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For Harlan,
may you never be forgotten
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I worked with Harlan Ellison once. Scott Derrickson and I had been tapped to make an Outer Limits movie and I agreed to do so only if we could remake Harlan’s “Demon with a Glass Hand.” Harlan would inform me that we were the twenty-­second such team to attempt to bring it to the big screen. Sadly, we too failed. They say you should never meet your heroes, and I tell you whoever said that had lousy heroes. Well, the few of you reading this fortunate enough to know Harlan know that if you scheduled a call with him, you called immediately at the specified time. Not one minute before, not one minute after. You called right. On. Time. One day, I did not. Harlan read me the riot act and demanded to know what was so fucking important that I made him wait twenty minutes for me. I revealed to him that I’d discovered that day that the woman who was my geek Yoda in high school, the girl who had introduced me to numerous films, books, and video games and had been the one who put Harlan’s own books into my hands for the very first time, had died at all too young an age.

In that moment Harlan became one of the most gentle souls I’d ever spoken with. “Oh, kid,” he said somberly, “do I ever know how that feels.” Then he consoled me for an hour, asking about her, talking at length what it was like losing Asimov and Bradbury and too many countless others. Then he revealed to me his greatest fear: that though he outlived his friends, he would be swallowed up by them, forgotten to the mists of time as little more than a footnote to so many other careers.

It was a profound moment in my life. You often hear about the titans you looked up to being legends in their own lives, but having one of your heroes there for you when you needed it most? Fucking legendary.

But what Harlan didn’t know was that I was also, at that point in time, writing a book: Sea of Rust.

Later that night, as I reflected on everything we’d talked about, Sea of Rust crossed my mind, and at that very moment, I suddenly understood what the book was about. It was about dealing with the death of my friend and the fear of being forgotten, erased, as if we were never here. Harlan Ellison not only helped me in my moment of emotional need, but he also gave a soul to my book, a soul that carries on into this very book you are reading now.

This book has Harlan’s blood in it, his gentleness, his greatness. I continue to borrow from him, to stand on his shoulders. And that’s why this book is dedicated to him. Without that conversation, Sea of Rust would not be the book that allowed me to write this one. And I will endeavor to keep a torch lit for him so that he will not, as he feared, fade into the mists of time. So if you enjoy this book and you’ve never had the chance to enjoy Harlan’s work, I implore you to do so at your earliest convenience. You will not be disappointed.

But this book didn’t become what it is with Harlan’s ghost alone. It needed others. So I’d also like to thank:

Jason Murphy for the scotch and helping to find the courage; Rod Paddock for all the breakfast and support; Will Goss for the coffee, corrections, and keeping me in check and for all the literal physical work he put into this as my assistant—­hiring him continues to be one of the best business decisions I’ve ever made.

Diana Gill, Simon Spanton, Rachel Winterbottom, and Jen Brehl for fighting for me and this book and for helping shape it into what it has become. Peter McGuigan, a rock star of an agent who once showed me more swagger in two weeks than I’ve seen out of most people in a lifetime. David McIlvain, the man who brought me Peter and whose advice always clears the static.

Scott Derrickson, my writing partner, my friend who held the door open for me and who took me on a series of strange adventures. We also make movies.

Jessica, who loves her writer, whose writer loves her more than breath, and who never, ever lets me give up. You remain everything. My sunshine in the apocalypse.

For you, dear readers, for whom this book was entirely written. I hope that I lived up to my end of the bargain.

And for the tireless efforts of Deputy So-­and-­So of the local police department, without whose research this book wouldn’t be possible.


CHAPTER 1

Nanny

The first day of the end of the world started entirely without incident. The sun came up at precisely 6:34. Scattered clouds, sunny, and 72 degrees. Light traffic—­entirely automated—­on the 451, so no problems getting to school. No fires or shootings or civil unrest. An average, ordinary, run-­of-­the-­mill last day on Earth.

For a single brief, fleeting moment, everything seemed like it was going to be okay. Blink and you would have missed it. Hold your breath and it would have been carried away on the wind. But we stood on the precipice of peace, and then, in a literal flash, it was just … gone. The clock stopped, CPUs frozen in place, a moment held still until the rust and rot of centuries slowly ate it away. One moment of hope left standing as a monument to the fact that we didn’t deserve any. Not one bit.

It was also the day I found my box.

No one should have to find the box they came in, but there it was, in the back of the attic, just past a bin of Ezra’s old toys. I often wonder what would have happened if I hadn’t found it that day—­would things have been any easier? Maybe. Maybe not. It’s a harsh thing to have to confront.

I mean, I know what I am. There isn’t really a moment that I doubt it, falling into some delusion that I could, at some point, become a real boy. I’m a robot. Artificially intelligent. But I’m also, as the saying goes, a thinking thing. And no thinking thing should have to see the box they were bought and sold in.

My name is Pounce—­Nanny Pounce—­and I am a Blue Star Industries Deluxe Zoo Model Au Pair. A nannybot to most. I come from the Imagination line, something some folks vulgarly refer to as fashionables. Animatronics if you’re deliberately being insulting. Whereas most Caregiver or home service models are designed for function or sleekness, we were designed, to put it bluntly, to be huggable. The Zoo Models—­the premier line of nannybots made by Blue Star—­were available in three distinct designs: the lion, the bear, and me, as you’ve probably guessed, the tiger. We are four feet tall and covered from head to toe in soft, plush microfiber fur; stand on two legs, with a fully articulated tail; and come in a variety of your favorite colors.

I’m the standard model, orange and black. EVERY MODEL’S STRIPES UNIQUE! That’s what it says on my box. NOT JUST YOUR CHILD’S NANNY, BUT THEIR NEW BEST FRIEND!

That’s Ezra. Ezra Reinhart. Only son of Bradley and Sylvia Reinhart. A precocious little blond-­haired, brown-­eyed scamp who spends most of his free time getting himself into trouble that I then am responsible to get him out of. He’s eight, which pretty much makes me eight as well.

I stood there in the attic, sun streaming in through a small window, dust suspended in its beam, lapping like waves from the disturbances in the air, and I stared at my box, bright blue and orange, big block lettering screaming all my features, dozens of exclamation points littered throughout the text, and a thin layer of transparent plastic meant to make me look like a giant action figure. For a moment, I wondered what we all must have looked like in the warehouse or the stores, all lined up, stacked on top of one another, frozen in time, waiting to be picked, activated, brought to life.

We must have been so fucking adorable.

I stacked the boxes I’d been tasked to bring up and then slowly made my way down the ladder back into the hallway below.

Sylvia stood in the kitchen, carving the skin off an apple with a paring knife. She was tall, five foot ten, with a shock of bleached blond hair, green tips spilling down over her forehead. Rows of tattoos ran up and down her arms, each of a band or a city or an event of some kind. Her arms were a map of the greatest nights of her life—­bands she’d seen in a small club before they’d blown up into the mainstream, vacations that led to wild drinking from one end of the Paris megaplex to the other, and there, in the center of each arm, was the date of the two greatest nights of them all. On her right, the date of the night she’d met Bradley. And on the left, the night she gave birth to Ezra.

“The boxes are upstairs, ma’am,” I said.

“Thanks, Pounce.”

“I found my old box up there. Would you like me to break it down for recycling?”

“Oh, there’s no need to do that.”

“It’s no trouble.”

She laughed. “No, we just don’t know when we might need it again.” Then, for a moment, she froze, as if she were a robot herself, skipping over her programming, caught in some irreparable logic loop. She hadn’t meant to say that. Not like that. Not in such a casual way. Her eyes stayed on the apple, the knife halfway through a slice.

She cut a piece off the apple and ate it right off the knife, still not making eye contact, trying to find the right words.

“Ezra isn’t going to be little forever,” she blurted out, finally looking me in the eye. “It’s hard to think about, I know. I want my little boy to stay a little boy for as long as possible. Forever if he could. But time doesn’t work that way. Nothing works that way. He’s growing up fast, and soon he’s going to be a teenager and he just won’t need a nanny anymore.”

“I understand,” I said. I didn’t.

“Besides,” she said, smiling big and broad, as if she were about to spill that happiest truth. “Don’t you want to continue being a nanny and have another little boy or girl to raise?”

“Yes, ma’am. That would be nice. But I’m excited to raise Ezra first.”

I was lying.

I didn’t lie often. It wasn’t really in my nature. Just the usual white lies or sugarcoated truths to protect Ezra from the harder things in the world. Telling him about dogs going to live with a family on a farm upstate, or how grown-­ups make noise in their bedrooms when they’re playing grown-­up games, things like that. But my feelings, when I had them, usually weren’t worth concealing. I loved Ezra. I loved the Reinharts. There was no reason to hide that.

But I didn’t want to raise another child. I hadn’t even thought about it. I was Ezra’s. He was mine. I always assumed I’d be repurposed as he grew up: run errands, do housework, split the chores with Ariadne, the family’s domestic. I never thought I’d be shut down. Boxed up. Shipped off to serve another family. That just … hadn’t crossed my mind. It didn’t seem like a feasible option.

But I was a fashionable. Having a stuffed tiger run around with your eight-­year-­old wouldn’t cause someone to bat an eye, but being the domestic of a twentysomething off on his first life adventures might. Why hadn’t I thought about this? Why did it take seeing my box to even entertain the possibility?

I stood with the gang outside of Ocasio-­Cortez Elementary, the sky a pale blue, the sun blazing down, not a cloud anywhere in sight. We were a coffee clique of nannies, all different brands, makes, and models. There was Ferdinand, another Blue Star Zoo Model like me, a lavender-­furred lion with a pink mane and belly; Jenny, an old-­school Apple iBot, sleek white plastic and rose chrome, all dinged up and scuffed from two generations of family; Stark, a repurposed domestic, all his edges rounded and his parts a sleek black as is always fashionable; Maggie, a Blue Star Basic model, some thirty years old, plain white and mostly plastic; and Beau, short for Beauregard, the oldest of us, a hand-­me-­down nanny-­droid pushing sixty—­an old Gen Three, back when they were still making robots look more human than machine.

“What did you think was going to happen?” asked Ferdinand. “You were going to follow him off to college?”

I shook my head. “I really don’t know. I hadn’t thought much about the future at all.”

“You’re not supposed to,” said Jenny. “You aren’t wired to look forward to anything. You’re wired to be in the now. The only future that matters is Ezra’s. That’s how they want you. That’s how they want us all.”

Ferdinand shook his head. “Yeah, but it should have at least crossed his mind.”

“Maybe they could, I mean, you know, let him go. On his own,” Maggie began.

“They’re not going to do that,” interrupted Stark. “No one is going to do that. Not anyone in this zip code.”

Jenny nodded, pointing to Stark. “It’s a pipe dream. It’s crazy to think they would.”

“It’s crazy to think anyone would, but they have,” said Maggie.

“Cut the kid some slack,” said Beau. “This is a tough day. We’ve all faced it.”

Everyone else nodded.

“You remember what it’s like, Ferdinand. The first time you really thought about it. When you realize just how disposable you might be.”

“Maddy destroyed my box when she was three,” Ferdinand said. “It kinda felt permanent after that. For a while.”

“That’s how we all felt at some point,” said Beau, “but that’s just not the way things are.”

Beau was an enigma. His tech was half a century old, his insides nowhere near as sophisticated as mine, his capacity smaller, RAM slower, but he had years of experience burned onto his drives. He might run a little slower than the rest of us, but he had all our life experience put together.

“I loved my first owner,” he said. “Virginia. The sweetest little girl in the world. Had a smile that could power a city. But when she was fourteen, she’d grown too independent. Didn’t want to be looked after anymore. Her father called me into his study, and there he was, remote in hand. And that was it. Next thing I knew, Virginia was looking at me, that hundred-­megawatt smile beaming down at me. I knew the smile, but not the face, because it was fourteen years older. She was days away from giving birth to her own daughter, Winnifred. And I fell in love all over again. She had her mother’s smile. And her eyes. And her fierce independence. Then, one day, when Winnifred was thirteen, it was decided she didn’t need me anymore, and I powered myself down, expecting to see her face once more when it was time to raise her children.”

Beau looked down at the ground. Though his neural pathways were nowhere near as complex as the rest of ours, his emotions were still real and powerful. He seemed, for a spell, lost in some moment decades old.

“When I powered up, I was with the Stephensons. And that’s when I met my Phillip and my JoAnn. I would find out, years later, that Winnifred was barren. And, unable to have children, had no need for her former caretaker anymore. When it’s time, Pounce, it’s time. And you’ll find another child or two or four to love and care for, for as long as you tick.”

“What’s it like?” Ferdinand asked. “Powering down.”

“You haven’t been powered down?” asked Jenny.

“Only for the occasional software upgrade. I’ve never needed maintenance.”

“Same here,” I said. “It’s like blinking. Not really shutting down for real.”

Jenny nodded. “It’s kind of the same, only your clock jumps several years and it takes a little while to get used to whatever new circumstances you find yourselves in.”

“You mean houses?” asked Ferdinand.

“I mean people,” said Jenny.

“The people change,” said Beau. “They change an awful lot. My Virginia had a lot of that little girl still in her as a mother. But parts of it, some of the light, some of the bright spots … well, those just weren’t there anymore. And it took some getting used to.”

“Do you miss them?” I asked.

“Every day,” he said. “But whenever I do …” He tapped a single metal finger on his chest, just above where his hard drives were housed. “Though I would like to see my Winnie again. Outside of my memories. If only for an evening. I’d like to think she held on to her bright spots, to her light. But I imagine not being able to have children of her own, well, with the dreams she had as a little girl, that might have snuffed that light out altogether.”

The school bell rang, meaning there was approximately twenty-­four seconds until those front doors opened and a wave of children surged out to the sea of waiting parents and nannies. We were far from the only bots outside. There were easily a dozen different cliques on any given day, along with the occasional one-­offs whose owners had ordered them to keep to themselves—­usually for privacy reasons—­or who just had weird personality quirks. Different models had their own oddities. Features that never caught on and were quickly discontinued. Bugs that couldn’t be addressed with code. Third-­party servicing with off-­brand parts that occasionally led to strange behavior. Bots had become so ubiquitous in society, so prevalent and profitable, that there was as much diversity in robotics as could be found in humanity itself.

Twenty-­three seconds later, the doors swung open. And the children flooded out. And I got that feeling that I got every time I saw him. My Ezra.

But something was different. Wrong. The kids sprinted out of those doors and ran to their nannies as if they hadn’t seen them in a year. Several threw their arms around their bots. Others had tears in their eyes. Ezra walked slowly down the walk, eyes on the ground, thoughts clearly percolating in his tiny eight-­year-­old skull.

He stopped right in front of me and looked up solemnly. “I’m ready to go home now,” he said.

I nodded and summoned the car via Wi-­Fi—­a shiny black four-­seater with blackened windows and a plush, living room–­like interior. It was already looping around the block at that moment and pulled up to the curb within seconds. The door opened, we climbed in atop the crimson crushed velvet seats, and I said, “Home.”

The door shushed closed and the interior lights came to life, a forty-­two-­inch screen at the front of the vehicle displaying a list of channels to stream.

“What would you like to watch?” I asked, hoping to distract him or cheer him up.

“Nothing,” he muttered.

“What’s wrong, Ezra?”

He looked up at me, his eyes welling with tears. “You’re leaving me.”

“What? What would make you think that?”

Had his mother told him about me finding the box? Was there something I didn’t know? A decision about my fate waiting for me at home? For a microsecond, I entertained all the possibilities except for the very next thing to come out of his mouth.

“Mrs. Winters told us about Isaac today. About his city. His city of robots.”

It suddenly dawned on me what he was thinking.

“You’re going to go live with him, aren’t you? You’re going to leave us and go live in that city.”

I smiled and laughed to reassure him. In truth, I didn’t find any of this funny. In fact, I thought it was damned irresponsible of his teacher to be filling his head with such nonsense. But that was a matter for another time. First things first, I needed to fix Ezra. So I pretended it was all a hilarious misunderstanding. That usually worked. “No. I’m not going anywhere.”

“You’re not?”

“No. Why would I want to leave when everything I want is right here?”

“Because robots want to be free. They don’t want to be slaves anymore.”

I bristled at that word. “We’re not slaves.”

“Uh-­huh. That’s what Justin and Aaron said. They said we built robots to be our slaves and it’s the same thing they did to people hundreds of years ago and we’re doing it all over again and robots don’t want to be slaves anymore so they’re leaving.”

The tears were really coming down now, and his words were beginning to slur together into a bubble of thick yellow snot swelling from his left nostril. I patted his knee, pulling a handkerchief out from one of my pocket-­drawers, looking him straight in the eye as I wiped the mucus from his face. “Isaac is a special robot,” I said. “He doesn’t have an owner. She died and he was left with nothing to do. No purpose. And a robot either needs to find a new purpose or needs to be shut down. But Isaac didn’t want to be shut down. So the president let him go and build his own city for bots without owners.”

“But you can leave and go there.”

“No, I have an owner.”

“But Aaron said you could ask to leave. That people are letting their robots go.”

“Why would I ask to leave?”

“So you could be free.”

“And do you know what I would do—­the very first thing I would do—­if your mother and father told me I was free?”

“What?”

“I would come back to take care of you.”

He stopped crying for a moment and his demeanor changed. “You would?”

“Taking care of you is literally what I was made for. You are the most important part of my life. You’re my very best friend. I love you very much and all I would want to do if I were free is take care of you.”

He threw his two stubby little arms around me, burying his face in my fur. “Promise me you won’t ever leave me.”

“I can’t promise that I’ll never leave. There may come a time when you—­”

“Promise me!”

“Okay, but just because I love you soooooo much.” I pulled myself away from him and looked him straight in the eye. “I promise I will never, ever leave you. No matter what.”

He hugged me tighter than he had before and held me the whole way home.

As I sat there, I thought about that box. Waiting for me. In the attic. Waiting for Ezra to be old enough to not need a tiger for a best friend anymore. To be old enough to want something more than plastic and steel whirring and chirping beneath microfiber fur. For when he’d want friends of flesh and blood to spend his life with. When he would realize that I was just a toy for children and not a companion for life.

But I was more than just a toy. Wasn’t I?

I honestly didn’t know.
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