Sss-uuunnn. Cha-kit. Sss-uuunnn. Cha-kit.

These were the nmpbst consistent sounds Mark Edward VII1 had heard each day for
the past thirteen years and five nonths of Sophia Loggia' s declining days. The
danpened noi ses of his own servos provided counterpoint to the deliberate

t edi um of each day.

Sss-uuunnn. Cha-kit. Sss-uuunnn. Cha-kit.

They m ght come to himthrough the wireless pings of the house's comsystem or
via the audi BELL enbedded in his synthetic cortex or in the stale yet
otherwi se antiseptic air of Madame's upstairs bedroom Conpanions, though

qui te unwel cone.

6:40 p.m

He read the blinking notice on a free-floating screen, sone phantom di spl ay
ghosting through the air.

Mark VI11, upon expiration of primary enployer, return to C ockwork Corp. hone
of fice for de-servicing, upgrade, and re-assignnent per Section 912.579,
Directive 31518.

He pressed the air and disrupted the hol ographic waves, and the notice

di ssi pated. He shook his gleaming ninetic alloy head. Al Mark VIII nodels
cane with loyalty A-Life progranm ng, just the thing for a proper butler (or
botler in the argot of the consuner) or an eldercare bot, yet that sane
programm ng had to be de-conmi ssioned for that selfsame nodel to be
perpetual |y useful. So, loyalty was for terms of service, and those ended.

Marcus went to a bookshel f. Madane Sophia had al ways insisted, even when her
arms woul dn't work right, that a good dead-tree book, dense though it was with
i nformation, was worth all the digitization in the world. He even admired the
preci sion grandfather clock in the foyer; he had to wind it ever so often, and
its Ad English script on that old anal ogue face reni nded himof the cl ockwork
nmechani cal past—+the gol den age of the nineteenth century. Halcyon years, sone
m ght say. Madane Sophia even had the nmpst antique of entertainment systenms—an
ol d-styl e stereophonic systemconplete with record turntable, fully
serviceable for the collection of vinyl records she had anassed before her
wani ng years caught up to her. The nachi ne even contained a transistor radio,
but that only crackled in obtuse protest of its own inpotence.

But, again, they always had t he bookshel ves.

"There will always be time for books and nusic and such," came her words. "Do
under stand and hunor an old woman, won't you, Marcus?" His minetics conforned
to his A-Life nood—a silvered smle, though bittersweet, cut itself in the

al | oy.

Marcus. Not Mark. Not VIII

Just Marcus.

The first book she'd asked himto read her was Meditations of Marcus Aurelius.

6:58 p.m

He found the book he needed to read to her, that he thought she m ght have
enj oyed.



He dreaded the idea of |eaving; there had been thirteen good years wi th Sophia
Loggi a. These |l ast several nonths, though, had chall enged his programring to
say the least. Al his nmenories would be wiped in a trice. Al conbinations of
0's and 1's that becanme them-becanme hi mwoul d drizzle to naught.

A soft, whining alarmwent off, and Marcus hurried into the bedroom His

pi stons and actuators whispered urgency with his strides. The al arm faded. He
surveyed the conmputer array keeping Sophia Loggia alive: nothing but flat
lines and any of a dozen redundant warni ng chi nes.

He pl aced a gloved titanium hand on her shoul der, then snoothed back her hair
(all original, even at 129 years ol d).

7:12 p.m

In eighteen mnutes, the paranmedics would arrive to confirmher death. Around
that same tine, a pair of human O ockwork Corp. handl ers woul d cone.

Dam them thought the robot.

"I amsorry | do not have anything witty or sentinental to say," said Marcus,

i ndul gi ng himsel f an extrapol ati on. Do humans experi ence beyond death as
suggested by many of the religious tomes he'd read and researched? Like

anot her operating system upgrade? An opportunity for a patch?

"Thank you for this opportunity to serve." He had been serving her and readi ng
to her for these past nonths even when she was too far gone to know anot her
presence other than the shadowy one slithering closer each passing day.

He went to the entertainnent holo-grid and reached out to begin a spot of
nmusi ¢, then shook his head. He instead went to the stereophonic system and

fwi p-fw p-fwi pped through the record al buns until he found the one he desired
and shucked it ever-so-gently fromits sleeve. Record to hub. Needle to
record. Flip ON. The turntable spun and noi se scritchle-scratchled fromthe
speakers for a few seconds until the strains of Monlight Sonata began playi ng
as he went to the bathroom and studied his snooth alloy face, the ninetics
maki ng hi m appear appropriately sad although that wasn't quite right, was it?
There was sad, yet there was a sense of no | onger

Of came the gloves. He wiggled the cleanly articulated fingers, ran them over
the antique marble lavatory countertop. His tactile input stream coded
"snmoot h" and "inported" and then nmetalinked through associative content tags
"Italy" and "custom ordered" and "dense." Mark VIII went out, canme back in,
and pl aced a thin, clothbound hardcover book on the edge of the countertop. He
traced his fingerpads over the cover and whi spered, "Tsunetono Yananoto."

7:22 p.m

He entered a code in the blue-lit strip on the wall near the linen closet. Now
water poured into the tub, just in time for one |last bath. He nethodically

unpl ugged all wires and renoved all tubes fromthe Sophia's corpse back in the
mast er bedroom There were tugs and wet sounds as though the body refused to
surrender these accoutrenments of nedically assisted |iving and hospi ce—ef the
once- | i ving.

Mar cus pi cked up Sophi a's body.

Pronptly at 7:30 p.m, M. Sophia always had a bath up until her frailty nade
it no | onger feasible.



It was 7:24 p. m
He still had tinme before the paranedi cs canme. And the handl ers.

He di sabl ed the auto-assist nmedi-tentacles in their wall sockets. d eaning
cool fluorescent |ight belayed a soft halo effect to the crown of his head.

H s servos whi ned and sssshhhhed under the added weight. Already the Madane's
cl ot hes, robes, slippers, towel, washcloth, and soap stood watch by a
platter-sized goferit bot. It |ooked up at Marcus with its dunb, ovoid, blank
face as it skittered forward on thin, insectile |legs, then back-craw ed like a
crab and scuttled into a far corner to observe.

7:26 p.m

The fount of hot water, steanming as it rippled hal fway up the inside of the
tub, turned off automatically. He had never actually washed her; he could and
couldn't. His nodel cane specific for inside purposes, basic service functions
sans limted exposure to water. That's what the goferit bots and

nmedi -tentacl es were for, not botler nodels. Surely not a Mddel Mark VII|

Sophi a had never felt heavy until now the |ife was gone.

They woul d come, yes. Come for himafter the paranedics came to confirm death.
They woul d arrive and take all good things she had shown him and w thin
seconds his synthetic cortex ripped through entire libraries and nuseuns and

t heat er s—+i nki ng and associ ati ng and superi nposi ng. Hyperi nmposi ng beyond
anything he'd ever allowed hinmself to do. A fugue state. Wanderlust know edge
for C ockwork Corp. Model Mark VIII1 El dercare Robot.

Tennyson . . . In Menoriam

Manet . . . Aynpia

Monet . . . Argenteui

Moonl i ght Sonata . . . Beethoven

Homer . . . "Sing in me, O Miuse, the anger of Achilles . '

Upani shads . . . QM

Musashi Myampto . . . Book of Five Rings

Rembrandt . . . contrast

Vitruvian Man . . . da Vinci notebook hidden away upon Bill Gates's death
Rosetta Stone . . . Linear A

Anal ect s of Confucius

G | ganesh

The Renai ssance canon
The O d Man and the Sea
Mayan cal endar

Hagakur e



All. All. Al in that neta-Al exandrian library of his nenory. Thousands of
years in seconds down quantum hal | ways and Hei senberg shel ves.

He got in the tub. He Iowered hinself and her waif-like corpse. Al though he
had no tactile sense of tenperature per se, his shell knew it was a pleasing
44 C, just as Madanme Sophia al ways had requested.

7:28 p.m

He switched off A-Life schema warning himof his circuits' being inundated. He
reached over and took the washcl oth, dipped it, daubed Sophia's forehead,
cheeks, chin.

The goferit bot tic-tic-ticked to the edge of the tub and twttered.
"Yes. | amwell aware. Thank you for rem nding ne," said Marcus.
7:30 p.m

H s decentralized servos and actuators began a cascade of failures up to his
wai st. He did not remenber any of the other contracts he'd hel ped fulfill; not
after a handful of services' worth of deconm ssions. He woul d never know. That
bot hered him He woul d never renmenber, but Sophia Loggia had shown hi m nore of
humanity with her arts and conversation (while she still could) than thousands
upon t housands of downl oads coul d have acconplished. It was her lifetinme. Her
life. Alife.

And they would not take it fromhim

A door opened. Startled human faces. "Wat in the world are you doi ng? Stand
down! "

Marcus said, "Just read it." He pointed to the book perched on the edge of the
marbl e lavatory and forced a plasticene snile

Wth Madane Sophia arched across his legs, he sinply took his arnms and eased
hi nsel f down the slope of the tub, hel ped his own dense body succunb to the
wat er. Ozone crackles and wi sps of electric snoke found Marcus.

"Model Mark VIII, stop! You're ruining your—

Yes, he thought, the ruin of it all, as basic input progranmng stalled and
faltered, then the internal imaging, until at last he saw only a thin |line of
0's and 1's and began composing it before utter system decay ate himlike

t echnor gani ¢ cancer.

Such a thin .
ruin .
FOCUS—Just this |ast

The westering sun

My eyes blinded

Only this tiny shadow of bird or ange
Yet only this: hidden by the | eaves
That seesaw eart hward—

Stray thoughts in the caress

O autumm's whi sper.
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