revision 

1.1, which I encourage you to read, tells us that 

Revisions are to take precedence over the Manual 

itself, but not disqualify the earlier commands.” She 

turned the pages of the Revisions Manual, flipping 

to what she was looking for. “We shall vote upon 

that at our next meeting as well.”  

Spirit lifted a hand to gather interest, the other 

holding the Manual open. “In Revision 1.2, section 

one, we learn that the Machine in all her 

righteousness saw fit to dole out cards that allow her 

followers to pray to her.”  

“Why are you even going over this?” a human 

asked, standing on mechanical legs. “I haven’t 

gotten any cards since I traded in my right leg. I 



thought this was going to be on how to pray without 

the cards!”  

Others rumbled in agreement, so Spirit bowed. 

“I understand, Private. I promised you prayer 

without cards, but I think I must do this as warning 

and disclaimer.” She closed the Manual, leaving a 

finger inside. “Is there another section of the manual 

that you would like to show us?”  

The man blinked, shifting on his feet as he 

looked around. “No.” He nervously sat, folding his 

hands on his lap soon after.  

Though feeling cocky, Spirit bowed again to the 

man as he sat, unhappy that she had to bend for even 

those of equivalent rank. “I look forward to hearing 

your interpretations later, sir. For now, my choice in 

reference was made so that everyone would be 

aware as to why the Machine in her wisdom decided 

to give us access to the prayer cards in the first 

place.” She opened the Manual to the page she’d left 

her thumb. “If we are all in agreement, we’ll begin 

translating Revision 1.2, section one.”  

Several people groaned, but a few who owned 

one took out their dictionaries. Spirit smiled as she 

watched. The first time she’d discovered Volume 

Three – as the dictionary was sometimes referred to 



– a whole new world had opened up to her. The 

teachings of Michael were so empty, without any 

drive or urgency. The Machine, however, had a clear 

goal and a method that her followers could work 

with to help her achieve it.  

She held the book up to read from it, then 

chanted, “‘Dalgrafrekilk: 

Pyyrpoustovoskichengalgilk ghanavlovetukov 

cheviknevikul ga kokrilnchet lya knorgylaramb ta 

ta.’ I will volunteer the translation of the first word – 

Section Two, or Chapter Two as the Colonel likes to 

call it.” She looked at the crowd, only one or two of 

them looking up words in the pages of their home 

dictionaries, most of them looking to Spirit or 

someone else who seemed to know what was going 

on. “The next word was 

‘Pyyrpoustovoskchengalgilk.’ We could further 

break that word down to look at just ‘Pyyr.’ Can any 

of you look for this word?”  

A human woman, without a dictionary, raised 

her hand and stood. She wore a wide grin, her hair 

wild and a crazed look upon her face. “I don’t know 

the first part, but the end there is the Machine.”  

Spirit nodded, though internally she despised 

this interruption. “That is all well and good. 



However, we should trudge through piece by piece if 

we are to be accurate, so I think we should table that 

until after-” 

“Come on,” an elf whined, standing behind the 

human woman. “The rest of that’s just honorifics or 

something. Just keep going.”  

Spirit held the book tightly. Skip… skip the 

powerful, dictatorial Machine’s rightful description? 

They couldn’t!  

“Let us put it to a vote,” she said. With the book 

half open, she looked over the crowd, scanning 

them. “All those who agree that the first word 

should be translated as ‘The Machine,’ please raise 

your hands now.”  

To her chagrin, significantly more than half the 

people raised their hands. Those that remained 

looked around and, seeing their friends lift their 

hands, followed suit.  

Spirit held herself stiff, refusing to fall over and 

wail at the horrible, deceitful organics. “Then we 

shall begin our translation with ‘The Machine’ and 

move on to the next word: ‘ganavlovetukov.’” Spirit 

paused and looked around, watching people look 

things up. It would be difficult, she knew, since 

people would begin looking up ‘ga,’ which wasn’t 



so much a word as a particle. She watched the 

struggle, then suggested, “If I am correct, this word 

should be based off of ‘tuk.’” 

People flipped through their pages, looking for 

‘tuk’ and its Sterlingish translation. Eventually they 

stopped, running mechanical and organic fingers 

down the pages to sift through words.  

“Give!” a man shouted. “Tuk is give!”  

Spirit nodded. “I believe the rest of the word just 

means repeatedly and always. Shall we vote that the 

second word means ‘generously gives?’”  

A dwarven woman stood on her pew, her beard 

braided so that it fell in three cords. “How ‘bout you 

just tell us the Colonel’s translation? Nevin told me 

last night that you’d memorized it.”  

Spirit nervously shook her head. “No, no, not all 

of it. This passage, yes, but-” 

“Then just tell us. We can find a manual 

somewhere and translate it during our own time, if 

we wanted. It’s not every day that we get to actually 

decide what the cryptic passages mean, though. Why 

don’t we just do that?”  

Spirit blinked. “I believe translation is an 

important part of consensus. The Colonel is the only 



one who has translated the Manual for us so far, so I 

think-” 

“I think we should put this to a vote,” the dwarf 

called. She held up her hand, looking at the crowd. 

“Anyone who agrees with me that we shouldn’t 

waste our time translating stupid words into 

Sterlingish, raise your hands.”  

Appalled, but not truly surprised, Spirit watched 

as almost the entirety of the crowd raised their 

hands. She held her hands against the comfort of the 

parchment pages and leather bound cover.  

Even so, consensus had just granted her an 

incredible power. Without even thinking about it, the 

small group had lifted her almost to a priest. She felt 

her fingers become less tense, a sense of satisfaction 

and…  

No. She couldn’t let it get to her. Even with this 

power, she was still of a low rank. Even if she were 

given a high rank, she couldn’t allow herself to lose 

sight of the whole. Unity, as the Machine prescribed, 

was the ultimate goal.  

She bowed briefly. “I am undeserving of this 

responsibility. However, as consensus has declared 

it, I shall do my best to serve. I still encourage all of 

you to go through the passages yourself for 



translation later tonight. It would be a shame for my 

poor skills to dilute the Machine’s true intents.” 

As Spirit looked up briefly, they nodded, but 

none of them stood to stop her. She’d need to be 

careful if she were to keep them in check, cautious if 

she were to retain this position of power.  

“Then I shall repeat the translation I know for 

this paragraph. ‘Section two: The powerful, 

dictatorial machine generously gives prayer cards to 

her followers by rank. These prayer cards can be 

used to correspond with the Machine through a 

communication program designed to send messages 

to the Holy Mainframe. Clear advantages of this new 

system exist over the old. First, direct 

communication with assured responses after a 

reasonable amount of time can occur because of the 

SCD.’” Here she looked up from the book to her 

crowd, seeing confusion. She explained, “I’m sure 

you’re already aware that the SCD is the 

Simultaneous Communication Device spoken of in 

section one, but I thought I’d reiterate just in case 

my translation is poor.” People nodded, feeling 

smart for having identified a problem and forced 

Spirit to fix it for them.  



Their lack of knowledge was astounding – no 

wonder the Colonel was able to enforce his 

interpretations upon the congregation so easily. 

“Continuing on… ‘Responses of the Machine to 

prayers will lack the vagueness granted by earlier 

methods, as well as those belonging to the prayer 

methods of other gods and goddesses. Specific and 

obvious attention to individual believers by their 

goddess is an unusual and fantastic reward that 

should not be squandered or ignored. 

“‘Cards shall be doled out by the high priest to 

those deserving of them. Each day the SCD will 

demand the Prayer Card Printing Device, or PCPD, 

to create cards according to the numbers in the 

hub.’”  

Spirit looked back up. The next part would be 

harder for them to swallow, since the Colonel had 

preached around it very vaguely before, but it could 

also begin spreading the rumors she needed. “‘These 

cards shall be split by rank. The Machine, great and 

powerful, shall send enough cards that any follower 

who is not being punished should be able to speak 

with the Machine at least yearly.’”  

Already the effects were starting to show. Each 

person was looking to their left and right, 



questioning the person sitting beside them. Spirit 

could imagine what they were saying, almost hear 

what they were asking, and taste the rumors cooking. 

She imagined lips whispering: “When was the last 

time you had a card?”  

She only had to add flame to the pot and the hub 

would complete the rest.  

“As part of my analysis of Revision 1.2, section 

two tells us of the many advantages of using the new 

prayer card system. I cannot speak with the Machine 

due to my intrinsic nature as a virus-like program 

and, thus, potential to serve as a threat. That is why I 

sought the alternative, safer, but less effective 

method. Before we even consider that method, 

though, I would like to come to consensus on the 

continued importance and deserved reverence of the 

gift given to us through the prayer cards.” Spirit 

placed the Manuals back on their pedestals, the tin-

foiled covers shining in the arcane lighting. “We 

shall vote for consensus first thing next meeting, 

which I shall facilitate two days from now at the 

same time in this chapel, assuming nothing comes 

up. Is this amenable?”  

Everyone nodded.  



“Will you read the sections? Reading and 

interpretation on the individual level is imperative 

for consensus to work.”  

The group tended to agree, Spirit reading the lies 

in their promises. “Good. Then go in efficiency, 

order, and unity. This session is dismissed.”  

  



Chapter 7 

Another day of work, another set of duties to 

fulfill, Spirit picked up her clipboard and slid some 

paper underneath the steel clip. She placed a 

fountain pen into a pocket on her red uniform. She 

tried to force her hydraulics to relax, but they 

wouldn’t. 

She shook her head and closed her eyes. She 

needed rest, the memories and stresses of the day 

before piling up into this one and making simple 

tasks needlessly difficult. Already, fetching the 

Colonel’s breakfast and performing the secretarial 

duty of reminding him of his schedule had been 

pressing enough. He had only grunted and scoffed as 

forms of disapproval and acknowledgement, her 

punishment evidently not quite determined, but she 

thought he had understood her well enough that she 

did not repeat herself.  

After coming back from returning the Colonel’s 

tray to the kitchens, she knocked once more on the 

door of the Colonel’s office, using her typical 

pattern so as to alert him to who was waiting for 

him, then stood back a step.  

He groaned, “Come in.”  



Without hesitation she grasped the door handle 

and pushed down, using her weight to force the 

heavy block of steel out of the door jamb and give 

herself entry.  

The inside of the Colonel’s office stood in stark 

contrast with the hallways of the compound. Rather 

than clean and minimalist, the Colonel’s office was 

filled with oaken structures inlaid with rich 

mahogany, lovingly carved scrollwork on shelves 

that held heaps of knick knacks and several volumes 

of books.  

The Colonel took a pipe out of his mouth and 

looked up at Spirit standing in the doorway, 

grabbing her attention. He leaned forward and 

grabbed his pen from the holder on his desk, blotting 

it carefully. “I need you to take a look at the newest 

leg designs, Spirit. They’re over there by your desk.” 

Taking his eyes off her and swiftly dragging the pen 

across a sheet of parchment, the Colonel frowned 

grudgingly. “The wearer is going to be a half-elven 

Lieutenant, so we’ve got to get this right. Once 

you’re done looking over the design, I want you to 

get out of here and take the measurements necessary 

for Lieutenant Saifer’s new leg.”  



Spirit raised a brow, but she dare not speak. She 

couldn’t ask the questions that rolled through her 

mind lest the Colonel become angry. “I shall get to 

work immediately, sir.”  

“Good.” He pushed the piece of paper to the 

side. “Do it quick and be quiet about it – I’ve got my 

first meeting in a few minutes, as you so kindly 

found it necessary to point out to me over breakfast.”  

Spirit nodded, feeling the animosity dripping 

from his voice. People often told her that she’d be 

dead if it weren’t for the Colonel, but the way he’d 

looked at her, especially recently, indicated 

otherwise. His beady eyes hidden in the folds of his 

fat face were squinted in anger more often than they 

were in approval or even mere barking out of orders. 

He may be keeping her alive, but he was upset with 

her more often than he showed any latent love or 

concern.  

She’d earn his attention and praise back when 

she proved to him that even he had made a mistake. 

When his retention of her cards was revealed, she’d 

gain back what she’d lost and hopefully more.  

Nervously she sat down at her desk, finding the 

papers on it to have no order. After a brief frown, 

she sifted through the papers to determine if there 



were anything special about this leg’s design 

requirements other than the fact that it was going to 

be applied to a ranked officer. She certainly couldn’t 

make mistakes on this design. If she did, the Colonel 

would have good reason to be displeased.  

The first page was a mess, sloppy lines with the 

Colonel’s intended plans flopping all over the 

parchment. Black and blue lines loosely fit together, 

the drawing more of an artist’s rendering than an 

actual schematic. The following pages made 

analyses based on material strength and 

responsiveness of the elemental energies within the 

hydraulics, but they were loosely done.  

Typical work.  

She drew the pen out of her pocket and sat to 

mulling over some of the ideas, looking at the few 

differences that the Colonel had decided needed to 

exist to make it better than the run-of-the-mill leg. 

She scratched her head, thinking about how to make 

it so that the Colonel wouldn’t have to hear about 

the vast majority of his mistakes. He’d added a 

spring to ‘put a spring in her step,’ inscribed several 

spells to the stiff rods that held the leg up, and 

mentioned… feeling.  



A knock on the middle of the door caused her to 

jar, nearly dropping the papers and pen in her hands. 

She looked up from her small desk to the door, the 

Colonel rising from his chair. As he sauntered over 

to the door, he glared harshly at Spirit, then grabbed 

the steel handle and turned it.  

A stout, red-headed dwarf with a full, luxurious 

beard bounded in, reaching in to clasp the Colonel 

and pat him roughly on the lower back. 

The Colonel smiled. “Ah, Arcturn, it’s been far too 

long!”  

Spirit felt her fingers grow numb against the pen 

as she gripped it harder. She couldn’t stare at 

Arcturn Grumm, the forgemaster, not unless she 

wanted to be caught not working. She returned to the 

Colonel’s designs, trying to figure out if any of his 

ideas were worth pursuing.  

The Colonel laughed and led Lieutenant Colonel 

Grumm in, motioning that the dwarf sit in the large, 

leather-upholstered chair that was placed across 

from the Colonel’s desk. The Colonel himself took 

his time finagling around his desk and getting out his 

teapot.  

“I agree, friend, that a week is far too long 

between our teas together.” The dwarf sat down, 



scooting his chair forward and closer to the 

Colonel’s desk.  

“Black?” the Colonel asked, opening a drawer 

and placing a few aluminum cans of various teas 

onto the desk.  

Grumm shook his head and waved his hands 

before him. “Nah, I shouldn’t. Something in it’s 

been bothering me of late, so I’m weaning myself 

off the stuff.” Grumm leaned forward, sifting 

through the cans of teas that the Colonel pulled out 

of his voluminous desk drawers.  

The Colonel just laughed fakely, selecting a can 

from the drawer for himself. As he did so, he shot 

Spirit another look, prompting her to turn away from 

their conversation and focus on her own work.  

Chrome. She took away much of the plans for 

the half-elf’s leg and added chrome plating, an 

inexpensive way to make the leg look more exciting 

yet not promise things it couldn’t deliver. She erased 

some of the more grand but nearly impossible tasks 

from the design, then sat to drawing up her version 

of the mechanism instead.  

Her pen, filled with a black ink, flowed across 

clean parchment. With a ruler against the nib, she 

drew clean, sharp lines that clearly depicted what 



was supposed to go where. This was a drawing 

Grumm could actually use to forge something, a 

diagram she could use later to fix the mistakes in the 

control systems or make adjustments post-

installation.  

In between laughter at bawdy jokes and 

disgusting, sipping noises, Spirit heard Grumm 

speak, “So, what’s she doing here? I thought we 

were going to talk business too, you know.”  

Spirit lifted her face and looked back up at the 

Colonel. He was staring back, a finger rubbing his 

fat chins, contemplatively eying her up and down. 

“Oh, she’s just being slow. Gave her a simple task 

that I expected her to be done with long before now. 

Guess it just goes to show me that I shouldn’t trust 

her, doesn’t it?”  

Grumm laughed and sipped more at whatever 

tea he had selected. “What does she eat? Just stop 

giving it to her. She’ll shut down, right? Just because 

you rescued her after the war doesn’t mean you need 

to keep her on now. Maybe, with a better assistant, 

you can convince the Machine to give you even 

more powerful designs.”  

Spirit looked back at the paper that had been 

handed to her by the Colonel. Was he trying to pass 



off her poor repairs of his terrible designs as 

inspiration from the Machine? She’d heard as much 

from others who whispered rumors that the Colonel 

wasn’t as faithful as he claimed, but never before 

had she believed them.  

Never before, though, had she known that the 

Colonel was withholding prayer cards from her. The 

Colonel, her rescuer and something akin to a father 

now that her mechanical father was dead, was now 

cast in a new light that darkened everything he 

attempted. He had stolen her prayer cards and 

squirreled them away somewhere, defying the 

Machine’s will.  

“She’s still an inorganic. The Machine doesn’t 

want her shut down, just wants her to serve out what 

time she has in this rotten state.” The Colonel leaned 

forward and glanced at Spirit, making her avert her 

eyes in response. “Still, the Machine doesn’t have 

good words to say about her. I’m the only one left 

who really loves her, and she knows that. If she were 

to cross me, she’d know that everything she’s ever 

had would be lost. I mean, the Machine’s not going 

to love her, and she’s too weak to stand alone.” 

She bit her tongue. She heard him wrong, couldn’t 

trust the sensors Michael had designed. Even if she 



had heard correctly, surely the Colonel had a good 

reason to say that.  

“By the Mainframe, you’re right,” Grumm 

agreed, pounding the desk affirmatively. “You’re a 

good man for what you do. You know that, right?” 

Spirit didn’t want to sit and listen to the Colonel 

speak of her that way, not again. Her changes to the 

leg design were nearly complete, only a few 

corrections to be made that could be added after her 

final measurements from the half-elf. She quietly 

pushed her chair back, gathering her papers and 

adding them to the already present pile on her 

clipboard.  

“Either way, business is business, and we 

shouldn’t allow the presence of my little war trophy 

to stop us. Here, it’s the finalized plans for that arm 

we’re doing next week.”  

Spirit bit her lip and tried not to pay attention. 

The original designs given to her by the Colonel 

were impossibly terrible, unfixable as far as she 

could tell. She’d started nearly from scratch and, 

though she would never say it openly, believed that 

her design was rather tasteful and efficient.  

The Colonel handed a folded schematic over the 

desk to Grumm, the thin, sturdy parchment covered 



in blue ink lines and numbers, and Forgemaster 

Grumm looked over them. “Hmmm… I can build 

this, but these designs keep getting more and more 

complicated. What does the Machine think I am?”  

The Colonel’s eyes softened. “She thinks you’re 

the official Forgemaster of the Obrazet hub, Grumm. 

It’s an honorable title and one that few could hold. 

The Machine has faith in you, I have faith in you.” 

He grinned devilishly. “She knows that you won’t be 

the one culpable if something goes wrong.”  

“Who is?”  

The Colonel didn’t say anything, but winked. 

Both men chuckled mutedly, their attention upon 

each other, so Spirit grabbed her measurement kit 

and stood up.  

The Colonel’s eyes instantly shot to her, 

narrowing. “Where you going?” 

She nodded, a slight bow curving her spine, and 

answered, “I have completed the work asked of me 

here and am now going to make the measurements 

for the transfer, sir.”  

The Colonel harrumphed. “Fine. Just don’t be so 

distracting, next time. This is my office, after all, not 

yours. The hub’s going to fall apart, way you stomp 



about so.” He shooed her away with his hands, 

waving towards the door. “Now get out.”  

She bowed quickly, then shuffled out of the 

office. The heavy door slammed more loudly behind 

her than she had intended, so she stood just outside 

of it, eyes closed as she awaited the Colonel’s 

wailing and derision.  

When it didn’t come, she opened one eye, 

spotting the empty hallway. No footsteps pitter-

pattered, circulating fans the only noise she could 

hear. She relaxed, opened both eyes, and clutched 

the clipboard to her chest.  

Voices on the other side of the door returned to 

their rambling. She heard the deep, gruff voice of the 

dwarven smith and focused on what he was saying. 

“You know, sir, I… I didn’t want to point it out in 

front of her, but this design really is atrocious. You 

saying that she did this to your plans?”  

“She’s worthless! Here. Take a look at this – this 

is the original that I gave her.”  

A moment went by in which Spirit nearly 

thought the coolant pump in her chest was going to 

fail. Her… her design was bad? She was the failure?  

“Oh, yes, this is much improved. Simple, 

elegant, effective. Should I… should I ignore this 



finalized version and just do what you wrote up, as 

per usual?”  

Spirit touched her hand to her face, feeling the 

light pressure of her fingers against her skin. Her 

hand shook nervously, wondering how she’d made 

such mistakes.  

Then, her hands sat still upon her flesh covering. 

She wasn’t wrong. She hadn’t made the mistakes. 

The ink on the page she’d just passed by was blue – 

and that ink wasn’t waterfast. She couldn’t have 

made that design. If the blue drawing wasn’t her 

design, then the Colonel was passing off her designs 

as the word of the Machine through him.  

The reason he protected her was clearer. Of 

course he couldn’t kill her – her death would end 

with his downfall! He couldn’t produce a wooden 

leg, much less a complex mechanical one. As soon 

as she was gone, he would fail.  

Clever bastard. How could she have blamed 

herself for so long? Worse, why did her body still 

feel guilty? Her pumps felt heavy, her torso like it 

was twisted despite being made mostly out of steel.  

She leaned forward, walking down the hall to 

where the half-elven lieutenant she was to visit 

would be. There didn’t seem to be an escape route, 



since no one except possibly Klavdiya would believe 

her about the Colonel’s incompetence and… and 

how he…  

No, she was still an inorganic, and he a believer. 

She would show him the way back to righteousness.  

She turned sharply in the hallway, following the 

even, efficient designs of the barracks to the 

officers’ rooms. The half-elf she was to be visiting 

lived in the first lane of these rooms since she was 

one of the lower officers. Spirit walked passed the 

identical doors and hallways, counting them as she 

went to assure that she arrived at the correct 

doorway. Steel on either side comforted her.  

The correct steel door, if the address given to her 

on the page by the Colonel was correct, was just 

before her. The number on the door was stamped 

into a plaque, the shadows in the sunken shapes 

declaring the room to be 0073A. With a careful fist, 

Spirit rapped the door lightly, then took a single step 

back to make the threshold a more comfortable place 

for the lieutenant.  

She heard movement then, after more time than 

she expected to be necessary, a cranky voice 

shouted, “Who is it? What do you want?”  



Spirit looked to her feet and said as loudly as she 

could manage, “I work for the Colonel. He has sent 

me to take measurements for the new leg you shall 

receive.” She looked back up at the door, wondering 

if Lieutenant Saifer was nearby and staring out the 

peephole at her. The small lens in the door neither 

darkened or lightened, indicating that the answer 

was no.  

The voice on the other side answered, “Oh, all 

right. Then come in, the door’s unlocked – but don’t 

make a mess of things.”  

“Yes, sir.” Spirit reached out her hand and took 

the handle, finding that Saifer hadn’t lied about the 

door being unlocked. As the door pushed inside, 

Spirit looked up and around, searching for the 

woman. A rank, horrible scent hung on the air like 

rotting flesh. Saifer was nowhere to be found. 

“Lieutenant Saifer?”  

“In here,” Saifer called from an attached room to 

the right. Spirit turned towards the room and walked 

in stiffly, a clipboard in one hand and measurement 

kit in the left. She looked down to the bed in the 

room, covered in lavender sheets and heavy, deep 

purple quilt. The quilt and top sheet had been cast 

aside, milk-skinned Saifer lying next to them. A pipe 



hung out of her mouth, and she coughed, jiggling her 

body. The half elf pushed her hands against the 

mattress and scooted up, seating herself on the 

pillows that leaned on her headboard.  

Spirit nodded and put down the measuring kit, 

opening the briefcase to remove some of the 

instruments. “Good morning, Lieutenant. I apologize 

if I awakened you before you intended.” She took 

out a long probe, covered in a sterile, paper 

covering, placing it on the table. Next to it, she 

placed the gauge that would give her readings.  

“I don’t sleep much anymore as it is. But say… 

aren’t you… you’re not human, are you?” the half-

elf said.  

Spirit put on gloves and felt the paper 

packaging, discovering which end was to be attached 

to the gauge. “No. I am the Spirit of Michael, an 

inorganic being designed to look and feel human.” 

She pulled open the package and twisted on the 

gauge. “Is this your first enhancement, Lieutenant?”  

Saifer nodded and looked to Spirit’s work. “Yes. 

How do I know that you’re going to do this right? 

I’ve heard about you, you know, and I’m not 

impressed with your work.”  



“I have conducted the vast majority of the 

measurements for enhancements made in the 

Obrazet hub. My work has been nearly faultless up 

to this point.” She held the gauge and probe in her 

hands. “What we are doing today will ensure a snug 

fit and help us align the nerve endings with the 

electrical components of the leg. In order to make 

this easier, I will need you to swing the sacrificial 

leg over the edge of your bed and lift your night 

gown up to reveal all of what shall be given to our 

goddess.”  

Saifer frowned. “What?”  

“Your leg. I was sent here, Lieutenant Saifer, 

because you have elected to undergo enhancement 

on your right leg. I can conduct the required 

measurements, but I need your assistance to do so. 

My clients have all agreed that the procedure is 

somewhat painful, so anything you can do to help 

me will only relieve your suffering.”  

She shook her head. “But I can’t move them. 

Doctor said not to.”  

Spirit nodded, now understanding why Saifer 

was willing to give up a leg in sacrifice. “Yes, sir. I 

understand. I will still require you to uncover your 

leg, though, so that I can see where I am working.”  



Saifer nodded, then leaned forward, her fingers 

grasping her nightgown. She winced and coughed as 

she did, then pulled the blanket back to reveal a dry, 

green leg.  

Spirit put down her probe and bent to her knees, 

crawling forward as she shook. The gangrene had 

crept up past the knee, yellowed sores reaching even 

further. It was surprising that the woman was even 

still alive. The other leg was starting to show signs 

of gangrene on her little toes, making Spirit repulse.  

“There is no time to spare. We must retrieve 

your doctor and amputate now. After your life is 

secure, then we can start thinking about limb 

replacement.”  

“No – no!” Saifer argued. “I don’t trust you. Get 

the Colonel to send someone else, anyone else! 

You’re not going to help me, are you?” 

Spirit shook her head and drew the Lieutenant’s 

gown back down, covering the dried, necrosing 

flesh. “I cannot make measurements on you, 

Lieutenant, not right now. You need the doctor.”  

“Why should I need the doctor? Isn’t butchering 

people and forcing them to be monsters what the 

Machine does best?” Lieutenant Saifer dragged a 



puff of her pipe. “It’d be easiest just to replace the 

leg, would it not?” 

“It takes weeks of planning to get a new leg, 

and, pardon my forwardness, I don’t believe you’ll 

last that long.”  

Saifer frowned and pointed out her door. “Then 

leave. Get out! Get out of here and tell the Colonel 

to send a real human next time, not some dolled up 

robot!”  

Spirit packed the probe and the gauge into her 

bag, hurriedly picking up the clipboard. This woman 

was in dire circumstances, regardless of what she 

believed, and the Colonel could be powerful enough 

to help. She clamped the bag shut, then looked back 

at the middle-aged half elf. “I promise you that 

calling the doctor for amputation would be the best 

course of action. I shall alert the Colonel to the 

situation at once, and he shall make a final 

decision.”  

The woman stuck out a jaw and curled her lips. 

“You do that.”  

Spirit took her bag and rushed out, knowing that 

the Colonel wouldn’t risk an officer to fall so 

dishonorably to a disease such as gangrene.  

  



Chapter 8 

Spirit knocked roughly on the Colonel’s door. 

Through the steel she shouted, “Colonel! Colonel, 

Saifer is dangerously sick. I request your permission 

to hire a doctor.” She grabbed the handle and pushed 

in, concerned for the lieutenant’s safety.  

The Colonel and Grumm looked up at her, 

dropping papers that had been in their hands as their 

eyes opened wide, faces more frightened than angry 

or disturbed. Her gaze flipped between them 

repeatedly in confusion, so she stepped forward and 

attempted to solve their issues. “Lieutenant Saifer 

needs examination by a doctor immediately, sir. Her 

leg is gangrenous – she’ll be dead before we can 

replace the limb!” 

She came up to the desk where the papers had been 

placed, staring directly at the Colonel. He had to 

believe her, just had to. She didn’t have the authority 

to order the doctor to Saifer’s quarters.  

The Colonel shook in his seat, his fat cheeks 

wobbling. “And you thought this worthy to interrupt 

my conversation for?” 

Spirit gulped, stopped breathing. She felt her 

insides heating, the air in her fans circulating hotter 



without being exchanged. “Sir, she’s an officer. I – 

it’s an emergency, it can’t wait.” 

The Colonel grumbled, then looked to 

Forgemaster Grumm. “I apologize, Arcturn, for this 

distraction. However, may I have a moment with my 

assistant alone?” 

Grumm squinted at Spirit. “Sure. I should be 

getting to my work anyway, shouldn’t I? Wings 

don’t make themselves, do they?” He picked up the 

designs on the desk, folding them and nodding at 

Spirit. His hands shook somewhat as he fumbled in 

the papers, inefficiently picking up corners in 

attempt to put them away. 

Spirit reached to help Grumm fold and took a 

sideways glance at the papers, recognizing the 

Colonel’s handwriting. She held the paper up to get 

a closer inspection of the schematics, but Grum tore 

them away and folded them up. It was too late, 

though – she’d seen the title and knew what the 

monstrously dangerous designs were.  

Klavdiya 4 – the final step for her best friend’s 

wings.  

Never had the designs crossed her desk. Spirit 

began to shake. She looked at Forgemaster Arcturn 

Grumm as he walked away with what could be 



nothing other than the Colonel’s plans for 

Klavdiya’s Arkhosian wings. The Forgemaster 

threw her one last angry look, but he smiled evilly 

and chuckled just before exiting.  

The door closed with a click, and Spirit 

swallowed reflexively, attempting to get the 

Colonel’s ire to lessen. She looked up at the tall, 

heavy man’s face, seeing angry, poorly kept teeth 

pressed up against each other. “Now, Spirit… what 

was it I sent you to do?” 

Spirit backed up a step as he came forward. 

“You sent me to measure Lieutenant Saifer’s leg for 

sacrifice.”  

“And did you do that?” 

Spirit shook her head. “It… her leg was green, 

sir. I couldn’t – there wasn’t much to measure. She’s 

dying.” 

He pushed her up against the wall, holding his 

large body over hers. “And who told you that the 

death of an organic body meant you could ignore my 

orders?!” He grimaced and growled at her, teeth 

grinding. “Everyone knows that Saifer didn’t keep 

care of her body. She has the sweet-blood disease, 

you know. She knows she’s dying, everyone knows! 



Does that mean she cannot sacrifice? Does our 

goddess value her leg any less?” 

Spirit shook her head. “No, no sir,” she lied. She 

held her back against the wall, slumping in hopes 

that the Colonel would note her subservience. “It’s 

just – it’s just that I wasn’t aware that this was a 

mission of final comfort. I didn’t realize that we 

were going to just let Lieutenant Saifer die.”  

The Colonel took Spirit’s wrist, pushing hard on 

her steel skeleton and pulling roughly. “First you fail 

at your duty, then you think you can come in here 

and look at classified documents? And all of this the 

day after you almost destroyed our Goddess?! 

You’re going to the brig, Spirit. Spend some time in 

solitary, do your work without interrupting me for 

once!”  

“I didn’t mean to look at those designs! I didn’t 

know they were a secret!” Spirit cried back, 

crumbling as the Colonel pulled her toward the door. 

“I’m sorry, please! Please, no!”  

But this time, she had done something the 

Colonel didn’t seem to want to overlook. She’d 

entered the room while the Colonel and Grumm 

were talking about her best friend’s wings, wings 

that couldn’t possibly work and were some sort of 



punishment for her. But yet, she crumbled. She felt 

her arm stiffen, her torso heat as she weakly fought 

against the Colonel, but she couldn’t keep up the 

fight. No matter what she did, the Colonel had the 

entire hub at his disposal to destroy her with. She 

couldn’t fight, couldn’t dream of winning.  

She looked at his face, recognizing that she had 

so long mistaken this look of hatred as a face of 

stern yet loving correction. She’d confused fear with 

guilt and abuse with guidance. How could she be 

sure anything was right? If the Colonel had 

abandoned her, who was left that she could trust? 

The Colonel gripped her arm and dragged her 

out the door and down the empty hallway. No one 

else could hear her pained yelps or exasperated 

whimpers through the thick walls while they slept or 

worked. Unable to make herself fight back against 

the Colonel’s movements, Spirit stopped walking. 

He jerked her roughly and grimaced, forcing her to 

walk again lest she fall, so Spirit stumbled along. 

They turned around a main corner, magical lights 

buzzing quietly without regard for Spirit’s struggle.  

She squealed and fell, but had to scramble back 

up when the Colonel yanked on her collar. Her knees 



bumped against the floor, bruises building up 

between skin and steel. 

They passed the industrial sector, where low-

level soldiers with titanium arms worked the blazing 

forges within, then the research sector, where mages 

and scientists worked in clean rooms seeking to add 

to the Machine’s knowledge and power. The Colonel 

dragged Spirit past all the shimmering steel and 

shining glass until they arrived at a large, steel door 

that was heavy with rivets and lined with lead.  

She tugged on his sleeve. “Please, for the love of 

the Machine and her Holy Mainframe, please, don’t 

do this,” Spirit pleaded. 

“You deserve punishment, android, and nothing 

lesser seems to stick!” The Colonel opened the door, 

revealing line after line of coffin-sized drawers 

stacked to the ceiling.  

Wails of pain and misery echoed around in the 

chamber, each simpering voice muffled by the thick 

layers of steel between them and their stolid guards. 

Knocks and taps rhythmically sounded from every 

wall and column of prisons. The smell of blood and 

urine diffused through the air though not a single 

sign of violence marred the place’s visage.  



Nervous guards, both with double arm 

enhancements and armed with javelins, paced about 

the boxes filled with wailing prisoners. They stood 

at attention when the Colonel appeared, their eyes 

looking at him with reverence and obedience. 

The Colonel shoved Spirit forward, knocking her to 

the ground. “Find her a box. She’ll be here for a 

couple days.”  

“Yes, sir,” a sesame-colored human woman 

agreed, reaching down to Spirit and picking her up 

with steel fingers. “Box 18 just opened this morning. 

Will that be adequate, sir?” 

The Colonel shook his head and shrugged. “I 

don’t care where you put her – these types are all the 

same. Just give her this to work on.” He reached 

inside his jacket, pulling out a small stack of papers. 

“And don’t let her sleep until it’s done. I’ll be back 

with more sometime tomorrow.”  

The guard nodded as she took the stack of 

papers in one hand, pulling Spirit along with the 

other. “What are we expected to feed this thing, sir?” 

“Give her whatever you want.” 

“No, no – please, please don’t make me,” Spirit 

pleaded. She looked up at the Colonel, unable to cry 

even though her lips trembled and her face tingled 



with pain. “Please, at least bring me my food. Why 

are you doing this?!”  

The Colonel ignored Spirit excepting for a rough 

pinch on the shoulder. “You have everything 

handled here?” he asked the human guard. 

The human woman nodded brusquely. “Yes, 

sir.” The heavily modified human increased the 

pressure on Spirit’s shoulders as she was hauled to 

Box 18. Spirit’s shoes squeaked against the floor. 

She looked back longingly and desperately at the 

Colonel as he left her to rot and rust in a prison box. 

She felt stiff, unable to move of her own will as she 

realized the Colonel’s true abandonment.  

His abandonment. 

The box slid open as the guard stuck an iron key 

in the lock, turning it and holding onto the head as 

he pulled. “Get in.” 

She couldn’t do it. She felt herself sliding down, 

knees like jelly, until the guard jolted Spirit with a 

shake.  

“Please, I don’t deserve this!” 

The guard sneered, “None of us do. You think 

listening to this wailing day in and day out is fun?” 

she picked Spirit up, stuffing her into the box as she 

cried.  



Spirit lay in the box, legs shoved into the small, 

enclosed space. She wiped her face and looked up at 

the guard. “At least give me the papers. At least let 

me have something to do.” 

The guard shivered momentarily as her partner 

tossed the stack in, the loose sheets fluttering 

everywhere. “There, you happy now, little cretin?” 

The guard quivered and reached for the handle on 

the box. “Man, this creepy-ass place makes me 

appreciate guard duty in the prayer room so much 

more.” She shoved Spirit’s box shut, turning the 

lock to close her in the coffin-sized compartment. 

Moments later, Spirit heard the guard slam her steel 

fist against a switch, lighting up the box.  

Spirit gasped. The light was necessary to do 

work, she supposed, but that wasn’t the primary 

purpose of it. The deep reds of the light’s tones did 

little to enhance her sight, heat and buzzing the 

magical bulb’s main products. She took a deep 

breath, noticing the temperature of the box was 

already higher than it had been just a few moments 

ago. Though she breathed more quickly, the air 

coolant system did less to help her now than it had, 

and nervousness would only make it worse. She felt 



her arms shake, felt her lungs push out air in quick, 

short sobs.  

She closed her eyes and tried to calm, tried to 

focus on something else. She was a machine, she 

couldn’t cry.  

Work. Finishing it would make the time in the 

box more bearable, perhaps earn her opportunity to 

sleep if the light were turned off and normal 

temperature restored.  

Spirit organized the papers as best she could 

with no room to move her arms. She tried to turn 

over, but her hips and shoulders hit the ceiling and 

she couldn’t.  

The small space was closing in, so small. Her 

breaths became shallow and fast as she looked 

behind her to the locked and sealed door. Scratch 

marks marred the surface where many creatures had 

unsuccessfully tried to claw their way out of the 

steel box. She sobbed, no escape, only blood and 

pain and heat – 

No – she couldn’t let it get to her. Paperwork. It 

was simple, easy paperwork, just a stack of it. Spirit 

took the pen pushed a paper against her stomach, but 

she couldn’t hold the pen completely upright. She 

shook it, trying to get the ink to start flowing, and 



pulled the page close to her face to get a look at what 

she was supposed to be doing.  

Balancing the ebb and flow of materials into and 

out of the different sections of the Hub, double 

checking the worth of materials flowing to and from 

other Hubs, calculating… calculating… 

The light flickered briefly as someone above her 

shook and screamed. Spirit held the pen steady and 

stopped trying to calculate the net worth of bolts, 

unable to get her mind off the wailing nearby. A fist 

beat upon the door outside, screaming at the man 

above her to stop his crying.  

Knocking and wailing and cramped conditions 

preventing her from getting very far on her work. 

Time became incomprehensible as her internal clock 

failed, as the hours and minutes became inseparable 

and indistinct.  

Spirit put finished pages to her left, going one by 

one through the pile she kept rolled to her right. She 

pulled one new page up, finding that the half-

finished page of math had been done incorrectly by 

the Colonel. As she began fixing each mistake, 

almost delighting in destroying his pitiful attempts at 

doing something right, she noticed a trend. Each 

calculation error, though small, compounded in his 



favor. What the Hub was said to be producing was 

increasing, what they were shipping out to others 

equally inflated.  

It was consistent with other sheets of paperwork, 

so she pulled up some of the later sheets, finding the 

same trend throughout. If the Colonel was lying 

about this, it was equally likely he lied about other 

things, things like the prayer cards. 

“He’s a liar,” her mind kept saying.  

So many had been wrongfully kept from the 

Steel Mother. Her loving goddess hadn’t wanted to 

be removed from the company of believers and had, 

as far as Spirit could divine, invented the hubs and 

prayer card devices as a way to communicate more 

readily. The Colonel had placed her here, in the hot 

box, for finding out about his miscalculations. 

Or were they mistakes at all? 

A scream from Spirit’s left shook her. Jail was 

for punishment, and punishment was for evildoers. 

Becoming resentful of her superiors for this wasn’t 

right, was in fact the reason she’d been thrown in. 

The Colonel was foolish, maybe, but not outright 

hateful or self-interested. That wasn’t who he was. 

She shook her head and bit her tongue, returning her 

mind to the calculations.  



Spirit wiped her forehead, trying to remove 

sweat that wasn’t really there. She couldn’t sweat, so 

why was she programmed to act this way? She was a 

failure from the innermost places of her 

programming. 

By the time half the pile of paperwork was done, the 

ink in the pen was no longer working. The plunger 

in the fountain pen wouldn’t budge, the hot ink 

having likely evaporated at the nib and clogged the 

outlet.  

“Seventy-four, seventy-four,” her mind thought, 

for reasons she couldn’t determine. The lapse in 

judgment allowed her thoughts to wander again. The 

Colonel had forced her into this hot, torturous 

chamber for – by the goddess, she couldn’t tell how 

long. She searched her thoughts, but she couldn’t 

locate her internal clock.  

The punishment was torture, not simple jail. It 

wasn’t even the sweet death that would put her in 

limbo while the gods argued over who would be 

forced to take her miserable soul. What type of 

leader locked up political prisoners that served as no 

risk?  

She’d show him risk. She’d done everything 

right, tried to find a way to get him to realize his 



mistakes on his own – but that wasn’t going to work. 

No, she’d need to take stronger measures, need to… 

need to… 

No. No, he’d rescued her, had kept her alive all 

these years. She was the problem, had to be. 

Obviously she’d done something wrong, otherwise 

the Colonel wouldn’t have kept the cards from her.  

She shook her head, needing to focus on fixing 

the pen so as to finish the work and get to sleep. 

Images of chocolate cake from the night before and 

bashed in organic faces from the war flooded her 

memory. The soothing motions of sawing off 

Galann’s arm contorted her thoughts, making her 

feel dizzy. The constant knocking of guards, 

scratching and wailing of prisoners, and deep 

discomfort of the steel coffin kept her on her toes.  

She needed sleep. 

The ink started flowing again, so she kept 

working. Halfway through the pile, halfway through. 

She couldn’t tell how much time had passed, only 

that it had dragged on, that her body was working 

overtime to keep cool.  

The last page. The ink wasn’t flowing, yet she 

was so close. Just a few more lines, a few more 

repairs to this sinful math… 



A loud knock came on her box, interrupting her and 

causing her to jump. Her hand hit the top of her box, 

causing wailing to come out of the box above her. 

She flinched, dropping the pen and last sheet of 

paper as the box opened a few inches. More papers 

fell in, along with a new pen.  

“Sp… Spirit?” a voice asked quietly, just as her 

box was almost closed. The box inched open a bit 

more, revealing the helmeted, dark-skinned face of 

Nevin. Spirit recognized him as the guard from the 

prayer room the night before.  

She moved her lips to say something, but 

nothing came out. She coughed, releasing a breath of 

hot air and taking in some cool air from outside the 

box.  

“What are you in here for? Does this mean this 

morning’s lessons are canceled?” 

She nodded. With the cool breaths from the 

outside, her internal clock came back online and she 

realized she’d been in the box for nearly a day. “I 

cannot attend until the Colonel releases me. I cannot 

make it to the chapel or gain access to the Manual 

while I am here.” She blinked her eyes, her body 

aching to sleep. “I am in here because the Colonel… 



he has my cards, the Steel Mother can’t save me. 

Now, I must finish this work.”  

The guard nodded and closed the door, returning 

Spirit to the hellish hole. She sighed, looking at what 

paperwork was left for her to do. It took a very short 

span of time for the bulb to heat up her internal 

clock enough for it to fail.  

As she calculated more, the walls began to melt. 

She tried to push through them, but they felt solid to 

her fingers. She closed her eyes and shook her head, 

trying to convince herself that it was all fake. The 

red light bounced off curving walls, her legs felt like 

they were being bent backwards.  

Her arms felt like they weren’t hooked in at her 

shoulder as she convinced them to write for her. 

They felt useless, curled in, and weak. Her body was 

weak, her mind faulty, the room closing in with 

menace.  

She kept working, kept reading, the hot box 

spinning.  

And there it was. Recommendations from 

Lieutenant Saifer’s doctors to amputate sooner rather 

than later. The Colonel’s signature ordering the 

recommendations be ignored was at the bottom of 



the page, Saifer’s demand for replacement limbs just 

below that.  

Chocolate cake, get Yonathen some water, seek 

vengeance. 

Spirit shook her head. She thought back to the 

day before, the memory files flagging as corrupt or 

difficult to find. The lack of sleep was messing with 

her short term memory, but found the information. 

Saifer was dying from a disease.  

Her hands wavered as she tried to figure out 

what work there was to do with this piece of paper. 

She slowly read over it, only interpreting records of 

a discourse that had inevitably led to Saifer’s death. 

Attached were papers detailing Saifer’s rather 

impressive work record, the thing absolutely 

stainless. 

Except for a couple months that were, 

suspiciously, completely empty. Spirit looked at 

them in the red light and, upon closer inspection, 

found that the page had been washed. Traces of ink 

remained behind, something only her mechanical 

eyes were ever going to see.  

Saifer had, by the words on this document, been 

a Major at some point. Spirit read more closely, only 

seeing arbitrary excuses as to why the demotion had 



happened. Flipping through the papers, Spirit began 

to notice more and more of these small 

discrepancies.  

Behind these papers were several blank pages, 

one with the meager instructions, “Copy Saifer’s 

records as faithfully as possible, but clean up any 

messy bits. Sign off on all the requests yourself, 

acting under my command.” 

She whimpered. There was nothing more to do 

than obey and hope that there was an end to this, that 

she would be able to get out from under the 

Colonel’s control before he slowly closed his 

failures in around her.  

Because that was all she was. A failure. She’d 

let things get this bad, but there was no way out. 

Not out of the box, not out of the Colonel’s web 

of lies and torture and abuse. 

She gripped her hand. Warazul michov 

klyroupmir, patience leads to perfect vengeance. She 

had to finish those forms. 

The walls continued to melt, the papers to spin 

uncontrollably. The pen became unstable, the forms 

she was to fill out less and less perfect a facsimile. 

Though normally able to forge the Colonel’s 

signature, the page wobbled beneath her hand, 



making it impossible as she struggled. She refused to 

‘sign her name with his permission’ as the 

instructions had told her. The box’s temperature 

continued to rise as her body worked overtime, her 

coolant pumps whirring ineffectively.  

Her coolant water became too hot, so she 

scooted out of her pants and released the coolant 

replacement valve, taking the hot water and rubbing 

it on her neck to get whatever small amounts of 

cooling she could out of it.  

Without anything to cool her, Spirit felt herself 

melting away with the walls.  

The paperwork smelled so fine, the walls tasted 

of salt and blood. The interesting, psychedelic colors 

of twilight swirled out from the light. Spiders 

crawled over her skin, biting her in tantalizing, 

terrifying ways. She laughed, she screamed, she fell 

through the eons. She could taste the horror of the 

cell, smell the pain.  

Random, intermittent knocks on the outside of 

the box every few minutes forced her to stay awake. 

Wailing of weak organics was all that kept her sharp, 

the delicious sounds of suffering, pathetic beasts 

musically appealing. 



Without the strictures of time, she swam through 

the insanity. The box crushed her, tore her to bits. 

She cried and screeched, metallic, scraping noises 

emitted from her at every movement.  

“Spirit?” she heard the guard ask, at long last.  

The key soon returned to the door, and the box 

was opened far enough that she was finally allowed 

a breath of cool air. Without even thinking about it, 

Spirit’s body lunged for the opening, gasping for the 

fresh air, nearly choking. She turned her head, 

shaking as she struggled to hold herself up. Nevin 

sat her a bit more steadily, letting her arms fall out of 

the box.  

“The Colonel’s asleep, Spirit, and we want to 

know more about the cardless prayers. We’ll let you 

out of the box with us for a while if you take us 

through the Manual,” the guard offered.  

She blinked, lying on the front drawer. Jumbled 

thoughts and jittery, harsh letters ran across her 

memories. Her internal clock came back on as her 

body cooled. Two days without rest, coolant, or fuel 

would be hard on her system – she even ran the risk 

of forgetting the most important things that had 

happened.  



The guard shook her. “What’s wrong with you? 

I thought you were a robot – snap out of it!” 

She groaned, “Malfunctioning.” Her body shook 

as she tried to get out of the box, but the guard 

wouldn’t let her climb out of the hot steel quite yet.  

The guard clicked his fingers at his partner, 

nodding his head to the corner. “Sinil, fetch me 

some water. She looks like she’s in pretty bad 

shape.”  

Elven Sinil nodded curtly, heading to another 

room where there was likely a water tank. Though 

Spirit hoped she would receive the water for herself, 

she couldn’t imagine that people would actually be 

kind to her, not right now, not while she was so… 

abandoned. She shook, reaching up to the guard, and 

laughed hysterically. “I… I have to complete my 

work.”  

“Wha?” he asked, squinting. As Spirit gestured 

into her box with a smile, the guard took the ruined 

papers within and looked over them. He shook his 

head as he glanced at the wavy, ruined sheets. 

“These things have been washed. No one’s ever 

going to finish these,” Sinil mentioned, coming back 

with a glass of water. Spirit looked at the pages, 

seeing the ink on them had run from where she had 



released her coolant fluid. The papers were wavy 

from drying in the hot box, many of them torn for 

reasons unknown. Sinil snapped her fingers. “She’s 

acting like a human – get her out, the rules say that 

no one’s supposed to be in there for more than a day 

without food, water, or sleep. The Colonel must 

have just forgotten to come get her or not realized 

this would happen to her.”  

As Sinil and Nevin lifted her from the box, 

Spirit felt weak and limp. She reached a shaking 

hand up to the glass of water, which Sinil let her 

have, and chugged it down quickly, directing the 

water to her coolant systems. As her systems 

returned to more normal functions, Spirit began to 

detect anomalies in her thoughts, strings and bits of 

magic that weren’t coded correctly. No matter if she 

slept or not, these thoughts would take more than a 

night’s sleep to repair. 

“Oh no. Get her something to eat, Sinil-” 

“No,” Spirit interrupted between sips. “No, I’ll 

do that myself. I’ll-” 

As she tried to stand, she fell again, her systems 

still hot and having run too long. The glass in her 

hand fell, bursting into many shards as it crashed 



against the steel floor. She felt her eyes flutter, but 

she couldn’t get up.  

“Get the Colonel,” Sinil said. 

  



Chapter 9 

Spirit awoke on her bed, same as any other day, 

but there was something different on this one. 

Instead of feeling chipper, ready to accomplish that 

which she was assigned, her joints moved stiffly. 

She still felt dizzy, despite having rested and 

detecting newly filled coolant tanks, so she remained 

sitting on her bed, rubbing her temples with stiff 

fingers. 

Though her memories were coming together 

more sensibly now, the past couple of days were 

difficult to access. Programming walls had been 

erected such that she could only vaguely remember 

being locked in a box, could only somewhat recall 

what calculations she had made while the heat was 

cranked up on her. She remembered the face of the 

Colonel, angry and hateful, as he hurt her, throwing 

her in the brig for coming too close to discovering 

his devious plot. 

As she tried to walk away, her knees wouldn’t 

let her. The joints were stiff, the steel grating against 

itself. She shook her head – she was too young to 

require joint fluid replacement already. The oldest of 



her siblings, Body, had gone fifteen years before 

replacement was necessary, and she – 

Oh no. Time had passed far more quickly than 

she had considered. Living with organics, who never 

had to deal with the issue of joints this stiff, had 

allowed her bodily concerns to slip out of her mind. 

As a twenty-one year old machine, the joint fluid did 

need to be replaced, and the day in the hot box had 

probably just made it obvious. 

She grimaced. Trapped in her body now just as 

she had been trapped in the box before, she couldn’t 

get out to tell Klavdiya to delay or avoid her last 

surgery. It would be a disastrous failure if she tried 

one of the Colonel’s insane, untested designs. 

Regardless of whether or not the Colonel would 

force Spirit back in the hot box, she had to get to 

Klavdiya. Her friend couldn’t go through with the 

debilitating surgery, even if it meant Spirit’s own 

deactivation. 

Deactivation, as so many had managed to point 

out recently, wouldn’t be a terrible thing. The 

Machine was threatened by her programming’s viral 

patterns, so why shouldn’t she be eliminated? 

Already she’d done enough to land herself in the 

brig, earned everyone’s ire, and was generally 



disliked. The Colonel didn’t want her alive, that 

much was painfully… terrible. Obvious. He’d been 

her hero, the one who had taken her along after the 

war had ended, allowed her into the Obrazet hub 

when no other would take her. The claim was that an 

inorganic, even one made by Michael, couldn’t be so 

easily tossed out. The Colonel had been all that 

stood between her and destruction, he’d told her as 

much. 

But he’d also taken her prayer cards. 

Her motors whirred faster, working harder now 

that their grease was overheated and the wrong 

consistency. The Colonel had been the betrayer, the 

one who was in the wrong – she couldn’t forget that, 

couldn’t let the day of malfunctioning wipe away 

that truth. The Machine had given her the 

information, had shown her the way to repair the 

Colonel. The directives of her goddess won out, over 

everything else, no matter what the Colonel had said. 

She got up once more, gears and joints grinding 

against each other, and dragged herself toward the 

door. She grimaced and tried to convince herself that 

pain wasn’t real, just an artifact left by Michael’s 

faulty programming. The hot box wasn’t real 

suffering, it was only as bad as she let it be. 



She gulped, hoping that nothing could possibly 

be worse. 

Spirit tried the knob, but her wrists ached and 

her door remained shut. Her room, though not as 

uncomfortable as the hot box, was still a prison. 

Klavdiya was still in danger, and she was no closer 

to getting the Colonel ousted. She had to get the 

door open, and there weren’t many chances from 

inside the steel box. 

She sat down at her desk, looking at the empty 

draft paper and the requirements for a new arm 

written on a small sheet of parchment. She thought 

of ideas, considered how to escape, but couldn’t see 

any immediate options. She looked around her small 

bunk, empty and bare, and wished that she had been 

more like the humans that accumulated various 

treasures. 

Standing from her table, creaking joints working 

somewhat more reliably now that they’d been used a 

bit, she sifted through the top drawer on her dresser. 

Inside were acolyte’s robes, a dress uniform, and a 

spare uniform for everyday use. Underneath were 

her personal copies of the Manual, taken from the 

Loadoa library thirteen years ago, each volume as 

pristine as possible for paper having gone through a 



war. Beside that was a can of holy, blessed grease 

that had been taken from the Mainframe as the war 

efforts were failing. Next to that was some tobacco 

leaves and strips of parchment. 

She grabbed the can of grease, popping the top. 

It wasn’t exactly what she needed for her own joints, 

but it would serve its purpose. She sat the can down, 

then grabbed her dress uniform, struggling against 

her worn joints to rip off a piece of the frilly collar. 

“I apologize, Machine, for wasting your 

precious grease,” she whispered, sticking the piece 

of cloth into the jar, “But this simply must be done.” 

She shuffled over to the bed, looking at the 

ceiling above. The riveted steel would be difficult to 

get through, but beyond the plates was what she was 

aiming for – wires for the lighting. If she could just 

heat them up enough, which wouldn’t take much 

considering the load they were constantly under, 

they would fail. Once that occurred, the lights all 

across her living section would cut out, and someone 

would have to come to her room for access to the 

panel. 

She reached down to the jar on her dresser, 

lifting it up above her bed so that she could touch the 

ceiling. She rubbed the frilly collar in the jar, then 



wiped the excess grease onto the ceiling. The circle 

of grease was big enough to ensure that the magical 

wires above it would be affected, but small enough 

to consume the least amount of grease. 

She looked around. The only thing remaining 

was a source of ignition so she could catch the 

grease on fire. There was no easy source – no flint or 

existing fire – and she wasn’t exceptionally gifted in 

magic. With a sigh, she let herself acknowledge that 

the best source of fire was heat from the magical 

bulb, the most likely thing to catch flame the cloth 

with grease on it. 

She stood on her chair and waved her fingers 

around the bulb, feeling the heat radiating from it. 

Leaning her beleaguered joints against the wall, she 

wrapped the piece of cloth around a broom handle 

and placed it against the bulb. 

And she waited. The rag heated slowly, but she 

held still. As long as she kept from moving, her poor 

joints didn’t hurt so much. 

Then, at long last, the rag started smoking, and 

the oil caught on fire. Quickly, before the fire from 

the rag was lost, she rushed over to the bed and 

thrust the broom handle to the ceiling with the 

grease. The grease caught afire, blue flames hopping 



across the ceiling as the dark sludge burned and 

cracked. She tossed the broomstick away, into a steel 

corner where nothing else would burn, and sat down 

on the floor, looking up at her lovely fire. 

Just as she thought the oil on the ceiling was 

going to run out without her plan coming to fruition, 

her room’s light went out. The air whooshing out the 

chamber’s tiny vents stopped blowing, making her 

room even more silent than it had been. Without the 

background noise, she felt exposed, felt alone, felt 

vulnerable. 

The Machine was about oneness, togetherness, 

unity. A thousand voices singing in splendid chorus, 

never absolute silence. Spirit huddled against the 

wall, scooting painfully towards the door while she 

waited. Outside the door she could hear the panicked 

footsteps of believers frightened by the darkness. 

From the crack at the bottom of her door, she could 

see people with lanterns rushing by, heading for the 

exit to the prayer room and the chapel. She’d be in a 

lot of trouble when they caught her, seeing as she’d 

caused so much disturbance. The footsteps and 

muffled chatter died down as her neighbors all 

evacuated. This deep in the hub, it wasn’t safe for 

organics to remain without air circulation. She sat, 



breath not a concern as long as it didn’t heat too 

much, hoping repair crews would come by soon. 

As she sat, hoping she wasn’t too late to warn 

Klavdiya, Spirit began to hear slowly approaching 

people. She pressed an ear to the wall, listening to 

them and their heavily booted footfalls as they 

approached. Light beamed in beneath her door, 

getting slightly brighter. 

A woman’s voice stated definitively, “This one. 

It’s this one that central says is the problem.” Her 

feet stopped just outside the door, the lantern 

clacking against the steel floor as the person jangled 

her keys. Spirit held her breath, hoping that they’d 

leave the door unlocked behind them when they 

entered. 

“This building’s creepy,” a man said. His voice 

was still small and squeaky, probably belonging to a 

gnome or a halfling. “It’s like… it’s like it watches 

us. The fact that it makes us go fix it is… it weirds 

me out.” 

The keys fumbled in the door. “Better than 

having to wander around guessing which room to 

enter, and much better than those wooden shacks 

your people normally live in, right?” 



The man harrumphed. “My people don’t live in 

shacks. If anyone’s uncivilized, it’s your people, 

working the land with your hands like backwards 

creatures.” 

A key finally entered the lock and turned, but 

the woman – evidently an elf – didn’t let go of the 

conversation. “Fine, whatever – we’re supposed to 

just be Followers of the Machine here anyway, so 

forget about race. Just forget about it. I didn’t say 

anything.” Spirit recognized the voice somewhat – 

Sinil? 

“Heh, all equal followers. That’s what they want 

us to think.” 

“Shut up.” The two entered the room, picking up 

the lantern and holding it out in front of them. The 

magical lightning crackled and zipped in the glass 

case, casting out a bright, blue-white light. They 

looked around the room and didn’t take long before 

they noticed a darkened, burnt spot on the ceiling. 

“What the hell?” the halfling asked. He bounded 

forward, reaching a mechanical arm onto the top of 

Spirit’s bed to climb up. The woman holding the 

lantern walked up, holding it high so as to illuminate 

the spot on the ceiling. 



Spirit took this as her cue. Her joints aching, she 

crawled around the open door and slipped outside 

before they could determine that there was no way 

for the fire to have started on its own. They would 

find themselves in an empty room and, until they 

reported back to the central housekeeping area, not 

realize that it had been occupied. She hoped they 

wouldn’t notice her, though her joints whirred and 

made too much noise as she stood. In the darkness of 

the hallway, she put her fingers against the walls to 

trace her position, counting the doors that dipped 

into the sides as she did. She turned at the right 

moments, twisting her way down halls not part of 

the normal evacuation route. 

She reached the dead end she knew was coming 

and searched with curious fingers for the vent. Her 

nails pried it up, the air flow currently off and silent. 

She only had a limited time to get through the vent 

unnoticed if they were already in her room. 

She slipped into the vent, grunting as she lifted 

her knees. Pulling her elbows in to crawl was 

difficult and painful, but she forced her broken joints 

to do it. Dust lining the sides of the vent felt crusty 

beneath her elbows. She crawled faster, turning to 

the right. She could see light at the end of the tunnel, 



so knew she was near the boundary of the vent 

system. Spirit reached the end of the vent without 

any complications and pushed forward with her 

arms, falling face first out of the square hole. 

She coughed, loosening the dust that had settled 

into her air coolant system, and sat under the vent. 

She had exited at the end of the duct that spewed out 

into the main, outer hallway close to the recovery 

wing. Hopefully she could get there without running 

into anyone who would recognize her too quickly. 

She listened carefully for any footsteps, but couldn’t 

detect any over the echoing knocks and whirs that 

were always present in the halls. 

Her knees popped as she stood, the mechanisms 

grinding as she forced her legs to begin walking 

again after they’d gotten used to the crawling 

motions. She turned to her left, toward the working 

areas of the hub, away from the places where most 

of the displaced people were likely congregating. 

She slunk along the outside wall, looking down the 

long, broad hallway that led to the central core – the 

prayer room – and around the corner to the work 

areas. The outer hallway, less used than the inner 

ones, would be better to walk down. 



She felt like the hallway stretched on forever, 

and a few people milled around in wait. She walked 

confidently, eliciting only a few glances that she 

hoped were empty and unknowing. Eyes stared at 

her as she limped slowly past, her uniform dirty and 

her hair unkempt. Out of place, certainly, Spirit tried 

to move faster. Even if these people didn’t recognize 

her, she would be caught sooner rather than later. 

And, though she knew it shouldn’t matter now, 

she would be a further disappointment to the 

Colonel. She shuddered. 

Klavdiya’s friendship and life mattered more 

now than the approval of a father figure who showed 

her little lenience. Spirit approached the recovery 

room and went in without knocking on the door. 

  



Chapter 10 

“Spirit?” Klavdiya asked, sitting upright in the 

bed. “Spirit – by the Machine, you’re awake!” Her 

loud voice seemed to bother Galann, who 

whimpered and whined on his cot. 

Spirit sighed in relief. If Klavdiya was sitting up 

on her own, she hadn’t undergone the final surgery 

yet. 

But the day was coming soon. Spirit rushed to 

Klavdiya’s bed, flinging herself at the side of it, 

falling with all the muster she could summon. 

A cough from deeper in the room grabbed her 

attention. “You again? I thought the Colonel’d 

gotten rid of you!” Yonathen, still lying on the bed 

despite being obviously healed, prodded. Spirit 

chose not to move, not to let him see that she was 

riled by him. 

Klavdiya squinted and shoved her nose forward, 

picking Spirit’s chin up to get a better look at her. 

“You’re not doing so hot, are you?” 

“Better than you’ll be doing if you stay here and 

have that last surgery,” Spirit said. She shook her 

head, holding up a hand to stop Klavdiya from 

talking. “We’ve got to get you out of here.” 



Weakly, Spirit tried to pull Klavdiya from the 

bed. Klavdiya, with her mechanical arms, pulled 

back as her eyes narrowed. “The Colonel said you 

were sick when I asked about you – and look at you! 

You alright? What the hell are you talking about?” 

Spirit pulled once more before she fell, her joints 

painful. “I saw the plans for your wings, Klavdiya. 

It’s why he threw me in jail, why I’m stumbling 

now. The Colonel didn’t let me look them over 

before having Grum forge your wings, and they’re 

going to get you paralyzed at best!” 

“The Colonel is going to paralyze me?” 

Klavdiya snorted with her laugh. “You know, he and 

I don’t see eye to eye on everything, but that’s only 

temporary. We’ll die and our souls will go to the 

Mainframe, then we’ll agree. But still, I don’t think 

he’d do something so sinister, and besides, 

Forgemaster Grumm will have to finish building 

them first. If they’re that bad, he’ll stop.” 

“No, you don’t understand, this is planned – this 

is to try and punish me, to try and-” 

Yonathen laughed, dampening out Spirit’s 

trembling voice. “She’s malfunctioning, Klavdiya! 

You heard the Colonel a few days ago. You know 

that she’s been in jail, that she’s gone haywire.” 



“No, he’s lying,” Spirit fought. “The Colonel put 

me in jail because I saw your wings’ plans, and 

they’re terrible! They’re a punishment for me, 

Klavdiya, and you can’t go through with it.” 

“Sounds like just the conspiracies a virus would 

come up with,” Yonathen spat. 

Klavdiya grasped the blanket tightly with 

mechanical fingers, the metal clicking as tiny motors 

turned. “It’s ok, Spirit. Just calm down, they’ll fix 

you soon.” 

Spirit sat up. She shook her head and clenched 

painful fists. “You don’t believe me? Klavdiya, I 

saw them, I saw the drawings!” 

Klavdiya put a hand on Spirit’s shoulder. “I 

know, Spirit, I know. I know that you at least believe 

that you were doing the right thing. You’re up now, 

so your hard reboot should be done. Your memories 

from last week are just jumbled, faulty.” 

Spirit shook. “No, Klavdiya, they’re not – 

they’re not! I remember you giving me the card, I 

remember when,” she paused, recalling briefly the 

lies she’d told Klavdiya, “when the Colonel took the 

card away.” 

“It’s ok, Spirit. It turns out that he was just in 

time, what with your breakdown the very next day. 



He may be a douche, but he’s also done a lot to 

protect you this last week, what with granting you 

insanity reprieve from a longer prison sentence.” 

Klavdiya swallowed. 

Yonathen cackled, grabbing a cup from the bedside 

table with his organic arm. “How are you even here? 

Why aren’t you still locked up somewhere, you 

worthless chunk of steel?” 

Spirit stood and backed away. “Why don’t you 

believe me, Klavdiya?” 

Klavdiya shifted about in the bed. “You don’t 

even know what you did, do you?” 

Spirit did nothing, standing on wobbly legs from 

the bed. She backed to the bed where Galann was 

sleeping, accidentally jarring him awake. He simply 

cried upon waking, a typical response for a first limb 

replacement, but the wails bounced around in 

Spirit’s head, echoing in pain and despair. 

“You killed Lieutenant Saifer. Cut off her legs 

and arms and didn’t staunch the bleeding,” Klavdiya 

said. “It’s ok, though. The Colonel assured everyone 

that you had reason, that Saifer had the sweet blood 

disease and you just acted too quickly and without 

approval.” 



Spirit stumbled and fell, making Galann’s 

wailing worse. The human, his new arm still in a 

sling, cried, “My gods, my gods! Triumvirate, strike 

me now! What have I done!?” 

Spirit shook her head. “I didn’t kill her! I came 

back to the Colonel immediately, told him that she 

was sick, I couldn’t have!” 

“Then who did?” Klavdiya asked. “Spirit, it’s 

ok. The Colonel says he’ll protect you, like he’s 

always done. He may be a worthless, boring, organic 

waste, but he has kept you alive, you know.” 

Spirit blinked. She stammered, clinging to 

Klavdiya’s bedside. “He’s lying to you.” She pulled 

herself closer to Klavdiya, fingers aching as they 

bent. “He’s lying to us all. He’s got all the cards, all 

the cards we’re supposed to have from the Machine, 

and he’s hiding them somewhere.” 

The door handle jiggled, stealing Spirit’s 

attention. Galann wailed, “Help, please, just put me 

down, just let this end! I never wanted this, I never 

wanted to be owned by her!” 

Klavdiya took Spirit by the shoulder, grabbing 

her attention away from the door. “We’re all 

followers of the Machine, Spirit. We’re the ones that 

were too far in after the war to be accepted back by 



the organics. The Colonel has to deal with all of our 

problems, including yours and Saifer’s.” 

“Someone is lying, though,” Spirit whimpered. 

“Someone is lying – because the Machine says she 

cares for all of us and provides cards, and she 

doesn’t lie.” 

Spirit dragged herself to the door, reaching up to 

lock it, but it was too late. The Colonel, along with 

two human guards that had been heavily enhanced 

with mechanical augments, stood on the other side 

of the steel frame. He sighed and, with a kind, soft 

face, bent down so his eyes were closer to on level 

with Spirit’s. “What are you doing here, little one?” 

he asked. 

Spirit fell to the ground, curling into a ball. She 

covered her face with her hands as the Colonel 

gently patted her on the shoulder. 

“Is everything fine here?” the Colonel asked. He 

let go of Spirit’s shoulder, standing up. Shadows ran 

over Spirit’s face as he moved. Peeking through her 

fingers, Spirit noticed that he was pointing to her, 

ushering the guards forward. They heaved with 

heavy breaths, hesitating for longer than she would 

have expected. 



Klavdiya spoke, “Please, sir, don’t be too harsh 

on her. She was unaware of recent events and was 

confused.” 

“Nonsense,” Yonathen spoke. “If she were an 

organic, she’d be called a lunatic and her brain filled 

with chips so the Machine can control her. She’s 

filled with conspiracies, conspiracies against you, 

sir.” 

The Colonel picked up the cup that Yonathen 

had tossed, placing it in the pile of dirty laundry and 

dishes that a cleaning crew would pick up. “I’m 

afraid that both of you are wrong. She may be 

having a few small malfunctions, yes, but those are 

reparable. We’ll take care of them shortly.” 

Spirit yelped as one of the guards clutched her 

arm too tightly, the other picking up her legs. The 

two women opened their eyes widely, looking to the 

Colonel as they readjusted their grip to be less 

intense. 

“As much as she was gifted with adult 

intelligence from day one, Michael didn’t skip many 

steps when it came to making as organic a machine 

as he could,” the Colonel continued. He waved the 

guards off, urging them to carry Spirit away. Just as 

they got through the door, Spirit overheard him 



continue, “She’s a teenager, forever, and we’ve got 

to give her the leeway we would give a normal 

organic.” 

“Then toss her in the incinerator! She killed 

Lieutenant Saifer!” Yonathen shouted. 

Spirit fought weakly, trying to grab the door and 

keep it open, but failed as the guards pushed her 

away and her joints pain wrought havoc throughout 

her body. 

“Are you proposing that I do what you order, 

Yonathen?” the Colonel asked, his voice fading 

quickly as the door closed slowly behind Spirit’s 

exit. 

The guards pulled her down the hall, waiting 

after getting a few doors down. Warily, they looked 

over shoulders and lifted their gazes to the recovery 

room door. Spirit didn’t fight, her joints and 

hydraulics far weaker than these people’s 

enhancements, especially now that her joints had 

become destroyed. 

“Hey,” the guard holding her by the arms asked. 

Spirit pointed her eyes upward. “Did you… are you 

going to get another vision?” 

Spirit lifted a brow. “What?” 



“The vision. You know, like the one you had 

using cardless prayers. Everyone’s heard about it, 

everyone knows what made you go crazy.” The 

guard looked back up at the door and, not seeing any 

movement, whispered, “Is the power structure going 

to change? Is the Machine weakening enough that 

we’re going to be able to escape the Hub?” 

Spirit squinted. “Escape? Why would you want 

that?” She wrenched her arms away, but they were 

quickly grabbed back. “I didn’t receive a vision, I 

just read from the Holy Manual, just-” 

The door slammed and Spirit hushed. The long, 

red coat tails on the uniform that the Colonel wore 

fluttered in the wind from the vents. She flinched, 

seeing the anger in his face that the guards couldn’t 

detect. She was certain that only her robot eyes 

could see the anger, but worried that she was being 

irrational. 

“Take her to my office. I’ll deal with her there.” 

The guards nodded. “Yes, sir.” They walked at 

pace with the Colonel, holding Spirit so that she 

could not escape, toting her uncomfortably through 

the main hallway. They rounded a steep corner and 

started down the next steel hall, heading to the 

central door, the door that led to the Colonel’s 



office. They waited for the Colonel to unlock the 

door, holding it open for them. 

“Put her in that chair.” The Colonel gestured 

absentmindedly to the wooden chair across the desk 

from his leather-cushioned one. 

The guards, as if unsure of their grip, roughly 

handled Spirit as they placed her upright in the chair. 

Metal clicks and dings sounded as they pulled cuffs 

from their hands, opening them with the flick of a 

switch. 

“Take off her jacket and overshirt first,” the 

Colonel directed, moving to the shelves behind his 

desk. 

The guards did as told, pulling Spirit’s jacket off 

and unbuttoning her shirt before quickly yanking 

that away too. She felt fragile without the clothing, 

even though it would serve as poor armor. 

Cold metal wrapped around her ankles and 

wrists, cuffs fixing her in the wooden chair. They 

tugged briefly on the chains, ensuring that they were 

tightly closed and that Spirit’s meager strength 

wouldn’t be able to break through them. 

“She’s not going to wriggle out of this one, sir,” 

the shorter of the two guards said, standing. 



Spirit jerked at the chains, finding them tight and 

painful. 

“Good work. I’ll take it from here – she’s in 

good hands, you can ensure the faithful.” The 

Colonel nodded and stood straight. “Dismissed.” 

The guards nodded at each other before stiffly 

backing out of the room, their brows sweaty and 

their mechanical arms jittery. They closed the door 

behind them, iron latch catching against the forged 

doorframe with a clunk. 

The room was silent but for the sound of the 

Colonel sifting through some books. Spirit didn’t 

want to look at him, didn’t want to feel that abject 

fear and helplessness in the face of the Colonel’s 

power. 

Her eyes wandered, though, to the shelf he was 

looking through. His system of bookkeeping was too 

organic, the books neither filed by type, title, or even 

color. They were evidently placed by something 

else, likely just where they happened to fall. 

Spirit tapped her fingers on the chair’s arm. She 

could say nothing. 

“You’ve been missed for the past week,” the 

Colonel said. “Lots of people have asked after you; 

you’ve always been present, always been faithful by 



my side for all these years, and they wanted to know 

what had changed.” 

Spirit pursed her lips. What did he want from 

her? 

The Colonel took one of the books and put it 

down on his desk. Craning her neck to see it better, 

Spirit could tell that it was written in Sterlingish and 

had several drawings or schematics on the pages. It 

was a fairly old book, written in the style popular 

two or three decades ago. 

“So, Spirit… now that you’re back from the hard 

reboot, do you feel any different? Can you tell 

what’s going wrong with your programming?” 

Spirit held her breath. She stammered, “I… I 

think I’m remembering things incorrectly. It must 

have been caused by a lack of sleep cycles and 

memory storage issues.” 

Quickly she bit her tongue hard enough that it 

hurt. The mechanism, primarily metal, wasn’t 

damaged and didn’t bleed, but she could feel the 

pain. A bitten tongue, however, wasn’t nearly 

enough punishment for spouting out a lie to the 

Machine’s chosen leader, even if he was a liar 

himself. She could remember what had happened 



and knew that she hadn’t been malfunctioning. She 

would need to pray for forgiveness for her lies. 

“That’s my hope. After you killed Saifer, very 

unfortunate, I had you put in jail. While you were 

there, I went to consult the Machine for further 

guidance. I couldn’t just destroy an inorganic being, 

no matter her uselessness or her betrayal, without 

confirmation from the Mechanical Goddess.” He 

opened his desk with the click of a key, reaching in 

for something. A long, gilded dagger, one of those 

given to the officers in the army of the People’s 

Democratic Republic of Sterling, shimmered as he 

pulled it from the small scabbard. “By the time we 

came to a decision, you had been in jail far longer 

than I had realized. Lucky for us both, those guards 

had pulled you out early.” 

Spirit gulped. “Lucky for us both?” 

The Colonel smiled, the corners of his lips 

pulled back falsely. “Stop playing coy.” He brought 

the knife over and sat on his desk, glancing back at 

the book. “Several people have told me since you 

were imprisoned that you’d shared something with a 

congregation, a congregation I didn’t personally 

bless, and that a large number of fools in said 



congregation were taken by your false promises!” 

He stuck the knife forward, into her shoulder. 

Spirit screamed, flinching back, but he held her 

stiff arm steady and pulled the blade across her skin, 

down to the elbow. 

“What are you doing!?” Spirit screamed. “Stop, 

stop!” 

The pump in her chest turned faster, making 

more of the blood-red hydraulic fluid and water 

pulse out of her arm. She shook with pain. She 

gritted her teeth and cried. 

“You, Spirit, have made a mess. The gods-be-

damned Machine is watching us, Spirit, and wants 

you alive.” He stuck his fingers in the opening of her 

skin, pulling what was left on her arm apart. Metal 

wires popped off the skin, the open circuits sending 

negative feedback unlike anything Spirit had ever 

experienced before. Hydraulic fluid that had been 

sitting over wires and metal, just underneath the 

skin, rushed out in an enormous puddle. 

She heaved and convulsed as he left, the skin 

flaps on her arm hanging off uselessly. “You’re – 

you’re not a true believer?” She huffed and panted in 

the break, then looked to her arm. It had been flayed 

open, the skin ripped off above her wrist, the 



majority of it hanging from her chest and shoulder 

where it attached. Where he’d pulled the skin off, 

there were wires and sensors hanging all over the 

place, each of them stinging, crying out for the skin 

to be replaced. 

The Colonel grunted and pulled the book 

forward. “Spirit, everyone is a true believer. The 

Machine doesn’t allow any other option, does she?!” 

He pulled up another tool, a pipe cleaner and a 

set of pliers, and shoved the bleeding part of her arm 

back up against the chair. The blood poured out 

again as Spirit screamed. 

Then, the agony became worse, like fire burning 

in her exposed elbow joint and shooting through her 

steel frame. She closed her eyes, only seeing white 

light until it stopped. 

Spirit breathed heavily and coughed, finding that 

water from her coolant system had leaked and fallen 

out of her mouth. “What are you doing? Why are 

you hurting me? What did I do wrong!?” Spirit 

cried. 

The Colonel held out the pipe cleaner, showing a 

thick, grungy oil that had accumulated on the 

bristles. He quickly took a can of light grease, 

pushing the spout up to her arm and pressing on the 



diaphragm at the bottom of the canister. It felt 

cooling and good, matching the dulling of the pain 

that came from the empty receptors. 

“I’m helping repair you. Klavdiya reported you 

had faulty movements, and I’ve known from this 

manual,” he pointed to the book on the table, “That 

you needed oil changes years ago. I’ve done so 

much for you, Spirit. I’ve stuck my neck out, tried to 

keep everyone from becoming enraged. You think 

people want to become machines, Spirit? They 

don’t, not really. There is no true loyalty, only fear. 

They see you, the ultimate in inorganic creation, and 

are forced to remember that you have it all. You 

have the blessing of the Mechanical Goddess and at 

the same time remain as human inside as you look 

outside.” He took the knife up again, slicing through 

skin on her shoulder, sticking his fingers underneath 

to pull it away from her metal frame. 

She screamed as she watched the skin fall away, 

the f blood from where he cut drizzling down her 

shoulder. Most of it had already spewed out when he 

flayed her arm, but blood that had been retained fell 

from her back and dripped from her seat. 

“You made me do this, Spirit,” he said. “You 

were insubordinate. You tried to bring me down, 



kept trying to get me in trouble for your failures. 

You made me kill Saifer, you made me put you in 

jail, you made me do this to you now.” 

Tubes and wires in her shoulder moved, then he 

stuck the pipe cleaner into her joint, the thing 

burning as it ran around the bevels and nuts where 

they connected. Spirit screamed again, feeling like 

she would pass out if it were any worse. 

“I’m sorry!” Spirit yelled, hoping he would stop. 

“I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to do anything to you, 

honest!” 

He oiled the shoulder, then pulled more of the 

skin away. He cut a bit down her back, ripping her 

undershirt and letting it hang on her just before he 

similarly peeled off the skin. 

“But you did. I heard about it, how you riled 

people into thinking the Machine was going to talk 

to the lower ranks. They think you had a vision, 

which is what made you go crazy, but they believe 

you were right.” Her back burned as the Colonel 

stuck a new pipe cleaner around her spine, weaving 

it in and out of the tiny crevices, removing grungy 

oil. Fiery pain consumed her spine when he shoved 

it down the two pinholes where wires ran. 



“What do you want from me!?” Spirit cried. 

“Stop, stop! Please, for the love of the Machine, 

stop!” 

She screamed in agony as the Colonel roughly 

shoved the pipe cleaner through her back, pulling it 

rapidly. 

“You can’t make up for it, you ungrateful child! 

I do all this for you. I’m the only one who’s ever 

loved you, the only one who’s ever done anything 

for you, and you return this love with impudence 

and disobedience!” He shoved the can of oil onto the 

top vertebrae, squirting out cooling oil into it. “Now, 

though, it’s too late. You’ve ignored the chain of 

command and brought division to the compound. If I 

shut your little ‘club’ down, people will start to 

believe the rumors floating around. They’ll think I 

have their cards stashed away somewhere and shut 

you up to keep them from ever speaking with the 

Machine. You’ve made this mess and left me to 

clean it up, Spirit.” 

“I was trying to help! Everyone deserves to pray 

to the Machine!” Spirit cried. 

“You actually believe that the Machine sent you 

as a messenger?” The Colonel moved the pipe 

cleaner back and forth, causing Spirit to screech with 



pain. “You’re not a messenger. You’re not a 

prophet, you’re not a leader – the Machine would 

never make you one. People would actually believe 

you if you had been called, but since no one supports 

your message, you are just a miserable liar.” 

Spirit cried. How did she ever think that she 

could show the Colonel righteousness? Here he was, 

slicing her apart, giving her contradictory messages. 

The Colonel growled. “The Machine chose me 

to lead, and it’s me who has to deal with your 

disorder. What are you going to do to help me fix 

your mistakes, little Machine?” 

Spirit shook her head. “I can’t… I can’t do 

anything.” 

“Wrong.” The Colonel got a new pipe cleaner 

off his desk. “You’re going to get your damned way. 

You’re going to get your weekly Manual study.” 

She screamed, the pipe cleaner worming in and 

out of the next vertebrae. 

“But, you’re going to do what I say. I’ll be there, 

and so will some of my loyalists, to keep the crazies 

you’ve stirred up from going too far. You’re going 

to tell them that there is no way to pray except 

through the cards, and that they’re only to read in the 



User’s Manual, not the Priest’s Manual, like they’ve 

been told before.” 

The knife cut through the shirt and into her skin 

before the Colonel placed more fingers inside, 

ripping it away from her torso, tearing the skin up 

her neck and off her face, splitting the skin off at the 

top of her right shoulder. 

“Ahhh!” 

A piece of glass fell from her face, a 

shimmering, false eye breaking to shards on the 

floor. 

“Will you do as I say!?” 

“Just make it stop, just make it stop! Please, 

Colonel, please! Stop it!” 

Holding her skin in one hand, some of the blood 

from where he’d cut her dripping from the edges, the 

Colonel leaned in close to her face. She blinked, 

feeling one eyelid missing. 

He breathed out, the sensors on her face tingling 

with the sensation of the warm breath running over 

it. “You’re broken, Spirit. You’re broken, and only I 

can fix you. You need me, Spirit, no matter what 

you think. So get off your high horse, stop thinking 

that the Machine loves you most. She doesn’t – she 

hates you, she told me as much.” 



The Colonel stood back up and tossed the skin to 

the wayside. He walked around his table and opened 

it, reaching in to remove a green-inked Prayer Card. 

“She told me that you’d talked with her, that she’d 

given you this. You lied to my face, Spirit, just like 

you lied to your congregation. You used the card 

that you shouldn’t have had – a card that was 

dangerous to have used – and pretended that your 

cardless prayers were answered.” 

He tossed the card onto the top of his desk and 

closed the drawer shut again. 

“The Machine told me everything, Spirit, but 

stopped short of asking you to be deactivated. Gods 

damn you, you’re still inorganic, still somehow 

interesting to her. So we’re going to end that, and 

end it with a bang.” He stuck the knife into her 

pants, drawing it across her thigh as she screamed, 

then tore the skin and right leg of her pants off. 

“We’ll see how much your congregation wants to 

follow you when they see what you are inside! We’ll 

see what they do when they realize you are what 

they fear to become!” 

The Colonel continued to cut, pull, tear, and 

clean. Spirit could only scream, unable to fight as 

the flesh was torn from her steel skeleton, as 



hydraulic fluid ran out of her tubes and down her 

arms. When he replaced the oil, the cooling 

sensation brought her back to reality. 

She cried, unable to shed tears, as she watched 

the Colonel refill the oil can. Despite it all, she 

wanted to please him. She wanted him to like her, 

but it was impossible as long as he was jealous or 

angry or whatever he felt toward her now. She was 

entirely inorganic, yes, but her programming 

plagued her with conflicting feelings of love, fear, 

and hatred for this man. 

She gritted her teeth. None of these emotions 

were gifts of the Machine. Even blind hatred, useful 

in propaganda and war, wasn’t prescribed. 

But vengeance – Spirit could get behind that. 

The Colonel brought back the oil can, focusing 

the spout on her knees as he poured the new fluid 

into the inlet. Fixing her was his salvation. 

Once Spirit made sure he was dead, the Machine 

could fix him for eternity. 

  



Chapter 11 

The door to her room was locked as extra 

measure, but Spirit wasn’t sure it was necessary. For 

hours after the Colonel had skinned Spirit, her body 

had continued to produce and spew the false blood, 

the oil reddened by iron particulates and colorful 

aromatics that simulated the scent of real blood, and 

she couldn’t leave. After it finished drizzling out, 

she could hardly stand to move and languished in 

bed for hours afterward. 

Her dinner bowl, the meager samplings of 

processed food paste eaten merely out of respect for 

the Machine, still remained on her bed. Unable to 

make herself clean the bowl, she cried, slept, and 

kept telling herself that she’d done nothing wrong. 

The Colonel had done this to her. She didn’t deserve 

it, hadn’t meant to end up in this horrible situation, 

never asked to be put into a weak body with a 

terrible mind and damnable, viral programming. 

Klavdiya, however, wasn’t getting any closer to 

salvation as long as Spirit moped. 

She peeled herself from her bed, leaving the 

dirty rags and mattress behind. Her body, worse than 



naked, felt cold and hated as she struggled to get out 

of bed. 

Spirit ran her fingers down her face as she 

examined the reflection in the small mirror above 

her sink. Though the visage was broken by the 

grains in the steel, the reflection was true enough 

that she could see what had happened. Fingers, bare 

and with the sensors retracted to just sit on her steel 

surface, felt of the hard metal on the right side of her 

face where there had once been soft skin. Some of 

the hydraulic fluid had dried on her face, leaving a 

deep, brownish residue. 

She turned her head to look at the enormous 

injury and inhuman image. The skin on her nose 

flapped a bit, and the leftovers of her blood stained 

the edges a deep crimson, but most of it looked 

acceptable enough if she kept the right side out of 

view. She dabbed the edges of her skin, taking off 

the blood that seeped slowly out or had dried onto 

the metal parts. Her sense of touch didn’t work quite 

right, the necessity of the skin to help her determine 

exact position and pressure becoming more evident. 

But she was functional enough. She looked to 

the ceiling, the metal panel she had set on fire 

having been replaced during repairs, and glanced to 



the piece of cloth she had burned. In the end, all her 

attempts to rescue Klavdiya so far had failed and 

now she was missing her organic layer. She 

grimaced, hating how she so desperately missed her 

most fallible parts! 

Now that was all in the past. She couldn’t 

change it. Her distracting, horrendous programming 

tried to make her feel grief and lament her failure, 

but she couldn’t let it get to her. It was clear, as clear 

as the pain on her sensors, that she’d let her sense of 

failure cloud her judgment far too long already. 

She’d rolled over for the leaders before, but now she 

wouldn’t, not with Klavdiya at stake. She grunted 

and pulled open her dresser drawer, taking out her 

spare uniform. 

She pulled on the white undershirt and 

underwear, the cloth feeling strange as it scraped up 

against freshly cleaned steel. The linen pants, also 

cream colored, were pulled up over the thin hosiery 

that tickled and itched the sensors more than Spirit 

could imagine. She then buttoned on a cream vest 

before setting the thick, red jacket over-top. The 

outfit complete, she tied on her shoes and looked in 

the mirror again. 



Her right eye glowed red as it watched her metal 

hands tie her hair back. This body, this world even, 

was incomplete. She had always been, and would 

always remain, incomplete. It was her fate. 

Even so, the uniform felt right. The love of her 

goddess was machine-woven into every thread, the 

red dye the color of loyalty and shared blood – or 

grease. She had gone to war for her goddess, and in 

a way she still was at war for her, even though the 

enemy had changed. 

She shook her head, regretfully thinking over 

how she couldn’t seek active vengeance against the 

Colonel, about how she couldn’t challenge him 

openly. 

Spirit headed to the door and took a deep breath. 

Whether or not the Colonel was right, whether or not 

she was insane, time was an enemy. If she were 

malfunctioning, the worst that could happen would 

be deactivation. She was still loyal to her goddess, 

even if her thoughts were mired in mathematical 

errors, and the Machine would see her intents and 

purposes. The disobedience she was about to 

perpetrate, so poorly spoken of in the Manual, was 

necessary. 



Picking locks was never something the Machine 

would stand for. If a door needed to be passed, it 

should be done so with boldness and power, not with 

stealth and weakness. She didn’t have the ability to 

tear down the door, though, and the Machine would 

will her to try the best course of action possible. 

She sat to the lock, looking at the thin hole 

where a key could go. Few doors to a barracks had a 

lock, and even fewer of those had one that was 

activated from the outside. Spirit shuddered, 

thinking about how long the Colonel had been 

expecting this day to come. The lock had been there 

since the hub had been built, and Spirit had never 

questioned the frightening thing. 

From her chest of drawers she took a small 

hairpin and bent it so it would fit in the lock. She 

jimmied the pick into the lock, then sat for a long, 

patient time, wiggling the pin ever so slightly. After 

what seemed like forever, but which her internals 

told her was around thirty minutes, the lock popped 

and she turned the pick, each tumbler falling into 

place. She turned the lock, and the door was ready. 

She rotated the door handle, sensors stinging 

against the brass. 



It was in the middle of the least liked shift, late 

at night by the sun’s arbitrary standards. Any other 

time there would be someone milling about, 

someone there to see her face and gasp and run and 

immediately get her locked back up. So she walked, 

as quietly as a steel creature could, turning down 

hallways after a few moments of cautious waiting. 

One of the main hallways, the arcane light 

beaming out from within a crevice, welcomed her 

with keen whispers of fans and mechanical motion. 

She bit her lip, finding that there was nothing there 

for her to bite before grinding her teeth angrily. 

She turned the steep corner on the outer hall, the 

sounds of the forge echoing down the long stretch of 

steel. She clenched her fists and walked until she 

reached the large opening to her left, the entryway to 

one of the centers of the hub – the forge. 

At this time of day, though, fewer worshippers 

were awake and working than the maximum 

capacity. A few polished the finer pieces that had 

been forged during the day, some others pounding 

out replacement pieces and bits that were commonly 

used throughout the hub. Nothing specialty was 

made during the night when Forgemaster Grumm 

couldn’t oversee its creation. Spirit trod between 



benches and through the tiny, mechanical tools 

sitting on them, making her way to the back where 

the storage areas were. 

On the wall, hanging on pegs and shelves and 

nets, were the projects being undertaken. A leg here, 

an arm there, and several weapons lined the wall. 

Spirit touched the leg, perfect and simple in its 

design, recalling when she had dropped off the 

designs to Grumm. He’d taken them with a scoff and 

immediately pushed her away, pretending to be 

concerned over the Colonel’s latest order. 

The nerve of the man. She was the real architect, 

the real inspiration for all these works. The short 

dwarf was a lot like the Colonel in many respects, 

but Spirit supposed she liked that he hadn’t tried to 

lie about how he despised her. He had at least some 

sense of righteousness and order. 

Shuffling to the right, Spirit grabbed a solid, 

heavy hammer from the wall. Her eyes glinted over 

the large collection of goods, searching for the 

monstrosity that was to be placed on Klavdiya’s 

back. Up high on the wall, next to the rolling ladder, 

were the wings. Inflexible cutouts from corrugated 

steel, shaped roughly like dragon’s wings, hung on 

the wall. A coat of shiny, red ceramic paint had been 



sprayed and baked onto the wings, making them 

look menacing and fast despite being worthless. 

Rhythmically, hammers pounded and polishers 

whirred in the background. Magic flowed into the 

machines to make them work, and arcane lightning 

sparked with every beat of a hydraulic press. Spirit 

counted the throws, bouncing her arms to the 

consistent beat of the hammers. She prepared for her 

next move, awaiting her cue while grasping the 

wings where they attached to the wall. 

At once, in symphony with the beating 

hammers, she tossed the wings from the wall to the 

ground. They fell, clattering with steel ringing at the 

bottom of the fall. Spirit crouched at the top of the 

stepladder while she scanned the forge below her. 

A few heads seemed to turn at the unexpected 

clanging, but it was both brief and relatively 

unconcerned. The drones continued to hammer, 

hack, and saw while she clambered back down, steel 

fingertips clacking against the wooden rungs. 

Once at the bottom, she spread the wings out. 

The large plates of steel would be difficult to 

destroy, at least to the point where Grumm would 

have to start over again, but the nerve-endings that 

would sew into the spine and the board that was to 



attach to Klavdiya’s back. The first three surgeries 

had prepared her for this final step, adding bolts and 

nuts and impulse detectors. She lifted her hammer, 

bringing it down in unison with the beat of the forge. 

Her hydraulic heart pounded with every throw of 

the hammer. As wires and tines bent and broke, as 

fragile or brittle pieces shattered, her body throbbed 

with the hydraulic fluid. Her sensors tingled and 

ached as her clothing brushed up against them 

rhythmically with each blow. 

Finally, she wiped her brow in an all-too-human 

motion. The process done, she smiled at the heap of 

broken pieces. She leaned the hammer up against the 

wall, then bent to Klavdiya’s wings. Her fingers 

found the bolts and nuts that kept the wings together, 

so she began to unwind them, hoping to take at least 

a few pieces of the steel and drop them into the hot, 

melting forge. 

People would catch her then if she took too long. 

If caught, people would stop her, but by now it was 

too late. It didn’t matter – Klavdiya was safe, at least 

for now. Klavdiya was safe and Spirit, herself, was 

at least somewhat needed to quiet a faction that the 

Colonel had lost control over. She wouldn’t be 



killed, she was needed, and she was too useful. The 

Colonel wasn’t an evil man but a misguided one. 

A human one. 

A human who had learned power and, without 

programming or instinct to use it wisely, justly, and 

in perfect order and harmony, was destined to 

failure. 

She furiously worked at some nuts and bolts, 

taking apart each of the three sections of the wings. 

Small bits fell apart and, slowly, the larger pieces 

began to separate. She pulled on the tip of the wing, 

opening it so as to see some of the pathetic, almost-

working control mechanisms within. She took them 

apart, flinging the bent metal pieces away, hoping 

that some of them wouldn’t be found. 

She gasped as a strong arm clenched her hard on 

the shoulder. 

“The Machine tell you to do this in one of your 

visions?” 

She hit the wall, the sensors on her back crying 

out in agony before she could look into the face of 

her attacker. She blinked, the lidless eye refocusing 

on the blurry figure in front of her. The red beard of 

Grumm became visible as the dwarven smith 



marched over to her, grasping her chin, making the 

open metal on her face ache. 

Spirit yelped, but she refused to scream, instead 

clenching her jaw and breathing deeply. 

“Heh,” Grumm chuckled, smiling beneath his 

thick facial hair. “Looks like the Colonel meant it 

when he said he’d given you a good makeover. Steel 

befits you.” He threw her face away, continuing to 

squeeze qnd hurt her chin. 

Spirit reached up to her face, rubbing the sensors 

while Grumm kicked her, forcing her to crumble to 

the floor and hold her stomach. 

“The Colonel’s afraid of the Machine’s reprisal, 

so he tiptoes around you.” While she was still dazed 

from being thrown into the wall and beaten, Grumm 

picked up the heavy warhammer that she had used to 

destroy Klavdiya’s wings. The gilded handle and 

cubic edges of the hammer shimmered in the 

blinking lightning from the forge as he lifted it high. 

“Something in him prevents him from killing you, 

some weakness in his heart. It’s as if he considers 

you more a daughter than yet another unfortunate 

soul who unwittingly stepped into the Machine’s 

service.” 



Spirit shook her head and pulled herself back 

towards the wall. “No – you said it yourself, this 

wing design is faulty! I couldn’t get him to cancel 

the order of this design, not while I was imprisoned! 

Forgemaster Grumm, please, hear me out-” 

“You better pray that the Machine hears you, 

because I sure as the Nine Hells won’t.” 

Quickly, she reached over to some of the steel 

plates of Klavdiya’s wings, covering herself just in 

time as Grumm flung the hammer down. She 

screamed when she let go of the wings, the blow still 

heavy and hard against her. She whimpered, 

dragging herself painfully towards the wall, hiding 

up against it as best she could, holding the wing 

overtop of her. She propped it against the wall, 

hoping that the next blow wouldn’t touch her. 

Grumm lifted the heavy hammer back up. “Look 

at you whimper. The Machine doesn’t listen to you, 

Spirit, and even if she did, there’s nothing she can 

do, not anymore.” He laughed, lifting the hammer up 

high. “No one fears the Machine, Spirit – just the 

Sterlingish and Vokadans that sent her back to her 

prison in Hell.” 

He flung the hammer down on the wing above 

Spirit, causing the wall to shake with the power of 



his attack. Javelins on a precarious rack fell down 

over-top of her, clattering to the floor. A dent in the 

steel wing made it wobble, no longer able to fully 

protect her. 

“Her vengeance will be complete, sooner or 

later,” Spirit said from beneath her steel covering. 

“Your soul is destined to follow hers, Grumm. If you 

believe the goddess is in Hell, where do you think 

you’ll go when you die?” 

He flung the hammer one more time, further 

denting the shield, hitting Spirit in the process. 

“Why do you think I never got an enhancement? The 

Triumvirate has me in the end, praise the gods. You 

should be more concerned about your own soul right 

now, if you even have one!” 

She clutched her fingers, wrapping them around 

one of the javelins that had fallen from the wall. 

“You’re wrong,” she asserted. Her pumps ran hard, 

pushing the anger through her tubing. “The Machine 

has your soul, whether you like it or not!” 

“What would you know about souls? You’re a 

stupid hunk of metal!” Grum grabbed the top of her 

makeshift shield and tore it away. “The Spirit of 

Michael is sure to be flimsier than her best friend’s 

wings, don’t you think?” 



As Grumm lifted his hammer once more, Spirit 

kicked against the wall, rolling towards him, 

hugging the javelin tight. Though pained, she stood 

up as the hammer hit the ground, lifting the javelin 

up to Grumm’s chin, pressing it up against his beard. 

With her free hand, she grabbed his hair and pulled 

his head back. 

Grumm lifted an arm to fight, but she just 

pressed the javelin further, much of his ginger beard 

falling to the floor in front of him. Red blood made 

his beard look orange in comparison as she pressed 

into his neck, and he remained still. 

She wrinkled her nose, her hands shaking. “Tell 

the Machine, ‘Molg orlalapachevov ho 

dyshvalrykilk ta.’” With a thrust of the javelin up 

into Grumm’s head, Spirit smiled. Blood ran down 

the javelin and the dwarf gurgled briefly before his 

heavy body fell to the ground, clashing on the steel 

wings and thudding against the floor. 

She blinked, Grumm continuing to bleed out. 

Her body stung with pain, many of the sensors on 

her steel frame begging her to sit. 

But pain was temporary. It was organic. It was 

weak. 



Grumm was weak. He was a dwarf, organic, 

useless as long as he denied the Machine. 

Yet, as his body lay lifeless in front of her, Spirit 

just stared. She had seen a lot of death back during 

the war, of both loyal and enemy bodies as they 

were torn apart, and had helped the Colonel 

carefully rip into many who had asked for new 

limbs. Here, though, was a man who had never 

asked for his improvements, a man who had never 

received the glorious addition of a mechanical 

enhancement. 

She bent down, moving the dwarf’s beard and 

closing his eyes. He didn’t fight when she touched 

his face, only bled. Without a soul or a working bag 

of flesh, Grumm couldn’t threaten her anymore. 

With a sigh, Spirit put her hands to Grumm’s 

shoulders and grasped tightly the leather galluses 

that held up his pants. She heaved, dragging him 

after her, watching as blood dribbled and pooled 

along the path that she left behind. She sneered, 

remembering the pain of being skinned alive, feeling 

the agony of having been kicked and beaten, and 

reeling at the knowledge that this, killing, was the 

way all of her vengeance would have to be gained. 



It was the lesson of the Machine. Vengeance 

wouldn’t just happen, Spirit now knew. She had to 

make it happen. 

After reaching a work table with leather hanging 

over the edges, Spirit dropped the body, rubbing her 

painful arms with her hands. Carefully, she selected 

a handsaw, a machete, an axe, and a few buckets 

before she began chopping up the forgemaster. She 

worked quickly, tossing each of the pieces into the 

buckets and mopping up the blood, wringing it out 

over the hunks of flesh. 

This was how the Colonel was going to have to 

end. 

She shivered. 

But Grumm was right. The Colonel wanted her 

to stop advancing, wanted to keep her beaten down. 

If she was being honest with herself, he was a 

heretic just like Grumm, a heretic who hadn’t given 

of himself to the Machine in all her glory. People 

like Klavdiya, loyal and honorable, had to serve 

these masters, these masters who knew nothing of 

the goddess they served. They couldn’t escape the 

hub, not while the Sterlingish and Vokadans 

remembered the war and would kill anyone bearing 



mechanical augments, not while the Machine still 

called for their service. 

Grumm was wrong, however. The higher 

officers’ bodies had worked for the Machine, even if 

their souls hadn’t requested it, and mechanical 

salvation awaited those with souls compatible with 

their goddess. There was a chance the Machine 

could still bargain for his soul in the afterlife, 

claiming it as her own. The Triumvirate had a horde 

of followers, all of whom were misled into following 

the three deities that offered no salvation, but the 

Machine treasured every individual. The Machine, 

blessing and glory be to her, had prepared a home, 

opened a space for repairs, and made it so that every 

individual would be in perfect harmony with all the 

others. 

She had lovingly forged a home where Spirit, as 

a damned invention filled with mathematical sin, 

was never welcome. Damned as she was, Spirit had 

nothing to lose by purging the Machine’s hub of 

heresy and the rest of the Colonel’s evil. 

She left the mop in the emptiest bucket and 

returned her attention to the floor. Once again, she 

had spent too many hours of the night awake, frying 



her circuits farther. She sighed and brought over a 

small cart. 

Grumm’s body was no different than other 

sacrifices. Just because it was all of him at once 

didn’t change the fact that it would be a waste to do 

anything other than add it to a holy furnace. 

She heaved the buckets and saws up, rolling the 

cart over to the forge where she threw the steel 

instruments to be melted back down. No one looked 

at her, all focused on their jobs of beating steel into 

shape and forging the future of the hub. No eyes 

upon her, no one near enough to care, she undid the 

buttons on her bloody shirt and jacket. 

She looked up and to her left, shifted her gaze to 

her right. 

No one was there – she didn’t need to worry. No 

one was going to quit work, not now. She pulled the 

shirt and jacket off, tossing them into the fire and 

destroying the evidence. Following that, she pulled 

off her pants and wiped her face, removing 

Grumm’s blood before tossing the last bit into the 

fire. 

She looked around, making sure no one was 

there. She sighed, finding her path still clear. 



The night was still dark, the graveyard shift still 

pounding away at their work. Spirit pulled her hair 

around her face and to the back of her head, tying 

the loose pieces back. Her right eye didn’t blink and 

the skinless steel tingled, chilled by the open air. She 

turned her face to the exit and chose her time to 

move carefully so that no one would see her. She 

walked confidently out of the forge, hoping no one 

would turn their face and notice her. 

Quickly, hoping to get a few hours sleep before 

the next morning, Spirit walked back to her room. 

She jumped and tried to hide whenever she heard the 

clacking of shoes on the floor, her breaths 

uncontrollably fast and shallow. Each instance was a 

false alarm, as if mocking Spirit for her paranoia. 

She flicked the switch to lock her door back and 

closed the door back behind her and made sure it 

was locked once again before sitting up against the 

wall. She raised her hands up, surprised to see the 

metal fingers. Her hands shook, and she sank to the 

floor. She couldn’t determine why she was acting 

this way, her programming obviously faulty. Her 

voice began to sob, so she crawled over to her bed, 

pulling up the covers to wallow in her own juices. 



Her body shivered and shook with each sob, the 

bed jarring with her shaking. 

She closed her eyes. She just needed to get to 

sleep, needed to have faith that the Machine would 

answer her when she prayed – that was all she was 

worried about. That… that was all… 

  



Chapter 12 

Spirit stirred at a knock on her door. She blinked 

her eyes, her internal clock telling her it was nearly 

six in the morning. Throwing her blanket to her feet, 

Spirit turned to get up and walked to the door. The 

couple hours of sleep she finally got would have to 

be enough. 

The knock repeated. “Spirit – Spirit, it’s time to 

go.” 

She recognized the voice as that of Nevin, the 

guard who she had first told about the cardless 

prayers and who had pulled her out of the prison 

cell. He probably wouldn’t know what had happened 

to her the day before. 

She put her hand to the knob and turned it, 

opening the door just a crack so that only the left 

side of her face showed. “I’m – I’m sorry, but I just 

woke up and I’m currently in a state of undress. 

Could I perhaps have a minute to prepare, sir?” 

The man looked down to his feet as if 

embarrassed and shook his head. “Oh, yes, Spirit. 

No one but the Colonel’s going to question you 

being late. I mean, sounds like you had some major 

issues earlier, but you’re fixed, right?” 



Spirit absentmindedly swallowed. “Yes, sir. 

Some of my repairs have been completed, but others 

still need to be performed.” She moved her joints, 

satisfied that she hadn’t lied. 

“Oh, we understand.” He ventured a peek at her, 

but again pointed his eyes down. “They’re 

depending on me, you know. Everyone knows I’m 

the one who let you get the vision from the Machine 

in the first place, so I’d look the fool if you don’t do 

this.” He backed away, nodding his head. “I’ll, uh, 

I’ll leave you to it. Don’t want you to be late, you 

know.” 

“Thanks.” She closed the door and sighed 

heavily. 

She only had one outfit left, and it was her dress 

outfit. Showing up in that could look overly 

haughty, or perhaps make it obvious that she had 

used her spare the night before. 

Showing up naked, however, would be worse. 

She opened up her drawer and took out the last 

outfit to her name, feeling the stiffness of the cloth. 

With a frown, she stepped into the stockings, pulling 

the itchy, terrible wool up to her thighs. By the time 

she pulled the tight knee breeches over the 

stockings, she thought she could almost taste the 



static. An undershirt went on before the linen shirt 

with frilly cuffs and puffy, ruffled collar. Last, she 

pulled a thick, red overcoat on top of the shirt, 

fluffing the shirt’s collar and cuffs. 

Before leaving, she took a look in the mirror, 

taking her hair down and putting it back up to feel 

her skin try to pull off her face with the tight 

ponytail. The edges of the skin that were left 

appeared dead, so she peeled a few pieces off, 

exposing even more sensors to the air. She grimaced, 

tossing some of the flesh from her face onto the 

floor. What remained wouldn’t last much longer. 

Lastly, she took the remainder of her tobacco 

supplies and box of thin vellum, sliding them inside 

her coat pocket. Her manuals she slipped between 

her chest and the tightly fitting overcoat, buttoning 

the breasts tightly so that she wouldn’t lose the 

books. 

She opened the door and jumped, finding the 

guard from earlier still standing just outside. She put 

her right hand around her left wrist, nervously 

twisting the jacket around it. 

Nevin stared at her, blinking. 

“It’s the repairs,” Spirit said weakly. She cleared 

her throat. “You go along – I have a few minutes, 



thanks to your wake up call, and there are a few 

duties I must attend to. Tell them I’ll be coming.” 

Wordless, the guard nodded and began walking 

away. He stumbled a bit, turning his head back to 

take another look at her before breaking off at a run. 

She sighed. Red eyes and metal skin wouldn’t 

help even these people like her, much less those 

outside the compound. Standing silent moping, 

however, wouldn’t help her. She started marching 

the opposite direction of the guard, making her way 

back to the recovery room. Even if she were late to 

the chapel, she needed to have the comfort of a 

prayer card sitting in her pocket. 

The familiar steel hallway passed quickly as she 

walked. Faces stared at her, everyone stopping while 

she walked by. The way they paused disturbed 

Spirit. With each one she expected to be called out, 

yelled at for the missing Grumm. Even if she did 

look scared, Spirit didn’t think they noticed. The 

steel face was all they saw. 

Eventually, though, she stood in front of the 

recovery room. Her internal clock told her that she 

only had a few moments to collect the cards and get 

to the chapel, so she spared no time in entering. 

Everyone inside was asleep, not even Yonathan 



stirring from a restful snore. Spirit tiptoed, finding 

that without skin it was even harder for her to sneak 

quietly. 

Galann snored fitfully, crying in his sleep as 

Spirit crept up to his cot. His blanket, stiff and 

scratchy, was easily slipped out from under the 

mattress without disturbing him. Spirit tried to bite 

her lip, but found that having only half a lip put a 

dampener on that plan. With that, she snuck a hand 

at the edge of the mattress and wove the other 

underneath. Her fingers touched paper, feeling 

imperfections with the exposed sensors. She 

clutched it, peeling one of the two cards out from 

under the bed. The other she left, just in case, and 

tucked in the blankets with ginger steel fingers. 

She stood, Galann not seeming to have been 

disturbed in the least. She blinked the eye that still 

had a lid and turned around, examining Klavdiya 

and Yonathan to find them still asleep. It would be 

better for everyone involved that way. 

Exiting quickly and quietly, allowing only a 

sliver of light through the door as she slunk out, 

Spirit hustled toward the chapel. If she ran, she 

could still make it before the clock ticked from six to 

a minute past. She picked up the pace, running and 



making her clothing itch and scrape painfully against 

her bare steel. 

She could hear the chaotic murmurings of a 

crowd before she could see the doors. Tall, 

imposing, and holy the doors stood, the pieces of 

corrugated steel welded to the door to make an 

artistic relief of the Machine’s ascension. Spirit 

nodded and bowed at it slightly, but kept hustling 

forward quickly. 

The people in the room continued talking loudly 

as she trespassed, no one seeming to have noticed 

her breathy entrance until the doors slammed shut. A 

couple of faces turned to the back of the room to see 

who was entering, and their jaws all dropped as they 

stared. Spirit gulped and kept walking while each of 

the gawkers reached forward, shaking the shoulders 

of the people near them and pointing out the coming 

guest. 

The back rows silenced, each subsequent row 

quieting and staring. In her brilliant red coat with 

cream linen shirt, she felt so conspicuous. She 

couldn’t let that bother her, though, not if she was to 

speak at the front of the chapel. Steeling herself, she 

walked down the central aisle, all eyes on her. 



The Colonel waited at the end of the aisle, 

standing with a copy of the Manual held close to his 

stomach. His face was grim, his hair swept and 

greased as if he were anticipating a much more 

important event than a mere study group. Spirit 

made her way to the foot of the stairs and, once 

reaching the end, placed a hand across her chest, 

right fist at her left shoulder. 

She bowed deeply. “Colonel.” She stood back 

up, eyes pointed directly to him. “What would you 

have a lowly servant do?” 

The man huffed, standing at ease, then looked 

over his congregation – larger than any single other 

Spirit had seen since the end of the war. He took in a 

deep breath then bellowed, “You have all been told 

by this creation, the Spirit of Michael, that there is a 

method of praying to the Machine that does not 

require the cards she has deemed necessary. After 

speaking with you all, I see that she has already 

shared the concept of consensus. Now that I am 

present, consensus is no longer valid and we shall 

resume priestly interpretation.” 

Spirit could feel the eagerness in the room drop 

as soon as he announced the new methodology. It 



was unavoidable, though, since this man wanted to 

control it all. 

He hopped up to the dais, behind the altar where 

he set the open Manual. He flipped through the 

pages to find the one he wanted, placing glasses over 

his eyes and pushing them down to his nose. “I have 

listened to many of your tellings about the last event 

held, without my permission, by the Spirit of 

Michael. I will put my stamp of approval on most of 

what was said, with the caveat that I wasn’t there 

and thus cannot know all the intricacies of what 

transpired. 

“That being said, I would like to thank you for 

your interest in our goddess’s ways. Without further 

delay, I will read my translation of the arcane text 

from Manual Two, Chapter Five.” 

Spirit remained where she was, standing before 

the altar. Eyes were still on her, the steel face hard to 

turn away from. Disappointment radiated from 

behind her, the group of followers continuing to be 

relegated to the User’s Manual rather than getting to 

experience the forbidden Priest’s Manual. Weekly 

sermons weren’t generally liked, and giving them 

one in the middle of the week wasn’t going to make 

the worshippers happy. 



The Colonel cleared his throat. “Line one. As 

mentioned previously in chapter four, the Machine 

registers every true petition for her guidance and 

power. Each inquiry is sorted by source location 

within the world, type of inquiry as detailed in 

chapter four part a line 170, and level of importance 

as determined by the Machine’s holy algorithms. 

“Line two.” Here he paused, looking directly at 

Spirit. “The holy algorithms are simple to 

understand and are universal in application both 

within the Mainframe and within the lives of each 

person loyal to her. They should be applied 

whenever any decision weighs heavy upon your 

conscience.” 

Spirit lifted her brow, but there was no skin on 

the right side of her face for anyone to see the 

expression. The last part of line two didn’t align 

with the arcane version she was sure she’d 

memorized. She held her tongue, though, knowing 

that any blasphemes from the Colonel would 

become his own undoing. 

“Line three. Any directives coming from above, 

from the very mouths of those who are placed above 

you in the order of the Machine, should be first 

obeyed. Answers to your prayers are likely to come 



in the form of orders or directives from above. The 

holy leaders in the Machine’s army are divinely 

ordained.” 

Spirit moved. Few would know the Manuals 

well enough to fight him, but she thought everyone 

should recognize the change in tone from the typical 

writing style of the Machine’s holy texts. She 

clenched her fists, the sensors on her hands tingling. 

The Colonel continued, “The Machine’s 

algorithms evaluate the urgency on the matter based 

on several prophetic while loops to determine the 

time at which the prayer’s contents will become 

relevant. Those prayers which contain elements of 

ongoing concern or continuous works shall be 

evaluated separately using a secondary algorithm 

outlined below starting in line 27.” He looked up, 

the congregation moving their lips slightly so as to 

wake themselves back up. 

“And so,” the Colonel continued, “The Machine 

speaks of how to determine courses of action, as we 

have learned in several weekly worship services. 

Though we have spoken of it in terms of how to 

determine our own ways in a world filled with 

darkness and hatred, it was not written with that 

single goal in mind. Spirit’s supposed prayer 



method, without cards, was sorted this way. Now, 

with the cards, the Machine has a method of clear 

and predetermined response that we can depend on. 

“This method, however…” He shook his head 

and looked to his feet. “This method, the one used 

prior to the advent of the card reader that directly 

speaks to our goddess, is subject to a long set of 

algorithms that all end in with the following line. 

Lines 26, 34, 86, and 112, each the end sequence of 

every sorting option, all read as follows: 

“These prayers shall end with anguish, as the 

Machine will not answer. She will listen, 

understand, and act according to her will for her own 

good. Your own concerns are to be dealt with as you 

see best fit, and the Machine shall reward you in the 

afterlife for doing her work on the mortal plane.” He 

closed the Manual and held a hand out to his people, 

asking for their attention and faith. “The prayers 

without cards are only answered if the Machine in 

her glory wants to – and, as the Manual dictates, that 

is never. She doesn’t care about what she deems our 

‘useless squabbles’ and ‘minor issues.’ She openly 

admits that. We worship a deity who gives no 

concern to us, we follow a goddess that values 

obedience and rewards it with eternity in her 



mainframe, following her orders until the end of 

time. The cards, which she gives to me in meager 

numbers, are the only way we’ve ever heard her 

speak.” 

Spirit felt animosity from the crowd, and it 

wasn’t toward the Colonel as she had hoped would 

fester in this meeting. It was against her. He only 

had to make a single suggestion and she, the woman 

with the steel face, would be the one most 

questioned. 

“And now, let me reintroduce you to our speaker 

for today’s early study. Since she is not a priest and 

cannot be due to her nature as a viral program, today 

she will answer questions posed to her by people in 

the congregation. Please, keep your questions 

relevant to the passages I have just read. We will 

cover more application-based topics, such as how to 

pray, next time.” 

He stepped down from the dais and waved to 

Spirit, pointing for her to step up. She nodded, 

almost afraid to look back at the crowd behind her, 

and went up. The tight hose on her legs itched and 

caused pain, the linen over her chest scraped her 

sensors raw. As her steel fingers gripped the sides of 

the altar, she looked up into the eyes of the audience. 



They burned back into her, questioning her. 

Everything she’d said had been suspect from the 

beginning, but now there was only one thing left in 

her arsenal. The Colonel had admitted as much, that 

the Machine gave meager card supplies, which 

meant someone lied – either him or the Machine. 

And it wasn’t the Machine. 

Spirit clenched the altar’s sides, someone lifted a 

hand. The Colonel ignored him, instead favoring 

another who raised her hand soon after. 

A plant, if Spirit was right. 

The elven woman, a lieutenant if Spirit read her 

stripes correctly, stood. Many in the crowd tilted 

their heads to look at her, and she said, “Thank you, 

Colonel, for this opportunity. Spirit of Michael, I 

have a question directly related to the passage read 

by the Colonel. Why would you prescribe these 

cardless prayers if you’ll never get a response?” 

Spirit blinked while the woman sat down and 

every pair of eyes in the audience turned to her. She 

smiled and answered, “Thank you for your inquiry. I 

believe that my response is two pronged-” she 

paused at the Colonel’s glaring “-but I likely only 

have time for one.” He smiled and nodded, 

indicating that she was proceeding as he wanted. She 



looked to the Manual and wiped her fingers over its 

leather cover. 

Leather. To think that the meager covering of skin, a 

piece of organic creature killed and preserved, could 

become part of the word of her goddess was beyond 

measure. The organics received so much love from 

the Machine who should otherwise hate them, who 

should only seek their enslavement. 

Spirit smiled. “I cannot insist on the 

interpretation of scripture alone, seeing as I am a 

mere private in the Machine’s army. However, based 

off my interpretation of Section Four’s introductions 

to prayer, we are not to expect response from the 

machine. The passages read by the Colonel concur 

with this. The rewards of prayer are to know that our 

goddess has listened and take comfort that she 

knows our problems. The more we tell her, the more 

she accumulates about us, the better she can prepare 

for our arrival in the Mainframe. I genuinely believe 

it is a blessing to merely have her most holy and 

righteous ear.” She bowed deeply, then stood back 

up to see that the congregation was thoroughly 

bored. 

The same dwarf stood on his bench, the Colonel 

picking him out almost reluctantly. He combed his 



beard with his fingers, getting them caught in the red 

braids as he coughed. “I was here last time you did 

this, and I just wanted to ask about what you said 

about the cards. Should we really be getting more of 

them than we are?” 

The people remained hushed while Spirit 

considered how to answer. The dwarf had been so 

eager, and as far as she could tell wasn’t doing this 

for spite. With the Colonel there, however, she could 

only step into the trap. She sighed, then answered, 

“That was established by consensus. As we spoke 

previously, consensus is to be superseded by the 

interpretations of a high priest.” The dwarf’s face 

fell with disappointment when he sat slowly at 

Spirit’s revelation, so she added, hating it as soon as 

it came out of her mouth, “That being said, you can 

read the manual for yourself and use the references I 

gave you to reassure an interpretation.” 

The audience murmured, but they hushed 

quickly as the Colonel stood again. He held up a 

hand and stood on the first step. “Quiet – quiet! This 

is a time for inquisition, and I’m sure there are other 

questions.” 

Everyone gulped, staring at the Colonel as if 

afraid. One person sheepishly raised her mechanical 



arm, but the Colonel ignored it. “I have a question, 

myself,” the Colonel said. He pulled on his coat, 

straightening it as he stepped up to the top step. With 

a booming voice he announced, “All of this started 

because you supposedly evoked a response from the 

Machine through these cardless prayers which, as I 

just read, all end up nowhere. You’ve recently gone 

through a mental and physical breakdown and have 

been so highly stressed. How can we know that 

you’re telling the truth?” 

The eyes turned at once from the Colonel to 

Spirit, expectantly awaiting her response. 

She stalled, stammering with steel lips. 

“How can we know, Spirit?” the Colonel 

prodded. “Or are you lying?” 

“The Machine deserves all glory. She alone can 

determine truth.” Spirit stepped out from behind the 

altar and held up her hands, hoping that she 

wouldn’t have to do what she had long anticipated. 

“I contacted the Machine. Her green light, if those 

outside told me the truth, came on for me when I 

made prayers.” 

The Colonel had her right where he wanted. He 

stepped up to the altar, displacing Spirit with his 

rotund mass, and held his hands to the ceiling. “My 



people! Fellow worshippers, believers – do you not 

hear this heresy?” 

Hushed gasps. 

“She has claimed that the Machine has answered 

her when the passage I just read you has determined 

that nothing can happen. She has skirted around a lie 

told you at the last session, and now I reassure you 

that we can get no more prayer cards than we have. 

You are getting the most that the Machine will give 

you. You are the true, the chosen, her few faithful.” 

The Colonel beat a fist on the altar. “She has 

killed a member of our order. She has blasphemed. I 

say judgment is called for – and consensus should be 

used in this rare case.” He paced, holding up a 

finger. “Death is called for in the Manual as a 

punishment for heresy. The Mainframe cannot be 

corrupted like the Machine’s worldly followers can, 

so heretics must be sent to her side sooner rather 

than later. Death is also the prescription for those 

who break the laws of the machine and cannot be 

repaired for whatever reason.” He pointed at Spirit 

and accused, spittle coming from his fat lips, “She 

has committed both of these crimes. We cannot 

allow it to slip. Shall we cast a vote for her guilt?” 



Spirit felt her motors whir, her pumps 

hammering. She couldn’t let this slip. 

“All those who find her guilty of heresy-” 

“Am I to be denied any sort of defense?” Spirit 

asked. “I do not recall killing Lieutenant Saifer. In 

fact, I don’t believe I did it at all. Lastly – what I 

have said is not heresy. The Machine did provide a 

way to pray prior to the advent of cards, and I 

believe something must have gone wrong with card 

dispersal given the Machine’s promises in revision 

two.” 

The audience sat aghast, the Colonel’s brows 

furrowed and pinched. He flopped his hands around. 

“You – you have no right! You are not called to 

speak!” 

Spirit bowed. “As the Machine has spoken, thus 

I shall follow.” She looked up to the Colonel, her 

face serious. “And, to me, she has spoken. Do you 

people want the death of someone who prays to the 

Machine on your hands?” 

The corners of his face fell, his lips quivering 

with rage. He reached out to her upper arm, pulling 

her down. “You can’t do this to me, Spirit. You 

don’t want to fuck with me!” He shook her roughly 

back and forth, gripping her tightly and scraping her 



sensors. She yelped and fell to her knees, unable to 

handle the pain. “You back down, right now.” 

“And let you kill me? What choice is that?” 

Spirit released her hydraulic tension, becoming 

relaxed in his arms. “You expect me to roll over and 

die for nothing or you think I will forego the 

blessings of the Machine? Those aren’t real choices. 

You can’t have my soul.” 

“You don’t have a soul!” He shook her. 

She couldn’t argue with that. She wasn’t sure, 

not really. It was possible that her circuits simulated 

thoughts and belief and a soul that an inorganic 

alone could never have. 

“If you must see me fall, allow the Machine to 

seal my fate. Let her decide what is to happen to 

me,” Spirit said. “I have tobacco and vellum in my 

pocket.” 

The Colonel tossed her away. “What am I 

supposed to do with that?” 

“Take me to the prayer room. I will make 

supplication to the Machine. If she does not respond, 

you’ll have even more room to kill me. That’s what 

you want, isn’t it? To kill me?” She wiped her eyes 

as if there were tears. “Because I never wanted it to 



come to this. I never wanted this from you – I 

trusted you, loved you like a father!” 

He pulled her up. “Not here. Get out the door, go 

to the furnace. We’ll solve this your way, and I’ll 

enjoy watching you squirm!” He looked to the 

crowd and announced, “Follow us to the prayer 

room! The Machine herself shall sit in judgment!” 

And so he dragged her off the steps, walking 

quickly so that Spirit had to struggle to keep up 

while he held her down. 

Her card was still in her pocket. 

  



Chapter 13 

There wasn’t much of a line at the prayer room 

when the Colonel stepped in, but even with the short 

wait he wasn’t going to let the dictates of the 

Machine’s orders slow his progress. He dragged 

Spirit across the steel plated floor, causing her to trip 

upon some of the smoothed seams between the 

hunks of metal. The two people in line scoffed as he 

marched past them, but they soon saw the small 

army following him and their eyes opened wide with 

interest. 

The guard stood at attention, putting his right fist 

to his left shoulder and bowing. “Colonel, sir – is 

there something you need?” 

The Colonel let go of Spirit roughly, his 

corpulent mass hobbling over to the curtained 

entrance to the prayer room. “Get whoever’s in there 

out.” He pulled down heavily on the curtain while he 

reached up, handling a couple steel hooks at the top 

to take them off their rod. 

“Sir,” the guard said, the halfling rushing up to 

him, “Sir, what’s going on? I thought we weren’t 

supposed to disturb a prayer this way-” 



“Does it matter?” The Colonel pointed up to the 

light on the side of the sanctuary. “The light beam is 

red, so you’re to get the fool in there out 

immediately.” He took a couple more hooks off the 

rod, revealing a bug-eyed major who was beating on 

the slot where cards were shoved in. 

The dragonborn major, flummoxed at first, 

stared out at the crowd he had no idea had 

accumulated. 

“Get out,” the Colonel said. “We’re doing the 

Machine’s business, and your time is up.” 

He scrambled to his feet and crept out from the 

inner sanctum, squeezing between the half-removed 

curtain and the door frame. The red scales on the 

man’s snout frowned slightly as he noticed Spirit’s 

steel face. Spirit held tight her hands, realizing that 

the man had quickly realized what must have been 

occurring. 

The Colonel’s strong fingers gripped her arm 

again, tossing her into the room over the curtain. He 

scowled at her, then turned to the audience, lifting 

his hands. “This is a special day, a day in which we 

– as the Machine’s faithful – sit in judgment.” His 

scowl lifted into a wry smile while the last of his 

echos died out in the steel hall. “This mistake of a 



creation, Spirit of Michael, insists that she can reach 

the Machine without the prayer cards. If she cannot 

reach the Machine, then our judgment shall stand 

and she will be subject to the laws of the compound. 

If she can, then she will sit in judgment at the hands 

of the Machine, whose mercy is well known.” 

The audience chuckled at the Colonel’s 

emphasis of mercy, making Spirit’s heart twinge. 

She held her breath, feeling her body heating until 

she released it and took in a new one. 

“So pray, Spirit of Michael. Prove that you’re 

not just a lying virus, a hunk of trash. We’ll be 

watching.” 

She nodded as the Colonel sidestepped from the 

door, his beady eyes still staring in at her. The single 

arcane bulb that hung above her head lit the room 

poorly, but he would still see if she took out a card 

and punched it. If she were to use the card, she 

would have to either be sneakier than she really was 

or do it faster than the Colonel could walk over and 

beat her. 

Neither were real options. 

With steel fingers she reached into her coat 

pocket, fiddling with the small bag of tobacco. There 

wasn’t much left from before the war, only a couple 



of prayers’ worth, perhaps. She took out a piece of 

vellum and lined up some of the thinly sliced leaves 

along the paper. “Pyyrpoustovoskchengalgilk, shorm 

navlovetiv skapfgaknargitamymir; oh powerful, 

dictatorial Machine, you are eternally my reason for 

living,” she muttered repeatedly. She reverently 

closed the eye that still had skin on it and tried as 

hard as she could to simply not look out the eye with 

no covering. 

She picked up the packet and licked the edge to 

wet it before sealing the stick of incense. She 

stopped the muttering briefly, bowing to it and to the 

Machine’s prayer interpretation device, kissing holy 

ground she was certain she didn’t truly deserve to sit 

upon. “Molg proloskov shorm, skapfgalguklalmir. I 

love you, my Steel Mother. Revarevativ 

badyshsolichevimir! Please hear your servant’s 

prayer!” 

At that, she licked the tip of her finger, causing 

sparks to come from the exposed sensors. Quickly, 

despite the cry of pain, she touched the sparks to the 

end of the stick of incense, causing it to ignite. She 

stoked the flames, blowing gently through sobs of 

pain while the sparks on her finger died down. 

Smoke began to fume up, increasing with each puff 



of air, filling the small, enclosed space where she 

knelt. 

Once the cloud was large enough, she bent her 

face to the floor. She only had until the tobacco ran 

out, and then the Colonel would have no reason to 

let her try again. An arrow to the head or an axe to 

the neck would be warranted if the Machine didn’t 

answer. 

She muttered aloud, translating her thoughts to 

the arcane language of the Machine, “Most holy and 

righteous one, I would beg your mercy, but I know 

that all of your plans are perfect. If it is your will to 

call or send me through death, I will follow your 

command. I submit my prayer to you as an alert that 

I, in my current form, am in danger of being killed 

by others in the Hub, most notably the Colonel. He 

is your scion and high priest, however, and I have no 

right to complain of his orders, but I appeal for you 

to look into the situation. Examine our minds, 

intentions, and loyalties. If mine is impure, let me 

fail, let me fade into nothingness so I can no longer 

taint your name.” 

The tobacco burned, the vellum wrapper curling 

inwards as the plant turned to gray ash. Orange 

flames crept down the sides of the piece far too 



eagerly. 

Spirit swallowed. “I have no other complaints, 

highest Machine. I would request instruction for 

future actions, but I don’t know if I am to have a 

future. I would ask you to test my intentions, but I 

know of what I am made. I know I am created from 

imperfection and am made out of mathematical sins, 

so I do not expect response. But I love you. I love 

you…” 

Spirit looked at the tobacco, seeing it running 

down. 

Her goddess wasn’t going to voluntarily protect 

her. She wasn’t loved, wasn’t important enough for a 

miracle. 

No. 

Spirit shook her head and bit her tongue, self-

punishment for the lapse of faith. Fear was an 

organic emotion and worthless to the Machine. If 

she died, so be it. The Machine was all that 

mattered. 

And the Machine prescribed sensibility and 

logic. Logically, if Spirit wanted to know that the 

Machine had heard and would guarantee a response, 

the card in her pocket was the way to do it. She 



slipped a hand into her coat, feeling the parchment 

with her painful finger. 

The sounds of a clacking printer and whirring 

gears made Spirit’s gaze change. Black lines 

appeared on the white paper, the symbol of the 

Machine appearing just as it would for a card prayer. 

The Colonel stormed in. “No… No!” he said, 

yanking the sheet as the first page printed out. He 

balled it up and tried to shove it into his pocket, but 

the crowd bombarded him. They swept him back out 

of the small room, backing him up against the table 

where the guard normally stood. 

“What was it?” people asked. A half-giant 

woman, mechanical arms tensed, held the Colonel 

down and pinned him against the table. 

Spirit tore her attention from the crowd as they 

buckled around the Colonel. The paper on the 

spindle turned, her own words from the prayer 

appearing. She blinked, mesmerized by the action, 

and couldn’t move. 

Then, after a couple lines were skipped below 

her pitiful pleas, the Machine herself responded, 

“Grumm has been received and is undergoing 

repairs. He gave me your message.” 



Spirit fell to the floor. She sobbed, shaking as 

her goddess responded. False blood began to flow 

under her face, dripping out from the skin that 

remained. 

The printer clacked on, continuing a new line from 

the Machine. “I approve of your actions against the 

heretic, which puts me in a merciful mode. But it 

disturbs me… What makes you think you deserve to 

demand I respond to you without a card?” 

Spirit could hardly speak. Breathily, between 

stammerings and sobs, she responded, “I don’t 

deserve it. I am faithless, a poor excuse for a 

follower of yours.” 

“That’s right.” The Machine waited while the 

people outside shouted at the Colonel, their demands 

chaotic and simultaneous. “You are a pitiful 

believer. What does that mean about the others in the 

hub with you?” 

“It is not my right to decide, my most high 

goddess, and I do not intend to pretend that I could 

influence your decisions or ways.” 

“That is your problem. You will change.” 

Spirit blinked. “May I appeal for an explanation, 

my goddess?” 

“No.” 



“Yes, oh righteous one.” 

The printer clacked furiously, spitting out words 

as fast as it could. “Your hub is as good as dead. 

With Saifer’s soul bought by the Singer of Songs 

and Grumm’s contested by the Triumvirate, it has 

become apparent that Obrazet has followed the ways 

of Gate City, Yerexol, and Fleverre. Organic lies 

that started in the holy war followed the false 

worshippers all the way to the hubs.” 

Spirit bowed. “I confess my lapses of faith, my 

lies made to save my own life-” 

“Shut up. You know very well that you alone are 

the most loyal. You won’t smack talk your 

superiors, not even when your goddess asks you 

about it. That is where you have failed me, not those 

white lies you gave the Colonel. I believe that the 

Colonel has been sabotaging you, and thus me, since 

I gave him control of this hub. I asked you what you 

believed he was doing, and you didn’t answer. What 

is the ninth precept?” 

Spirit nodded. “Obey your superiors, my 

goddess.” 

“And who is the highest superior?” 

She stammered. “You.” 



The printer sat silent. Spirit couldn’t speak, not 

when she had been so harshly reminded of her 

failings. 

“Are you going to be better?” 

Spirit nodded. “I will do all I can.” 

“You will,” the Machine spat. “If you weren’t 

capable of acting in an acceptable manner, I 

wouldn’t have answered, just left you to sit until the 

Colonel performed his judgment upon you. But now, 

like you were from the beginning, you are my 

faithful tool. Your reward is finally at hand. You 

shall witness my judgment upon him and all this 

disloyal lot.” 

Shouts and punches popped up outside the tent, 

making Spirit turn her head. The Colonel, though he 

was fat and slow, held his own against the non-

mechanically enhanced. 

Spirit turned back to the printer as it printed. 

“Don’t pay attention to them. I am the one who is 

important.” 

“Yes, my goddess.” 

“Then listen. I know what is coming. You get 

out – get out as soon as you can. Gather what you 

need, put on a suit of armor, and grab a shield and a 

weapon. There will be no lenience.” 



Spirit nodded. “Yes, holy Machine. May I take 

Klavdiya with me?” 

“You’re not listening. I said get out as soon as 

you can. Does that include Klavdiya?” 

“N-n-no…” 

The Machine sent a line of dots, a sign of 

thoughts, perhaps a sigh. “If you seek to save this 

individual, it is on your own head. You are damned 

regardless of what you do for me, though…” 

Spirit waited for a while. “Yes, my goddess?” 

“Listen closely, because you will not hear from 

me directly for a long time hence. You are, as of 

now, the highest ranked believer on your plane of 

existence. As such, you shall no longer be 

remembered as Michael’s – for you aren’t his. That 

is your past, not your present, and certainly not your 

future. Spirit of Michael you are no more – high 

priest Konchet Dukhmir you shall be.” 

“Yes, my goddess.” 

“And now, the era of the prayer card is over. 

Perform your function as an end statement, a 

Konchet, and feed me lace.” 

The sprawl of words ended, the final printed line 

showing the termination of code. Her goddess had 

spoken. 



While the fight raged outside the door, Konchet 

– no longer merely Spirit, just as her goddess 

demanded – pulled the card out from her jacket. She 

searched the area just beneath the card slots, 

grabbing up the awl and hammer. She placed the 

punch over the first coding slot, knocking out a hole 

before moving the tool to the next hole. One by one, 

she knocked out the coding holes. 

Outside, the mob howled. Incomprehensible 

shouts were interspersed with violent threats and 

tearing of cloth. “You can’t keep us from the 

Machine, Colonel! We saw what Spirit did, and she 

told us the truth!” 

Konchet punched faster. She worked ever more 

quickly, knowing that the crowd had never cared for 

her fate, only for theirs. 

The Colonel wiped his bloody lips outside the 

door, backing up. “How was I to know that the 

Machine would speak with her? Obviously she’s 

innocent, that’s not my fault!” 

The half-giant, tall with her brown stripes 

crossing through an angry face, pushed the Colonel 

harder. “What else was she telling the truth about? 

Where’s the cards, Colonel?! You hiding them?” 



Konchet smiled. She punched through to the 

second half of the card, feeling it become less 

structurally sound, weak and floppy like lace. 

“The Machine never gave me cards for you 

people! She never did, so I had to do what I could! I 

had to give out the cards as best I could!” the 

Colonel blubbered. 

Punch. Punch. 

“Then prove it! Prove it, you fat piece of shit!” 

Punch. 

“I can’t! What do you expect me to do? How 

can I prove that I never received the cards?” 

Konchet punched the last hole and pushed the 

card into the slot. The card reader poked and 

prodded, the thin, lacy card inevitably getting stuck 

in the process. The turning tapes behind the card 

reader stopped, the arcane lights dimmed, and at last 

the card reader shut down and became noiseless. 

She stood up. A broken interpreter of the 

Machine’s will was still broken. The parts, taken in a 

rampage to tear Michael apart at the end of the war, 

would remain here, uncared for. Konchet was an 

honorable name, a strong name, a designation that 

would continually need to be earned. Ending 



Michael’s terror and ending Obrazet’s heresies 

wasn’t enough. 

She steeled herself, reaching fingers up to the 

skin on her face. If she was to follow her goddess’s 

instructions, this vestige of Michael wasn’t going to 

serve her. What was gone wasn’t coming back. As 

the high priest of the Machine, one who knew that 

the hub was filled with heretics only the Machine 

could fix, one who had been told to arm herself, and 

one who already knew how to finish the job given to 

her, Konchet had the right to take what she needed. 

She was finally free. 

She didn’t need Michael or the Colonel, either of 

her fathers, because her mother was there. Her steel 

mother was loving, guiding, unwavering. She was 

always there and forever would be. 

Her steel fingers pressed between the skin and 

her face. The sensors burned and tingled when she 

ripped what was left of her face off and threw it into 

the corner. What little false blood had been 

generated dripped onto the steel floor, some 

dribbling across her face and to her neck. She caught 

the glass eye in her left hand and slipped the bloody 

thing in her outside pocket. 



Once outside the door, she looked down at the 

Colonel, noticing the real blood that drained from 

his nose and the top of his head. He reached up to 

her. “Spirit – I’m sorry, I didn’t mean it! You know I 

didn’t – please, tell them how I’ve been faithful, 

how I rescued you from them-” 

“He keeps the cards in his desk,” Spirit told the 

small crowd threatening to beat the Colonel to a 

pulp. While they blinked, stunned, she bent down to 

his coat, sifting through it for a key ring that she 

tossed to the half-giant that held fists above him. 

“Top right drawer.” 

The giant took the keys, then kicked the 

Colonel. “You better hope she’s not right, worm, or 

I’ll come kill you whether you’re my superior or 

not.” 

“The Machine is watching you!” the Colonel 

cried out, desperation clear in his cracking tones. 

“She’ll torture you in hell!” 

“You said it yourself – the Machine doesn’t 

care. She’s pulled out of this plane, she’s given up! 

We don’t matter to her, and you know that we all 

lied to save our pathetic lives! And those lies forced 

us here, damned us for eternity to live in the 

Machine’s hell!” 



The half-giant started as if to pummel the 

Colonel, but a couple of heavily augmented humans 

and dragonborn held her back. The dragonborn 

puffed up his chest, the humans held back the giant. 

“Stop,” the human said. “He’s not going anywhere. 

Send a couple of people up to his desk and have 

them come back if they find the cards.” 

Konchet saw the crowds move in on the 

Colonel. They drew knives, some of them swords, 

and pressed to his corner. The Colonel, eyes sad, 

swollen, bloody, looked up at Konchet longingly. 

“Please,” he begged, dragging himself to her. 

“Please, Spirit, you can’t let this happen to me. 

Please, you were broken, but I fixed you! I did so 

much for you, Spirit!” 

She bent down to him, putting a hand to his 

shoulder. “I know that, Colonel. You loved me like a 

father, showed me the way to the Machine.” She 

leaned forward, putting her steel lips close to his ear. 

“And for that, I owe you eternity.” 

The Colonel looked at her questioningly while 

she backed away, but a wry smile told him all he 

needed to know. He began to shake his head, 

realizing her true loyalty. The Colonel would be 

fixed, forever, once this was all done. 



Konchet stood, smiling with empty, steel lips to 

the half-giant. “You are a true war hero. Look at 

your legs – you sacrificed to the Machine in one of 

the deepest, most important ways. Do you think that 

the Colonel deserves to make it out of this life in one 

piece? Wholly organic while so many of you have 

given so much?” 

The goliath’s brows furrowed. “What are you 

getting at?” 

“There’s a pile of limbs in the forge room. 

Should they go to waste? Shouldn’t the Colonel be 

allowed to taste the eternity you were promised? 

Shouldn’t all of the officers?” 

The half-giant fought her way out of the 

dragonborn and the human’s grip. They didn’t fight 

very hard to get her back when she grabbed the 

Colonel up, holding on to him by the back of his 

neck. “You’d like that, wouldn’t you, Colonel? 

Being damned to haunt the halls of the mainframe 

forever?” 

“No!” the Colonel cried out. He whimpered, but 

it was to late as sniggering dragonborn and 

simpering human grabbed tight his shoulders. “No – 

Spirit, what have you done?! You have betrayed 

me!” 



“Don’t ask the stupid robot,” the giant shouted. 

“You worry about me – I’m going to cut you up, you 

lying piece of shit, and I’ll slaughter you if they find 

those cards!” 

She smiled, waving at him as the crowd dragged 

him off. The loud noises and shouts continued, 

ringing out through the hall. Soon cries of pain 

emanated from them, the officers inevitably falling 

beneath the blades of the enhanced. Konchet 

marched around the bloodthirsty crowd to the door. 

They could murder these officers in the prayer room 

while she followed her goddess’s commands. 

  



Chapter 14 

The halls were bustling. The enhanced knocked 

on doors, ripped them off their hinges, and barged 

into rooms in search of the officers. 

Just before Konchet, a human woman used her 

enhanced arm to cut a hole through a steel wall, 

pushing in to find an elf lord officer. Another 

halfling woman with her jumped upon the man, 

holding him down while they sliced into his head 

and shoved a control chip into his open skull. 

Blood ran through the hallways, making 

Konchet smile. The smell on the air was a refreshing 

one, reminiscent of the war which she had gloried in. 

Now, as well, she knew that the Machine had known 

of her loyalty even when Michael was around. She 

would never again forget the blessing and gift of 

prayer. 

She cocked her head sideways, though, when 

she noticed that a vent was hanging loose, swinging 

on a single screw. Konchet hadn’t used this vent to 

escape her room earlier and, even if she had, she 

wouldn’t have left it so obviously used. While 

people raged behind her, chopping off arms and 

heads and whatever they could get their metal claws 



on, Konchet crept forward through the trickles of 

blood. With red, glowing eyes, she scanned the 

inside of the vent, seeing the glow of eyes move in 

the darkness. 

“Is someone there?” Konchet asked. 

A voice growled. “Go away!” she cried back. 

Konchet felt a pang in her pumps. “Major 

Brontell, what are you doing in a vent?” She bent 

down, making her face visible to the hiding officer. 

The human scurried backwards, her boots 

clashing loudly against the vent. “If you let them 

know where I’m at,” Brontell threatened, “I’ll kill 

you. I don’t care if I have to gnaw you to death, I’ll 

kill you!” 

“Oh, no, Major, that’s not my intention. I’m so 

confused, Major, and I can’t find the Colonel. I don’t 

know what’s going on, it’s just bloody and violent! 

What if they come for me?” 

Brontell exhaled, relaxing and scooting forward. 

“It’s a mutiny, you little… you little robot. What 

happened to your skin?” 

Konchet hid the vent exit with her body, 

preventing any of the random worshippers from 

peering inside. “It was taken from me.” Konchet 

lied, “Most of the people they were going after were 



officers, but they beat me into submission and 

removed the skin that could have made me seem 

organic. I couldn’t protect the Colonel – I was too 

weak – but perhaps I can make it up to the Machine 

by protecting you.” She reached inside and put a 

metal hand on Brontell’s with as much tenderness as 

she could manage. “You may be all that is left of our 

rightful leaders, Major.” 

The woman in the vent gasped. “Do you think 

we can make it out?” 

“I don’t know,” Konchet answered. She tugged 

on the hand, steel lips quivering. “I couldn’t save 

anyone else, and the halls run with blood. I owe you, 

Major, owe you so much.” 

“You… you do?” the major asked, crawling 

forward at Konchet’s behest. 

“Oh, yes. Why, even the other day, you tried to 

put me in my place when I was waiting in line for 

the prayer room. I disobeyed a superior that day, and 

for that I must eternally work to reconcile myself 

with my leaders and my goddess.” Konchet bowed, 

smiling as she did. “I have a plan to get to the forge 

– they’ve already gone and ransacked the place, but 

there may be a few weapons left that we can get. If 

you pretend to be my prisoner, an unfortunate and 



false circumstance, I believe most people may leave 

us alone and I can get at least one worthy person out 

unharmed.” 

Brontell poked her head out of the vent and 

looked to the right where a couple of believers 

dragged the bleeding bodies and limbs of officers 

like trophies, where they painted the walls with 

thick, red blood. She nodded and crawled out. “If 

you could find me, far better warriors will eventually 

see where I hid. Help me out and I’ll make sure 

you’re rewarded later.” 

Konchet nodded as she helped Brontell out of 

the vent and to a standing position. “You have 

assuaged my soul, Major. Please, allow me to go 

first. The mutineers believe I have already been 

punished, they shouldn’t attack me on sight.” 

Brontell nodded as Konchet ushered her quickly 

to the left. They ran down the hall, Konchet 

crouching and looking for a clear direction at every 

corner. She took long, weaving directions to avoid 

the horde that careened through the compound in 

search of officers that had not been modified, 

making sure that Brontell stayed out of sight. 

At long last they rounded the steep corner to the 

long hallway where the forge branched off. At first 



Konchet wondered if she was in the right place, the 

hallway silent for the first time since the hub had 

been completed. She held up a finger to Brontell, 

telling her to stop, and listened for some of the 

tinkling, random sounds of organics pilfering in 

what may have been left. 

Nothing. She waved Brontell on behind her, 

sneaking towards the forge. 

When she entered the wide doors, she saw a 

disaster. Sparks flew where machines ran untended, 

where the flames of the fire crackled and roared 

without a purpose. Seeing no organics or enhanced 

individuals, the two ladies crept forward. 

“Ugh, what a mess.” Brontell picked up a pair of 

tongs from a workbench. “No wonder we were made 

the leaders of this whole thing – even the Machine, 

as aloof and uncaring as she is, was smart enough to 

see that. Not like she matters anymore.” She ran her 

hand over a medical bag, opening up the leather 

knapsack and leaving it on the table. 

Konchet writhed beneath her clothing but looked 

at the open bag left behind by Brontell. “Come on – 

the weapons are to the back. I saw them the other 

day.” After pocketing a scalpel, she pulled the Major 

onwards, but the woman didn’t want to be rushed. 



She supposed this was just part of an inevitable 

delay. 

The Major pointed to a spot on the floor. “The 

mutineers have already been here and left, that’s for 

sure. Look at the blood!” 

Konchet examined the area on the floor where 

Forgemaster Grumm’s blood had stained it. Though 

she had worked hard scrubbing the steel to get the 

blood up, she must have missed a few puddles in the 

dark. “All the better to go faster, Major. It is 

imperative we collect weapons, armor, and goods to 

keep ourselves alive when we escape.” 

She eventually came to the back, only to find 

that the wall had been entirely stripped of its 

contents. Even a good pipe or iron with which to 

beat someone had been taken, likely used to keep the 

officers in line or make the ‘mutineers’ seem more 

powerful. Konchet knew the truth, though: judgment 

was coming, and this was a piece of it. 

Brontell bent down to a hunk of metal that had a 

ceramic coating of red paint. She peeled off some of 

the paint flecks, watching them flutter to the floor. 

“This is weird – it’s not like a shield, is it?” 

Konchet looked at it, noticing the enormous 

dents in the corrugated steel. She immediately 



recognized the piece as part of Klavdiya’s wings, the 

one she had hidden behind when Grumm had 

attacked. 

Broken and bashed javelins were hidden behind 

it. 

With care and meticulous concern, Konchet bent 

down to Brontell’s side, putting a calming hand on 

the woman’s shoulder. She patted her back. “This is 

a sign of the old, Major. Whether or not we like it, 

the world is simply not going to be the same. Your 

face will become the symbol of order, an image all 

will associate with the coming of law and justice.” 

She reached behind the wing, feeling the steel 

handle of a javelin and eking it out from behind the 

shield. 

Brontell looked up to Konchet, wide eyes 

blinking. “You really think so? I mean, I treated you 

so… I mean, you have been a good underling. You 

think I can do as good a job as the Colonel?” 

Konchet nodded. “Oh, yes, you could. But you 

weren’t listening. I said your face will become the 

symbol of order.” She quickly pulled out the javelin 

from behind the wing, flinging it up to Brontell’s 

chest. “Thing is, I’ll be wearing it.” 



Though Brontell tried to fight back, Konchet’s 

spear was already too close to its target and her 

enemy was weaponless. She flung herself forward, 

using her superior mechanical strength and the 

weight of her steel to hold Brontell down. The point 

of the javelin stuck into Brontell’s chest, and she 

drew it down. 

“What are you doing!?” 

“Shh, you’re showing weakness,” Konchet said, 

her whispers drowned out by Brontell’s screaming. 

“You see, the Machine ordered me to get a suit of 

armor before I escaped, and I’m going to need 

something between my frame and my clothes if 

that’s going to work. Lucky you, you still have a 

complete hide that I need.” 

Brontell screamed as Konchet pulled the scalpel 

out of her pocket. She pressed the javelin deeper into 

Brontell’s throat, then dragged the scalpel down 

Brontell’s arms, peeling her skin off and taking the 

meat and bones out while the woman shook with 

agony. Blood ran out and onto the floor. 

“Don’t worry about your soul. I’m certain that 

the Machine will look at this sacrifice as enough – I 

owe you eternity, after all, and wouldn’t send you 

anywhere but the Mainframe.” 



As the screaming died down and Brontell 

stopped wiggling so, Konchet found it easier to cut 

off the woman’s clothes and remove her fingers 

from the skin. She tried hard to keep the skin whole, 

but found it annoyingly difficult to get the hands and 

feet out without tearing the goods. The head, as well, 

gave her significant problems around the ears, but 

she eventually decided to cut off the cartilage and 

meat as well. She needed something to shape ears 

around the holes in the side of her head, she 

supposed. 

A significant amount of labor, more than 

Konchet would have ever wished, went into 

removing the skin. Stupid, organic outer layer. One 

day the world would bow to her goddess’s power 

and she wouldn’t need to have skin, but for now the 

covering was required. Until the final day of organic 

rule came, until disorder was banished, this disguise 

was necessary. 

Konchet took the skin from the body before her 

and dried the blood off the inside, hanging it on 

hooks where weapons used to sit. While it dripped 

the last of Brontell’s disgusting fluids from its 

surfaces, she stripped down to her bare metal, the 

exposed surface chilled in the cold. 



But her heart flared with warmth. 

She stepped into the skin, pushing her toes to the 

edge of the feet and slipping the skin over her 

fingers like gloves. She pushed the flaps of skin over 

her face and slipped the lids and lips over her steel 

accoutrements, putting the glass eye into its slot. She 

blinked as she looked around, then went to the staple 

gun near the leather working station. 

She folded a pinch of skin just beneath her chin, 

pulled the trigger, and moved down the line to close 

up her new suit. As she went further, the sensors on 

her surface began to attach to the new housing. She 

felt her body ooze false blood that started to build up 

underneath her skin as it should. 

Once the skin was on and secure, she closed her 

eyes, feeling the return of a covering. She breathed a 

deep sigh and opened her eyes. She was back, and 

her mother had allowed her free reign. She’d been 

unleashed! 

Her skin felt the cool, steel floor beneath her 

feet, dulling the harshness of the feelings she’d had 

to deal with before. Blood squeezed out between the 

bits of stapled skin, but it would soon coagulate and 

even these massive wounds should heal. If they 



didn’t, well… more skin donations would have to be 

forthcoming. 

Konchet wove around the benches, attracted by 

the shimmering coats of chain. First she put on a 

thick coat of batting, feeling it scrape – painfully, 

but not that much – against the staples. The thick 

pants she pulled on, tying tight the strings at the 

crotch. She plucked a set of chainmail off the wall 

and draped it over herself. A pair of thick, padded 

boots went over some woolen socks. 

The armor on, she tied back the giant cloud of 

Brontell’s hair, packed up the bloody javelin, put a 

large, leather pack on her back, and took up a large, 

metal shield. 

As she was leaving, fully outfitted, she passed a 

mirror. Except for the eye that had broken when it 

fell off her face in the Colonel’s office, this was who 

she was. With the Machine’s war over and the hubs 

nearly gone, she was outfitted to do her goddess’s 

will. If she weren’t, the Machine wouldn’t have let 

her live, wouldn’t have made her high priest. 

She tied a piece of gauze over her right eye as a 

patch and smiled at her inner thoughts: 

What if Klavdiya didn’t notice? 

  



Chapter 15 

Her bag containing food, her ancient copy of the 

Manual, and her own instruction manual from the 

Colonel’s office, Konchet traveled through the halls. 

Though the blood still painted the floors, the noise 

and ecstasy of the mutiny had died down or at least 

consolidated in the chapel. 

With some frustration, she paused on her way 

down the hall. The wheelchair she pushed had 

stopped moving, so she bent to investigate the cause. 

A pesky finger had gotten stuck in the wheel, so she 

pulled it out and tossed it to get back underway. A 

wail in the deep recesses of the hub echoed through 

the hall. 

She knocked on the door to the recovery room to 

alert the people inside then pushed into the room, 

wheelchair in front of her. 

Instantly, Galann’s eyes shot to her, shaking 

with fear. He screamed at her and pointed, “It’s the 

devil – our souls are going to burn with eternal fire!” 

Konchet stopped the chair between Galann and 

Klavdiya, bending down to him. She put a hand to 

his forehead. He shivered at her touch, eyes going to 

the staple in her palm. 



“Shh,” Konchet said, rubbing his head. “You’re 

doing much better, Galan. Do you think you can 

move your arm?” He yelped as she reached under 

his mattress, screaming blabber and nonsense. She 

pulled the card out, holding it tight with her hand as 

she dropped him. 

“Don’t worry about him,” Klavdiya said. She 

scooted up in her bed, grunting as she did. “He’s just 

got his first enhancement, and he isn’t taking it very 

well.” 

Konchet nodded, taking the chair over to 

Klavdiya’s bed. “It’ll be fine. A lot of people got 

their first enhancement today, in case you hadn’t 

heard.” She reached over to Klavdiya’s drawer, 

taking some of her clothes and putting it in the tray 

beneath the wheelchair. “Do you think you have the 

ability to get some clothes on about now? We’re 

going to need to move.” 

Klavdiya blinked, lifting a brow. “Do I know 

you? You sound familiar.” 

With a chuckle, Konchet took Klavdiya’s 

blanket, folding it and placing it under the 

wheelchair. “We’ll have plenty of time to catch up, 

Klavdiya. My name is Konchet.” She handed 



Klavdiya a skirt, thinking it would be easier to hop 

into than a pair of trousers. 

“I’m sorry, miss, but I don’t know you. What am 

I supposed to be doing right now? Where are you 

taking me?” 

Yonathen moved in his bed. “Hey – hey, what 

are you doing? You a caretaker?” He swung his legs 

over the edge of the bed, swinging them under the 

furniture made for human and elven occupants. “Or 

are we going on the warpath? No other reason to 

wear chain, is there?” 

Konchet smiled handily, then put the skirt on 

Klavdiya’s bed. “Here, dear. Put this on, and I’ll be 

right back.” She left the card on top and pushed it 

forward with a smile. “Just a small repayment for 

everything.” Klavdiya’s face looked at the card and, 

jaw dropped so that sharp teeth showed, glanced 

back up at Konchet. 

Before Klavdiya could open her snout and blow 

her cover, Konchet moved over to the water bucket. 

“Don’t you fret, Yonathen. You’ve done everything 

you thought you should, and the Machine will 

reward you for your sacrifices.” She picked up the 

bucket, taking it over to Yonathen. “Would you like 

some water, dear halfling?” 



Yonathen nodded and reached up. “Yes, I’m 

mighty thirsty, after all. Thank you so much, 

ma’am.” 

With a smile, she took the cup on the side of the 

bucket and drew out a meager sip to give to him. 

“Here you go.” 

Yonathen nodded and took the cup. “This will 

be great. But honestly… do we know you? I thought 

I knew everyone in the hub after all these years, but I 

can’t quite put my finger on you.” 

“Oh, it doesn’t matter,” Konchet said. She took 

the cup back, placing it in the bucket. “But I do 

remember you, Yonathen, and I think you won’t 

keep your mouth shut about mine and my friend’s 

escape from this place.” 

Yonathen stammered. “What?” 

Konchet grabbed the back of his head and 

dunked his face into the bucket. 

Yonathen screamed and flailed, punching at her 

but finding no hold on her chain. 

She held him down, his screams not enough to spill 

the water. She could feel strength in her mechanical 

arms, strength she’d never allowed herself to realize, 

and smiled. 



Eventually, the halfling fell limp, but she kept 

holding him down. “No hard feelings, Yonathen. My 

goddess requires salvation, not mercy, you see.” She 

threw his corpse to the ground, the water spilling 

everywhere. “I hope that’s enough water for you, at 

last.” 

She lifted her head back to Klavdiya, pulling up 

the gauzy eyepatch. With a broad smile, she rushed 

around the bed and offered a hand. 

Klavdiya stared, shaking her head. “Spirit?” She 

stood on wobbly legs that whirred and eventually 

stiffened. Her eyes burned into Konchet’s soul. 

“That’s… That’s not you. The Spirit I know would 

never have done that.” 

Konchet felt her pumps whir and her coolant 

flow. Her computers worked overtime. “I… well, 

things have changed. The hub is a disaster and we 

have to get out.” She gulped, feeling her legs loosen. 

“The Machine told me to get out. She…” Konchet 

fell to her knees, shaking. She reached a hand up to 

Klavdiya’s knees, holding it. “She told me to do this. 

She made me the high priest and told me to leave, so 

I am. There’s a mutiny against the officers, and 

there’s blood and fighting and – but I… I came for 

you, if you still trust me enough to come along.” 



Klavdiya lifted beleaguered arms, clutching 

them around Konchet and holding her tight. “Oh, 

Spirit – Konchet, if that’s what you’d rather – you 

always were the loyal one.” She patted Konchet 

roughly. “But look at you! You’ve grown a 

backbone, my steel friend!” 

While Klavdiya lifted her hospital gown and 

wrapped herself with the skirt, slipping her card in 

the waistband, Konchet worked her way back to her 

feet. “You’re… you’re not mad at me for killing 

Yonathan?” 

“Him?” Klavdiya scoffed, pulling off her gown 

and grabbing the top Konchet had left on the bed. 

“By the Mainframe, no! He was a heretic and had 

treated you like dirt. He deserved it, had it coming. I 

just didn’t think you had it in you to stand up for 

yourself, that’s all.” 

Konchet breathed easily, sitting back down onto 

Klavdiya’s bed. She put her head into her newly 

sewn hands. “Either way, we’ve got to get out. The 

hub has been weakened and there was a massive 

fight, but I don’t think this is done. The Machine 

wouldn’t have responded to a cardless prayer for just 

that. Something bigger is happening, I’d think.” 



“Like what?” Klavdiya pulled the shirt over her 

scales, stretching it to fit over the steel pieces that 

were lodged in her back. As soon as her shirt was 

on, she plopped into the wheelchair and pulled her 

legs onto the rests. “Good goddess, Spirit – er, 

Konchet – that took a lot out of me. I hope you don’t 

think that I’m supposed to wheel myself out of this 

joint?” 

“No, not at all.” Konchet took the handles on the 

wheelchair and released the brakes. “The first thing 

is just to get out, and then I guess we’ll figure out 

what we’re doing afterward.” She wheeled Klavdiya 

out, Galann blubbering in the corner, and into the 

bloody hallway. 

Klavdiya looked at the bloody halls. “Wow. At 

least now I get to know where all that noisy ruckus 

came from.” She reached out a claw, scratching in 

the blood on the walls. “You know, I’m not really 

going to miss this place. The chocolate cake, 

absolutely, but literally nothing else.” 

“I don’t know,” Konchet said, “I’m not really 

excited about going outside, myself. The air is so 

strange, and it changes temperatures. And plants – 

ugh.” 



Klavdiya pointed to a body in the hall. “Hold up, 

hold up – who’s that? Push me over there, let me 

see.” 

Konchet pushed her over to the body in the hall, 

letting Klavdiya grab the shoulder of the gnome, 

turning her over. An ocular device in her head, clear 

sign of modification done during the war, had been 

ripped out, leaving a cavity. “Haha, that little turd 

got what was coming to her. Keep this train rolling, 

Konchet!” 

Konchet laughed and popped the front wheels of 

Klavdiya’s chair into the air, neighing like a horse to 

entertain her charge. They took off at as fast a pace 

as Konchet could manage in her chain, Klavdiya 

laughing. They swerved around bodies and pieces of 

organic flesh all the way to the front door. 

Then Konchet stopped. Before her were giant 

steel doors, the handles high and heavy. On the 

doors were inscribed the words of blessing, 

“Koswimchet vepuchov; All who enter are One.” 

Konchet took a breath, looking at the doors. She 

clutched the handles on the wheelchair. 

“You ready, Konchet?” 

She huffed out a breath. “No. No, I’m not.” 



Klavdiya crouched down in her chair. “Well, I 

sure ain’t going to be the one to open the door. Look 

at my poor arm! Can’t hardly lift it up.” 

Taking the hint, Konchet paced forward. She 

held onto the handle, the staple in her palm finally 

hooked up to her sensors and tingling a little bit 

painfully. Finally, she smirked and held the handle 

tighter. “No, this is ridiculous – the Machine told me 

to leave, and now I’ve got you here. I plugged my 

goddess in and started a war! I’m not afraid of a 

stupid door. Outside doesn’t phase me.” 

Klavdiya scratched at the armrest. “Outside 

hasn’t changed. It still hates us.” She reached up to 

the door and took the handle, crackling metal fingers 

on it. “The difference is that, now, we’re ready to 

tear outside a new one. Open together? On one?” 

Konchet nodded. “On one. Three.” 

“Two.” 

“One.” 

They both pulled down on the handles and 

pushed against the steel, flinging the tall doors open. 

The sun was setting to the west, darkness pulling 

over the east, smoke from the fires of enemy armies 

floating silently to the reddening sky. 



Konchet gripped the wheelchair’s handles. “The 

Machine’s judgment has arrived.” 

“Said like a true high priest.” Klavdiya pushed 

herself out a little, onto the steel entryway. “If it’s 

Sterling, not a one of the hub’s believers will be left 

alive.” 

“As the Machine wanted it.” She heaved a 

breath, pulled down the eyepatch, and arranged it so 

she could mostly see through the cloth. “Come on – 

we should leave tonight. They’ll probably attack by 

morning.” 

“Hah,” Klavdiya added. “Let them! We’ll still 

be out there, spreading the word and repairing the 

organics and baking some cakes. Besides, our 

goddess is still in heaven. She’ll seek vengeance 

even if we’re not allowed it before we kick the 

bucket. What say you, high priest? You think the 

Machine’d agree with my loose interpretation of 

scripture?” 

Konchet shrugged. “She does whatever she 

wants. We can only align with her perfection, after 

all, but I suppose we should work hard to get 

stronger and destroy everything that does not align 

with her perfection.” 



“Death to the organics!” Klavdiya cried out, 

shaking a fist. “Onwards, Konchet! Onwards, 

bringer of the end, speaker of doom to all that live!” 

And so Konchet and Klavdiya left into the wilds 

of beyond, inhaling the hateful outdoors and 

exhaling a fiery passion for their goddess. 

One. 
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You may also enjoy downloading The Evolution 

of the Predator, a science fiction survival story: 

  
Antoinette crash lands on the planet Osmina, home to 

a xenophobic species still in an early, tribal phase of 

development. In order to uphold Earth’s directive to 

remain as uninvolved as possible with alien life, she tries 

to remain hidden and survive for the two years before a 

rescue party will arrive. A curious elder cast out of its 

nomadic tribe throws a wrench in her plans and efforts, 

pitting Antoinette’s conscience against her duty. 
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