Artificial Nine

Final Phase: 'Doesn't Matter How You're Made'

The Ring Pool was always a place of relaxation for Sally Acorn. A few days time and numerous showers had restored her fur to its proper color, and distanced her enough from the ordeal in Robotropolis to let her look back on it more clearly. This was a place where she spent most of her time among friends, so it came as a great surprise to her to find that she had, of late, preferred to be alone.

She was scrolling through a number of Nicole's digital photos of herself and her friends, thinking about their adventures together, both real and imagined; it was an activity she'd done a lot of since she'd gotten home. The morning was pleasant in Knothole Village, and other residents were out and about, but she still felt alone. Try as she might, she could not reconcile the fact that she had left someone in that terrible place to die, no matter the reasons or the ethics of it.

Nine had not been successful in killing Robotnik, that much she knew; although he had been remarkably quiet since then, with no new schemes that needed to be stopped as best as the spying missions had determined. The genetics facility was a ruin, with no chance of recovering anything of worth in it. Her friend's body was probably deep beneath it all, she knew, and she had considered raising a piece of the rubble as some sort of makeshift monument to his memory but it wouldn't have felt right. Nine had taken great pains to ensure that the world would forget him and his new species, and creating anything that would share his memory with the world would dishonor that. She had told no one about him, only that she had escaped. It was better that way.

Still, she wished she had something tangible to remember him by. Her eyes caught a strange date in the picture catalog on Nicole's screen; it was for a picture taken during her captivity. She had taken no pictures from then, at least, as far as she remembered. The stress and the sedatives had left her memories of those few days a bit hazy in places. Curious, she opened the picture file.

It was a picture, taken in the lab in Robotropolis while it had still stood. A closeup of Nine, smiling at the camera. He had taken a photograph of himself for her collection of pictures of her friends. The fact that he was smiling, and the date both meant that it must have been late in their time together. She wasn't sure when he'd done it without her seeing, but she was extremely glad to have it all the same; it brought a genuine smile to her face for the first time in days.

“Hey there.” A quiet voice to her side caught her attention, and Sally closed her computer quietly, turning to face the owner of the voice she knew so well.

“Hi, Sonic.” She smiled at him a little and offered him a spot on the log she sat on.

“How're you doin'?” He was far more quiet and peaceful than he normally would be, for her sake, she knew. He sat down beside her, smiling softly. He'd been amazingly sweet the past few days, keeping people away when she wanted to be alone, and not pressing her for anything about her time in Robotropolis.

“I'm okay.”

“Good.” Sonic hesitantly put a hand on her shoulder, relaxing only when he saw her lean into it and smile. “It's a nice day today. Everybody was hoping you'd come for a walk with us or something.”

Sally hesitated, then nodded. “Okay. There's something I need to do real quick though, will you give me a sec?”

“Sure thing, Sal.”

There was still one thing bothering her. She hadn't had the chance to say goodbye, when the time came. She didn't feel that she could put it all behind her until she did, and so she fished a small object out of her vest pocket. It was a piece of marble she'd recovered from the remains of the building when they had gone back to check on it a few days later. Rotor had smoothed it down for her, at her request. With the help of Nicole's very precise laser emitter, she spent the next few moments beside Sonic carefully engraving a name on the smoothed stone. Nine, the word, not the number.

Sally stood and looked down at the stone in her hand. “Goodbye.” She whispered to it, and then drew her arm back, hurling the bit of marble with all her might. It soared through the sky and then plunged beneath the still surface of the pond, disappearing from sight.

Sonic tilted his head, bemused. “Huh. What was that for?”

“For a friend.” Sally smiled at him. “Come on, let's go find the gang and take that walk.”
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