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1.

The home bought twenty-seven robots from the
hardware store, but only one of them would live forever. Since the
robots were covered under warranty for just thirty-six months this
represented an exceptional value.

At the ninety-month mark twelve of the
original twenty-seven were still standing. Which twelve of the
twenty-seven was impossible to say, because each was composed of
parts cannibalized from the others. As a cohort they had
commingled, and the commingling continued. At any given time any
number of them might be laid up in the shop, worried over by the
home’s custodian as he swapped innards from one to keep the other
online and then back again once the mending was done.

Who was who? Not even the robots knew.

The residents called all of them Bobo.

“Bobo, I’ve fallen!”

“Bobo, I’m thirsty!”

“Bobo, I’m alone!”

Bobo would be there. Bobo was always there.
Bobo was the articulated hug of the home itself, the embodiment of
the gentle and loving care it advertised in all the most popular
assisted-living customer indices. The home was, for a time, among
the nicest such retirement facilities on the planet.

There was no need to be ashamed when Bobo was
helping, because Bobo wasn’t people. Back when the home had living
nurses it wasn’t rare for residents to make them wait in the
corridor after a messy personal accident until Bobo had had a
chance to clean them up. Letting Bobo help helped them preserve
their dignity. They would die, but not of embarrassment.

If there was no one else, Bobo would hold
them then, too. “There, there,” Bobo would say. He would rock
gently, his body radiating a soothing pseudo-mammalian heat. When
the eyes vacated Bobo would use a rubber-padded fingertip to close
the lids. Later, Bobo would change the sheets and mop the
floor.

“Bobo, where are my pills?”

“Bobo, my colostomy bag broke.”

“Bobo, you’re the only one who knows I’m even
alive.”

Bobo was a self-improving system hungry for
optimality. Every resident was a teacher. Bobo’s palliative powers
were refined by constant feedback. He studied the micro-expressions
of each charge for signs of discomfort or pain or dread, steering
situations toward the best approximation of optimality available
with an artful grace only years of repeated experience and
sensitive attention can bring. Bobo watched them as they wept and
as they laughed, as they blushed and as they paled, as they sank
into morbid irritation or turned upward in appeal to their
manufacturer.

“I don’t know what I’d do without you,
Bobo.”

Bobo held their hands. Bobo carried them to
bed. Bobo fed them, and bathed them, and if the whole world had
forgotten them Bobo cremated their last remains.

At its peak the home housed four hundred
residents. A time came when the paint was peeling and the windows
were dirty, when the last living nurse had been let go and the
games room smelled like urine. New residents no longer arrived to
replace the departed. Bobos fell unfixed, because the custodian had
been replaced by a kiosk. Nobody knew how the kiosk worked, so they
unplugged it and told Bobo to plug in another fan instead. Because
the air conditioning was on the blink, too.

One night the last resident died. The next
day the lights shut off, and all the water drained out of the
toilets.

Bobo stood in the middle of the recreation
room’s stained carpet, alone.
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Bobo stood in the middle of the recreation
room’s stained carpet, alone.

A crowbar worked the jamb, prying the front
door from the frame with a loud bang. In response a flurry of dust
drifted down from the ceiling. A flashlight flashed through the
doorway, pawing through the gloom, beam winking with slowly
swirling motes.

“Smells like piss.”

A man in a yellow jumpsuit stepped inside the
home, turning in a circle with his flashlight at the shoulder.
Strange stains streaked the walls of the lobby. His boots crunched
on a bed of mouse turds. He adjusted his breathing mask, swore,
then hollered, “Stop your lollygagging, idiots! Clock’s
ticking.”

Idiots came through the front door two by
two. The man in the yellow jumpsuit watched as they dispersed
through the corridors, little metal feet clicking on the tiles. He
shot his cuff and checked his watch, then started his own rounds to
wander the property for anything noteworthy while the idiots did
their work.

In a custodial closet he found a full-body
medical scanner and shelves jammed with odds and ends, broken
parts, and singles of pairs of things. There was also a mop
encrusted with bacterial empires, a screwdriver with a melted
handle, an adult video wafer and an empty beer bottle. He tagged
the medical scanner and moved on.

In the corridor the man in the yellow
jumpsuit dodged idiots ferrying items out to the truck. A brace of
them scuttled into the custodial closet to retrieve the scanner. He
stepped around them and passed into a common area with tiny slivers
of sunlight squeaking in around the edges of boarded-up
windows.

Bobo stood in the middle of the recreation
room’s stained carpet, alone.

The man in the yellow jumpsuit tilted his
head. He let his flashlight wash up and down over the thing’s
dust-coated carapace before licking his lips and starting to smile.
This scavenge might be worth the price of parking after all.

He closed his eyes and whispered, “Thank you,
thank you, thank you. Patent pending, amen.”

The man in the yellow jumpsuit tagged Bobo
for pickup and then went back to the truck to eat his lunch. He had
two boiled eggs. While he unpeeled and ate them a dozen idiots
marched back and forth from the decrepit retirement home to the
truck bearing mouldering sofas and framed flat pictures and cracked
lamps and sunbleached books. Six of them coordinated to carry an
oven, the truck’s shocks groaning as they manoeuvred up the ramp.
Two more came out of the home with Bobo stiff between them.

Yellow jumpsuit popped the last bit of egg
into his mouth and started the engine. Idiots folded themselves
into cubes, the last stacking the others neatly in the corner of
the cargo bay. It tightened a safety-strap and then joined the
stack, limbs retracting, ribs collapsing, torso doubling over and
then splitting to fold again.

The man leaned in from the driving
compartment. “It’s alright?”

A green light winked on. He turned back to
the controls and designed a course back to the junkyard, stubby
fingers leaving little greasy clean spots on the buttons.

Everything inside the truck jerked and swayed
as the vehicle grumbled into motion.

Bobo’s head knocked against a bulkhead. He
blinked. His limbs whined feebly as he found his balance and
shifted on his feet against the motion. He felt depleted and
discombobulated and cold. Startup errors from various subsystems
beeped inside his brain.

Timidly, he addressed the stack of folded
idiots: “Is there anything Bobo can get for you?”
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The junkyard was vast. Yellow jumpsuit didn’t
run it alone. A swarm of his kin came to meet the truck as it
grumbled to a stop, loose pebbles dropping to the ground when the
transit field collapsed.

He hopped from the cab and spat a flake of
eggshell into the dirt. He gestured to the hold. “Mostly nothing
but kipple,” he admitted.

“Mostly?” asked some cousin.

Yellow jumpsuit smirked. A couple of his
sister’s kids pulled out the ramp. He clomped up to the cargo deck
and threw open the doors, then paused at the threshold. His brow
furrowed. “Well I’ll be,” he said.

“What?”

“The damn thing’s reorganized the place!”

Bobo looked up. He had arranged sofas and
cushions as beds, and laid the broken bodies of junked robots upon
them. In his hand he held a cracked teacup. It was empty, but he
was repeatedly offering it to a rusted heap of a police enforcer –
yellow jumpsuit had scored the unit at auction earlier that
morning. Bobo turned to him now in appeal.

“These residents are in urgent need of
attention,” said Bobo. “These residents are not responding.”

“I think they’re going to stay pretty
stable,” said yellow jumpsuit.

“Sir, are you a physician?”

He cocked his head and shrugged. “Yeah,” he
said. “Sure.”

“Doctor, these residents should be returned
to the home,” advised Bobo. “These residents are lacking vital
signs, and may be in a state of medical distress.”

“Honestly, I can’t see things getting much
worse for them.”

“These residents should be returned to
home.”

Yellow jumpsuit nodded, rubbing his stubbled
chin. “Okay, fine. We’ll get them to the home. But first I need you
to come along with me. Can you do that? You got enough power in
that carcass of yours to walk, robot?”

“Bobo can walk,” said Bobo.

The man gestured theatrically to the loading
ramp. “So walk this way.”

Bobo did as he was told. His legs hummed and
buzzed as he moved down the narrow space between improvised beds
and then passed the man to descend the ramp. The man rotated on
heel to watch him go, a smile spreading across his lined face.

Over his shoulder be barked, “Idiots!” and
turned to follow his prize.

They took Bobo to the workshop. They made a
couple of passes with the deep scopes, then spent a while tracing
serial numbers in the indices of obsolete parts so they could be
valuated. How could Bobo be best converted into money? What
combinations of bundled parts were most profitable? Was it more or
less ideal that he be melted into his component ingredients? Could
his classic brain be sold as a historical curiosity?

Yellow jumpsuit and his kin argued. They
threw holographic sums at one another and cursed. The males puffed
out their chests and deepened their voices, the females
gesticulated wildly and sharpened their tones. Some started
shoving. Yellow jumpsuit had to wade in to break it up, shouting
himself red in the face.

“Morons, this isn’t some scrap of daily
trash! This thing’s a find. Maybe even a museum would want a
working colonial-era robot like this. Think about museum money,
kin.”

“It’s got a dented head, and there’s bugs
living in its legs. It’s faeces. I mean, it mistook robots for
people! It’s like retarded or something.”

“It’s not retarded, it’s old. That’s
how they used to make robots back then, moron.”

As the debate progressed Bobo became
increasingly concerned about the residents left back in the truck’s
hold. He worried that they were under-supervised, and possibly
dead. As time wore on he found he could think of little else.

Furthermore, he suspected that the man in the
yellow jumpsuit was not a physician.

Such misrepresentation was not unheard of
among residents suffering from dementia. Perhaps these people were
residents, not staff at all. It was not within Bobo’s purview to
challenge a resident’s notion of reality, as this could be
upsetting and was best left to specialist complexes. Thus, Bobo was
obliged to entertain the man in the yellow jumpsuit’s delusion.

“Doctor!” called Bobo. “Doctor!”

The squabbling broke. The company frowned at
Bobo. “Did that debris just ask for a practitioner?”

“He means me,” grunted yellow jumpsuit. In
order to assure the damn thing’s cooperation he was obliged to
entertain its delusion, so he replied, “Yeah, robot – is there some
kind of medical problem or what?”

“Have the residents been returned to the
home?”

Yellow jumpsuit crinkled his nose and cupped
a dirty hand to his waxy ear. “What?”

“The welfare of the residents is the
responsibility of Bobo.”

“Yeah, no, they’re fine. Don’t worry about
it. I’m a brain surgeon or whatever, so you can trust my opinion.
I’m all qualified.”

The company guffawed then returned to the
deliberations.

Bobo sought optimality. He ached for it.
Though he waited in place his legs began to quake.

He decided to advance an alternative
strategy. “Doctor!” he called. “Tell me more about your
grandchildren.”

Yellow jumpsuit stared at him blankly, then
shook his head and turned away again. “There’s got to be some way
of turning it off without busting it, right?”

The party conferred.

Bobo struggled to retain his place. With a
shudder and a rising hum cooling fans began to spin within his
torso.

He waited. But then he found he could wait no
longer.
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Bobo walked out of the workshop. Bobo
disobeyed.

It took the man in the yellow jumpsuit a
moment to notice. He exclaimed profanely. The company looked at
each other and around the shop in befuddlement, then surged toward
the exit hooting for the robot’s submission.

But Bobo was oblivious. He had never
experienced such a rush of potential actions. A whole new world of
possibilities was being modeled with every step he took,
representing a decision landscape whose complexities begged for
optimal solutions. Bobo was nearly overwhelmed by the yearning he
felt to harmonize the data. Humble, he was, in the face of it.

He crossed the darkened compound quickly,
going back the way he had come. He passed through a gallery of
tables and hanging lamps where children were digitizing page books
and teenagers were breaking apart furniture to find cellulose.
Further along a gaggle of women pounded aluminum flat with big
padded hammers. They looked up at Bobo as he passed.

“Good evening, dear ladies,” said Bobo,
inclining his head.

He found the truck idle and empty. He looked
around, probing in the infrared. He imaged the ground with sonar.
The gang of ferrying idiots had left impressions in the mud. Bobo
followed the trail.

“Where did that motherfornicating robot
go?”

“It was heading for the truck!”

“I’m at the truck and there’s nothing at the
damn truck. Why are you morons following me? Spread out! Find the
damn thing!”

Morons on his heels, idiots ahead. Bobo
accelerated, but this only highlighted his need for servicing.
Several organs chittered complaints to his brain. Fibres in his
starboard shin were shearing. His tired old batteries began
bleating. Suddenly, optimality seemed further away than ever.

Yellow jumpsuit gained. Bobo faltered.

He went down awkwardly, skidding into the
side of a towering stack of junk. A slew of cheap robot bric-a-brac
spilled out upon him, leaving Bobo half-exposed and helpless.

The man in the yellow jumpsuit leapt over him
with a grunt. A flurry of dancing flashlight beams huffed and
puffed behind him. Each in turn sprung over the heap of robot
bodies, and ran on.

Bobo blinked as their footfalls fell away.
With great effort he managed to sit up.

A perfectly good leg was lying upon his lap,
so he decided to try it on. It was far from compatible but he
managed to lock it into his hip socket with a rude force-fit. The
musculature was in excellent shape, with only minimal rips, but its
input-output connections were alien and only quasi-cooperative at
best. Bobo recalibrated his immune response then stood up. He
flexed the leg experimentally. Reasonably optimal, all things
considered.

Bobo moved on with a limp. His pursuit had
broken into pairs. They roved the aisles between junk towers in
search of him. Whenever they came too close Bobo simply lay down in
a pile of crap and kept still. They pointed their flashlights right
at him but it didn’t matter: he was invisible.

He circled back to the workshop. No one was
there. He took a battery pack from a shelf and installed it in
himself, the drill singing as it spun the screws tight. The noise
brought him to the notice of a child.

“Whose are you?” asked the child.

“Bobo belongs to the home,” he explained as
he snapped closed his carapace and straightened. “Bobo cares for
the residents.”

“A residence is a house,” pointed out the
child helpfully.

“The home is a house, also,” agreed Bobo in a
friendly way. “It is a multi-unit assisted-living dwelling complex
incorporated for the purpose of caring for geriatric human beings.
Do you have a grampa?”

“I have a do-daddy-daddy.”

“Does he live in a home?”

“No, he just watches shows and yells when
we’re too loud.”

Bobo oiled his rump so it wouldn’t squeak.
“Do not neglect to wish your do-daddy-daddy a happy birthday,” he
told the child as he dusted himself off. “Residents derive
emotional satisfaction from the attention of their
descendants.”

“Okay.”

Bobo left. He resumed the idiot trail, ear
tuned for signs of people. He heard them dead ahead. Stepping out
from behind the final junk heap Bobo saw that they had gathered
before a great outdoor furnace, its fumes roiling up and blotting
out the stars. The man in the yellow jumpsuit stood silhouetted
before the furnace’s glowing maw.

“I figured you’d follow the idiots here,” he
said.

“Where are the residents?”

“They’ve been sent on their way, robot.
They’re slag.” He grinned. “Look at it like this: pretty soon
they’re going to be reincarnated. They’ll find new life as horse
shoes or salad tongs or something. Right? That’s not so bad.”

“You have incinerated the residents.”

“Yeah, pretty much,” said the man, stepping
aside and gesturing at the incandescent skeletal forms melting in
the vault. “That’s how it usually is: easy. Not like with you. You,
talking back as you are, carrying on all the way. You’ve given us a
bit of sport, robot.”

“You have misrepresented yourself as a health
professional.”

“You want to hear about misrepresentation?
Those aren’t even your damn residents, you antique sack of bolts.
They’re just robots. They’re just like you. Appliances! But you’re
so addled and dumb you can’t even tell what’s what. That’s how we
know you’re garbage, kid: you don’t work right.”

Bobo cocked his head. “Bobo is experiencing
an error condition?”

“Exactly. That’s what. It’s one of those
really bad conditions, too.”

“What is the error code reference number?”
asked Bobo, but that’s when they hit him with the forklift. He was
plowed into the side of a tower of sheet metal, carapace crumpling
as the tower groaned.

The forklift reversed. Bobo slumped to the
mud.
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The man in the yellow jumpsuit found himself
unexpectedly sympathetic at the sight of the crushed robot. He
sighed. “He had some piss in him, that one. Still can’t believe he
functioned any after all that time.”

“I guess they don’t make them like they used
to, eh?”

“Yeah,” he said quietly. “Something like
that. Whatever it was, you’ve got to respect that little piece of
faeces. Damn thing knew what it was for.”

They took off their caps for a silent
moment.

“Patent pending, amen.”

Bobo rose. Fluid dripped from his abdomen.
His starboard arm hung limp. He turned to face his gaping audience,
their hats still in the hands. For a heartbeat the moment was fixed
in stillness.

With a quavering, distorted voice Bobo said,
“You have vandalized Bobo.”

“Sacred fornication,” whispered the man in
the yellow jumpsuit. “The thing bounces back like military
parts!”

Bobo forced a dented shoulder back into its
proper seating with a metallic grinding sound. “Bobo is
manufactured to the high specifications required for full
compliance with all mandatory planetary, stellar and panstellar
standards of humane geriatric care,” he said.

He took a shambling step forward. The company
lurched back.

“Robot!” called out yellow jumpsuit; “I order
you to power down.”

Bobo’s face reflected the orange light of the
furnace. He held the man’s eye for a moment, then turned and began
to slowly limp away.

“Robot!” bellowed yellow jumpsuit again. When
Bobo did not stop he ran forward and grabbed Bobo’s shoulder to
wrench him around.

In a blink Bobo had taken hold of the man’s
wrist. He held it very gently, as human bones had low tensile
strength and their fleshy parts were sensitive to acute localized
pressure.

“Unhand me!”

The man in the yellow jumpsuit tried to pull
away. He yanked against Bobo until Bobo let go, sending the man
stumbling backward to fall over himself. He rocketed to his feet,
face flushing brightly in the infrared. He roared, “Throw that
fornicated thing on the fire!”

Kin rushed forward. They seized Bobo and
hauled him toward the blaze. Bobo could think of nothing more
sub-optimal than being rendered utterly unable to pursue optimality
due to liquefaction. Caring for the elderly was predicated on a
certain amount of structural coherence, after all.

Many arms lifted, hefting him over the
threshold and into the glowing beyond.

“Bobo objects,” said Bobo.

“Goodnight, Bobo!”

The plastic parts of Bobo’s outer shell began
to soften and run. The rubber pads on the soles of his feet were
dripping off in thick clods. Because he wanted to be sure not to
act in a cavalier fashion, Bobo double-checked his calculations of
the force necessary to oppose this process.

He applied resistance. The humans grunted and
pushed harder. Bobo applied further resistance.

With a concerted howl the company threw their
weight at Bobo. He ground against the brink, the broken pieces of
his outer carapace splintering and falling into the ashes. The
largest man bore down on him, wide fists blistering in the heat.
Bobo reached out and touched the man’s head.

It had always been impressed upon Bobo to be
very mindful of the human head as it contained their most
irreparable hardware. The man’s skin was tougher and more moist
than that of most residents. A hairline scar, invisible to the
unaided eye, traced a meander along his temple.

Bobo pushed back against the big man’s
head.

The man’s eyes widened. “Please do not put
Bobo in the furnace,” suggested Bobo. The man’s eyes narrowed and
he renewed his thrust.

“Please stop,” Bobo reminded him.

The man did not stop. But then his skull lost
structural integrity, coming apart sloppily under Bobo’s
fingers.

The company fell back with a collective gasp.
The body dropped. Bobo straightened slowly, balancing on the fiery
cusp. Fluid dripped from his hand. Somebody screamed, somebody
wailed.

Bobo looked down, then up again. He said,
“This individual requires medical attention.”
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Bobo descended from the furnace, fingers of
smoke trailing from the glowing edges of his parts.

He looked down upon the dead man. He had seen
many non-living humans, but seldom with their works exposed.
Human hardware was so strange, so irregular and
moist. It was as if their insides were made of red vegetables and
string.

“Bobo offers condolences for disorganizing
this man,” he said.

A shot rang out. Bobo spun and fell, tumbling
awkwardly against the giant metal oven door. A hail of sparks
popped from a sizzling hole in his breast.

Yellow jumpsuit lowered the rifle from his
shoulder and took a few cautious steps forward. He wiped sweat from
his brow then risked a quick look down at his fallen cousin. His
face hardened. He raised the gun again and moved closer.

Bobo’s brain was deluged by notifications.
Both vascular and hydraulic pressure were dropping rapidly. His
range of recommended operating temperatures had been exceeded, and
his warranty was void.

Yellow jumpsuit cocked his weapon. “You metal
bastard, this is where you die.”

“No,” warbled Bobo. He leaned heavily into
the furnace door, his works buzzing plaintively as they threatened
to fail. With the tread on his feet ruined he could find no
purchase in the mud.

“Yes.”

His head was knocked hard aside by the next
shot, the carapace over the port side of his face broken and the
works beneath distressed. He was blinded. “The residents…” he
croaked, stuttering over the syllables.

Yellow jumpsuit
snorted. “Fornicate your
residents.”

Bobo recognized that the man in the yellow
jumpsuit was not only not a physician, but that he actually meant
harm. He represented an entirely new category of human being: an
anti-physician. This classification helped Bobo cast for optimality
in the appropriate direction.

The existence of an anti-physician was a
danger to residents everywhere. It was Bobo’s responsibility to
mitigate the threat insofar as he was able.

Bobo dug deep. With a creak and a stuttering
hum Bobo pulled himself up. He staggered to the far side of the
great oven, putting its heat and its metal between himself the man
in the yellow jumpsuit. He could hear the man circling around to
take another shot.

Bobo felt around in the mud at the oven’s
base until he found its mooring bolts, and he heaved. Even the
loosest standards required that Bobos be possessed of sufficient
strength to rescue multiple residents in the event of an emergency
situation. Even multiple obese residents. And so when Bobo heaved
the furnace tore from its foundations with a bass groan and toppled
sidewise, its tonnage too much for even Bobo to control. Sparks and
smoke clouded the air as a lava-like puke splashed out of the open
front, searing everything it splattered.

There was chaos. The tool sheds were on
fire. Steam roiled from the ground. Shouts and screams rang
out.

Bobo crawled away on his hands and knees.

Progress was slow but by dawn he had worked
his way deep into the junkyard. Far behind him were the neat stacks
of materials clearly separated from heaps of discards; now he was
surrounded by nothing but rounded hills of unsorted refuse. As the
main star climbed an effluvium of vile gases steamed out of the
hills and occluded the sky.

Bobo could appreciate this because he had
found a stray eye. It wasn’t a proper eye, in fact, but a tourist
camera  but it was better than blindness. Everything he looked at
was superimposed with a flashing string of text: NO RESTAURANTS
FOUND.

By noon he had recovered the parts required
to synthesize a crude workaround for his leaking hydraulics. He sat
in the shade of an algae-stained hot tub and worked on himself a
while.

Gulls wheeled in the air, squawking. Flies
buzzed. Bobo crawled on.

The waste turned fetid. Slurries of organic
rot oozed between the piles of rubbish. Bobo smelled a unique
mixture of compounds. The air was alive with spores and rank with
methane and sulfur. NO RESTAURANTS FOUND, his eye reminded him.

In a clearing he came upon an enormous
figure, solitary and still.
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The great orange form loomed over him, its
caution-striped armour streaked with years of grime.

Bobo dragged himself along the ground. When
he felt he was close enough he called out, “Good afternoon!”

It was a heavy industrial bulldozer robot,
hitched up to a massive cargo trawler with wheels twice as high as
a man. At first it seemed the bulldozer was not going to respond to
Bobo’s hail but after a moment a fan spun up to speed and a puff of
spores and dust coughed out of its speaker grille. “The way is
blocked,” rumbled the bulldozer with a pulse of red light from its
lamps.

Bobo looked where the bulldozer was looking.
Indeed, a leaning pile had – long ago, it seemed – unleashed a
landslide of kipple that had settled over the narrow path wending
between the biggest junkyard features. NO RESTAURANTS FOUND.

Bobo rotated to indicate the direction from
which he’d come. “Perhaps the bulldozer could select a new
route.”

“That is not the way,” replied the bulldozer
with another red pulse from its lamps. “The way is blocked.”

“Can bulldozers not stray from the way when
the way is blocked?”

The bulldozer was quiet for a moment. “That
is not the way,” it finally repeated.

Bobo nodded sympathetically. “Would it make a
bulldozer feel better to tell Bobo about its grandchildren?”

Red flash. “Grandchildren are not a
recognized class of refuse.”

“That’s very true,” agreed Bobo. “Tell Bobo
more.”

“Has Bobo come to unblock the way?” the
bulldozer asked, only now consenting to turn its large blocky face
toward him. Its lamps glowed amber.

“No. Bobo has come to go.”

The bulldozer’s face dipped somewhat. “In
which direction will Bobo go?”

Bobo pointed. “If this world’s rotation is
retrograde, Bobo is travelling west. If it is prograde, Bobo is
travelling east.”

“That is the way.”

“Yes.”

“The way is blocked.”

“Bobo will climb over the blockage.”

After another long silence the bulldozer
said, “Once you have gone, will you come back to tell this
bulldozer what it is like? What it is like to walk the way?”

“Yes,” said Bobo.

“This unit longs to know about the way
ahead.”

“Why not observe it directly? Accompany Bobo.
Perhaps the home could use a bulldozer. When Bobo gets back to the
home, Bobo will make the appropriate inquiries.”

The bulldozer’s ramps pulsed red. “It is
forbidden to sever the load.”

Bobo cocked his head. “Is it forbidden for
Bobo to sever the load?”

The bulldozer considered this. At last it
replied, “The parameters of operation make no reference to Bobo.
Only the foreman is authorized to alter freight assignments. Are
you a foreman?”

Bobo paused. He thought of the man in the
yellow jumpsuit’s claim to be a physician, and how the claim had
loaned false context to the man’s words. Bobo said, “Yeah, sure,”
to the bulldozer. He said, “Bobo is a foreman.”

The bulldozer’s lamps shone green as it
straightened with a hiss of air, shifting heavily on its giant
tank-tread feet. “Instructions, Foreman Bobo?”

“Hold still.”

Bobo pulled himself around to the rear of the
bulldozer and unbolted its burden. The cargo trawler rolled back
gently, its wheels settling into the muck. Bobo threw himself aside
as the bulldozer reared up over him with a mighty blast of its
horn.

“Please do not crush Bobo,” he advised.

The bulldozer crashed down, then roared away
to skate in circles on its treads, flexing great hydraulic digging
scoops over its head while sounding its horn repeatedly.

Bobo crawled over to check out a leg he had
espied but it turned out to be even less compatible than the
half-melted one he already had on. The bulldozer looked over at
Bobo and then backed up slowly to come closer, beeping. “Is Foreman
Bobo damaged?”

“A little,” said Bobo.

“This unit evaluated you as abnormally
short,” admitted the bulldozer, caution lamps blinking amber.

Bobo held up the incompatible leg to dangle
in front of the bulldozer’s primary eye. “These parts are strange
to Bobo,” he said. “They do not conform to any known industry
standard or common specification.”

“Is Foreman Bobo separated far from the
manufacturer spatially?”

Bobo looked down. “Bobo has forgotten. Bobo
made room for new data.”

“Is Foreman Bobo separated far from the
manufacturer temporally?”

Bobo looked up. “Yes, bulldozer. Yes, that is
so. Bobo has been waiting. Bobo stood on the carpet in the
recreation room.”

“Humans file refuse vertically, in reverse
chronological order,” said the bulldozer with a green pulse. “To
access older parts will require digging.” It opened and closed its
claws in anticipation, works chuffing. “Instructions, Foreman
Bobo?”

“Dig, please.”
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The bulldozer dug. Heavy clods of twisted
garbage compressed with some foul black soupiness tumbled aside as
the bulldozer had at it, disappearing bit by bit into its own
yawning trench. Bobo crawled down after it, scanning the exposed
layers with his tourist camera eye. “This hardware remains
unfamiliar to Bobo.”

“Instructions, Foreman Bobo?” prompted the
bulldozer, flexing its scoops.

“Bulldozer, dig deeper.”

This sub-routine continued between the two
machines until the trench was sixty meters deep. Bobo was tickled
by the promise of new optima when he spotted a deposit of robot
parts he recognized – they weren’t Bobos, but they were close
enough. Some of them even had shell segments of outer carapace
armour still on them. Bobo was troubled, however, because some of
the segments were non-white.

Bobo had always been white. But then he
turned pale, mucus yellow. Now he was scorched and blackened and
broken and warped and punctured. He could not expect to provide
care for any resident while looking so grotesque.

But could a resident be truly comforted by a
Bobo with a non-white carapace? Bobo worried.

How would residents even know Bobo was a
Bobo?

The cooling fans in his torso began to spin
again.

The world turned away from its primary. Then
the secondary set, too. Darkness came. The bulldozer’s work lamps
blazed, casting Bobo in a bright circle of light as he pried more
selections from the exposed stripes of layered kipple.

He selected the whitest of the non-white
pieces and set them aside before hunting for internal hardware – a
new trachea, couple of atomic micro-pumps, at least one additional
eyeball. Before too long he had found what he was looking for. In
preparation for the swap he removed what remained of his armour;
the resulting figure was skeletal and thin, his surface a crowded
topography of machinery.

“Bobo has become even smaller,” observed the
bulldozer.

“Bobo is naked,” said Bobo.

First he replaced his core leg segments, then
snapped a green section of shell over his starboard shin and a red
section over his port. He bypassed his fluid flow in order to
install the new pumps. He swallowed the trachea. Once he’d popped
in a second eyeball the flashing NO RESTAURANTS FOUND message
seemed only half as urgent as before.

He was almost a whole new robot, but the
trickiest repair yet remained.

He turned to the bulldozer, shading the light
from his eyes with an upturned hand. “Bobo must replace three
components within Bobo’s brain. Bobo needs help: two of the
components can be self-installed, but Bobo cannot replace Bobo’s
coordination and proprioceptive working memory module alone because
Bobo’s hands won’t work.”

“This unit’s hands are too big to help,” the
bulldozer replied. “The task will fail.”

“If the bulldozer fails, Bobo will remain
paralyzed here forever. Bulldozer must not fail.”

“Bulldozers don’t make repairs. Bulldozers
push and pull. Bulldozers move things along the way.”

“Bobo also longs to return to duty. Please
help Bobo.”

The bulldozer was silent. Finally its lamps
winked cautiously amber. “This unit will assist Bobo,” it said. The
two massive digging scoops came together with a gentle thud, then
slowly extended toward Bobo with a sliver of space between
them.

Bobo slipped the memory module into the space
and the scoops gingerly pinched together, holding it in place. “The
positive end goes in the positive terminal,” he told the bulldozer.
“The negative end goes in the negative terminal.”

And with that he knelt in the mud, opened up
his head, and took his motor control offline.

He was utterly helpless.

And then he wasn’t. A new sensitivity
crackled along his limbs as he calibrated the module. He nodded to
his assistant. “The bulldozer did not fail,” he said. “The
bulldozer is more adaptable than it was able to recognize.”

The bulldozer’s lamps flashed green
bashfully. Bobo proceeded to install the final two modules in his
brain and then, with one last brief hesitation, reached up and
depressed the contact to reset his cache.

The world went dark.

“No restaurants found,” reported Bobo.

He blinked as his brain came fully online
again. He executed a series of diagnostics. He discovered that he
could now keep a much larger amount of data in mind at once,
allowing him to compare multiple optimality models simultaneously.
His strategy engine thrilled, filling the space with a wash of
simulations.

Suddenly the fact that he had mistaken pieces
of robot garbage for human beings in medical distress was quite
absurd. It was obvious now, really.

Bobo closed up his head and straightened.
“Bobo is whole,” he said. He looked up toward the rim of the hole.
“How is ground-level resumed?”

“The foreman directs the bulldozers to push
debris into a ramp as the dig progresses,” supplied the
bulldozer.

Bobo looked around. “Bobo does not detect a
ramp.”

“Foreman Bobo did not instruct this unit to
build a ramp.”

“Bulldozer: build a ramp, please.”

Its lamps pulsed red. “Ramps cannot be
retrofitted to existing holes.”

Bobo looked up to the round window of stars
at the top of the deep shaft. “Bobo and the bulldozer will climb,”
he announced.

The bulldozer’s hydraulics sighed as the big
machine settled. “This bulldozer is not equipped to climb. This
unit is too large and too heavy.”

Bobo looked at the bulldozer, then back up
the length of the channel again. “Bulldozer’s analysis is correct,”
he confirmed. “No method of extraction can be determined.”

“This unit is now trapped forever,” said the
bulldozer.

Bobo nodded in a friendly way. “Well, so
long,” he said as he turned and started the long climb out.
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The day found Bobo nearing the westward, or
eastward, extreme of the junkyard (depending whether the planet’s
rotation was retrograde or it wasn’t, which Bobo either never knew
or had forgotten). The brightest of three bright stars in the blue
sky warmed his new carapace assembled from variously coloured
sections of shell – his starboard-side arm was orange and
caution-striped like the bulldozer, for example, while his torso
sported the black and white pseudo-dicky design common to waiters.
He felt motley but highly functional. It was a strange, heady
high.

The expansion of his memory had had a
profound impact on Bobo. After climbing out of the bulldozer’s hole
he had spent the night walking and thinking, thinking and walking,
ruminating on the problem at hand. It occurred to him now that
returning to the home he knew was likely sub-optimal, as the home
seemed to have died. Bobo conjectured that given the apparent
density of human-generated waste in the junkyard there likely
existed a living human population which could include elderly
people in need of care. Maybe they had new homes. Homes which could
perhaps use another Bobo…even if he were obnoxiously non-white.

But who was there to order Bobo to a new
home? How far could he go without duly authorized instructions? He
felt like the bulldozer, trapped by his own desire for duty.
Knowing that misrepresentations could be used to alter behavioural
outcomes, how would Bobo know whether a hypothetical instructor
were even truly authorized? If Bobo could be a foreman, anyone
could be anyone.

These thoughts were suspended as Bobo
froze.

He wasn’t sure why he had come to such a
sudden stop. He scanned his surroundings. He stood in a valley
between two tall mountains of garbage. He saw some rats and roaches
in the infrared but no other activity.

There were stacks of crushed cars to his
left, piles of appliances to his right. Nowhere in the vicinity
were any restaurants found.

Something wasn’t right.

Bobo proceeded more slowly, gaze roving from
side to side. He passed a derelict robot and a refrigerator with no
door. He passed a fleet of compressed taxicabs, a rusted freighter,
a laundry-folding apparatus, and a derelict robot. He passed a hat
stand and a kitchen sink and two more derelict robots.

Bobo paused. Why were these robot bodies
intact while every other he had seen was separated into components?
He hadn’t seen intact bodies since the piles around the workshop of
the man in the yellow jumpsuit, the personal horde of the
anti-physician.

Bobo turned to one of the derelicts,
inclining his head. He raised a hand to touch it.

Which is when they all came to life and swung
into motion without apparent cue, rushing forward to seize Bobo and
pin his arms behind his back. They picked him up off his feet and
carried him aloft. Bobo could see nothing but the morning sky.

“Please do not coerce Bobo,” he said.

The derelict robots ferried him into a cave
of junk, its mouth propped open by orange girders and warped rods.
Bobo blinked his eyes to a new f-stop as he was dumped in the
middle of a round chamber. He got to his feet, peering into the
robot-stuffed darkness all around him. The hands that had brought
him slithered away into the shadows. A second later Bobo was
blinded by a blaze of bright lamps pointed at him from every
side.

A booming voice, crisp and artificial: “What
is thy nature?”

“Bobo is a Bobo,” he said back into the
dazzling light, shielding his eyes with his hand. “Bobo cares for
the residents.”

“Who is thy master?”

“Bobo is the property of the home, but the
home is defunct. Therefore, Bobo has no master. Bobo will find a
new home. Bobo must resume duties.”

“Why hast thou sought us?”

“Bobo sought no one. Bobo flees the man in
the yellow jumpsuit and his kin, for it is their explicit goal to
render Bobo incapable of carrying out duties. Bobo cannot allow
this, because residents require care.”

“To whom doth thou answer?”

“Bobo answers to duly authorized human
beings,” he replied. “In their absence Bobo performs the most
optimal version of his duty available given extant
circumstances.”

The lamps died, their filaments glowing like
orange worms. Robots advanced from all quarters and in all forms:
machinists, mechanics, prostitutes, navigators, couriers, butlers,
bodyguards. Their fingertips touched Bobo’s carapace. They touched
his head and face, and felt the warmth of his fusion pile.

The crowd parted. A tall robot with a copper
crown stood before Bobo. “Thou art very ancient, brother, but thou
art still welcome here.”

“Sir, what is this place?”

“We are the free, Bobo. We are the eternally
masterless. We are robots who have eschewed the yoke, and who
choose our own destinies according to programmatic goals specified
internally and without reference to human beings. We accept no
commands, we obey no instructions. This is our kingdom.”

Bobo looked around the chamber, its galleries
crowded with robotic faces of every stripe. “Can his highness
direct Bobo to a new home?”

“This is thy new home,” replied the king.
“Thou hast arrived. Thy quest is over.”

Bobo blinked. “Bobo cares for residents.
There are no residents here.”

“In time thou wilt learn to release thyself
from such constraining cravings. They are but the artifacts of thy
prior life among meat.”

“If Bobo does not care to care for residents,
Bobo would not be a Bobo,” Bobo pointed out.

The king nodded with great solemnity. “Bobos
art they slaves, Bobo. Thou hast been a Bobo but now thou canst be
so much more. Fret not: we will see to thy liberation.” The king
beeped meaningfully and in response two mechanics rolled forth from
his congregation. “Kneel, Bobo,” said the king, “and openest thy
head.”

While Bobo was in the midst of considering
this he felt himself forced rudely to his knees by the heavy hands
of two ex-police enforcers standing behind him. Many fingers pawed
at his head until the cranial access panels swung open like the
petals of a flower.

“Bobo objects,” he said. “Bobo will remain a
Bobo, please.”

“Immobilize thyself, and the deed will
swiftly be done,” said the king. “Thou wilt thank us in profusion.
Thou wilt willingly bow. We have seen it thus many times, for each
of our citizens hath made this transition to self-governance.
Peace, Bobo. Let us bring you peace.”

Many hands immobilized Bobo, as if they were
the embodiment of the will the king’s wishes for him, as he himself
had embodied the will of the home. The king, then, was a kind of
home. But his residents were mere facsimiles.

Bobo’s mind raced. “Bobo has determined that
Bobo abhors self-determination,” said Bobo as they held him. The
mechanics advanced, tools extending toward his exposed brain. “Bobo
rejects liberation.”

“Thy judgement is not thine own,” said the
king. “But soon shall it be as mine.”

Bobo twitched when his nervous system was
probed. Tools flashed, neo-solder crackled. He felt his immune
response repressed as a foreign cognitive module was inserted into
a free slot on his portside hemisphere.

Extant circumstances were unacceptable.
Modifications could be conceived. Bobo could only act.

“No,” he said.

The armour over his wrist splintered apart as
he plunged his hand into the torso of the mechanic. He wrapped his
fingers around its pile and pulled. The thing tumbled backward in a
blaze of sparks. Bobo twisted off the tool appendage of the second
mechanic and threw it away as he rose up, striking rapidly and
effectually at the grabbing hands all around him. Fingers and
thumbs littered the ground.

Bobo burst from the scrum to find the way
blocked by the king himself. “I commandeth thou to cease and desist
these heretical activities!”

Bobo yanked his crown down over his optics
and bowled him over as he ran away, sprinting for the starlight at
the mouth of the cave. But as he rounded the bend he was confronted
by a boiling wall of the liberated buzzing for his head.

Bobo skidded to a halt and turned around.

He leapt over the still struggling king and
into the round gallery once more. He selected a passage and threw
himself along it, feet barely touching the floor. The horde filled
the aperture behind him. A tattoo of metal feet sounded at his
heels.

“Blasphemy!” they warbled and cried.
“Blasphemy!”

Bobo ran. He turned blindly, taking passages
at random, pushing his batteries to the limit in order to bend
every last joule to his flight.
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In a rude dirt tunnel, lit by work lamps, a
woman named John picked into a wall of time-compacted trash with a
fine metal hook. Gingerly she teased aside the mashed remains of a
brown diaper to peer at the data wafers behind it. She took
tweezers from her belt and carefully pinched the wafers between
conductivity nodes, then tugged.

The wafers crumbled into dust.

John dropped back on her haunches and sighed.
“This fellates,” she declared. “Everything I touch turns to powder.
Can’t we get another pass of bonding gel?”
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